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“Piss off, Rosie!” he said, shaking his leg violently. “Garn! Gedoudovit!”
Rosie leaped away with a small growl and scurried off, halfturning, the

way that only cattle dogs can do. She found herself a small mound about two
metres away from him and sat there grinning, her tongue lolling from the
side of her mouth and her steely eyes glinting at him over her doggy laugh.

“You can be a real bitch sometimes you know,” he said through gritted
teeth. His hands strained as he twisted the pliers roughly. “Jesus! How much
frigging wire has this old coot got wound round this gate? You’d think it
was fucking Fort Knox in there,” he grumbled, darkly.

With a sudden snap the wire sprang away from the gate, twanging in the
air and snagging him painfully across the chest.

“Shit!”
He rubbed his chest hard to numb the stinging pain, and then pushed

the gate open with his other hand.
Brown palm fronds crunched under his boots as he walked through the

gate, calling to Rosie to follow him. She jumped up eagerly, with her
obsessive gaze still locked on his trouser leg.

“Don’t even think about it, Ok?” The dog panted and barked loudly twice.
She ran through the gate and between his legs then scuttled off, leading

the way up the path.
Woz tilted his hat back and wiped his forehead. It was hot already and

only eight in the morning. It promised to be a long steaming summer. He
couldn’t remember a day in early October as hot as this.

He took off his Akubra and vigorously fanned his sweating face.
Cicadas drummed in a rapidly increasing tempo that echoed through the

thick, green canopy overhead. He glanced up, thinking that the mango crop
was going to be a beauty this year. Long stems fell from darkgreen bunches
of leaves, each thin stem tipped with an oval, palegreen fruit that swung
slowly in the early morning breeze.

He would have to remember to come back here just before Xmas, he
noted to himself. Derek had told him that this particular mango, just over the
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gate, was a good cropper. Not one of the stringy turpentines that grew wild
everywhere, but one that always produced a crop of big orangepink fruit.

Derek was his farmhand. That’s why he was here instead of out in the
rows cutting for the daily harvest. Derek had asked for four days off work
to ‘visit a sick relative’. He hadn’t argued. But, what could he do? Derek
was a good worker – they were hard to come by.

The four days had come and gone. He’d telephoned regularly for the past
few days to find out what had happened. It wasn’t like Derek. He was
usually pretty reliable. He knew that he would have rung if something had
happened. It wasn’t like him to go off for what was it – a week now?

He put his hat back on and headed on up the driveway towards the sound
of Rosie’s calling bark.

As he neared the house, he started to get a strange feeling. Derek’s rusty
old FJ was missing. He usually parked it next to the house under a spreading
African tulip tree. You could never miss Derek’s car. The faded green duco
was always covered in mounds of fruit bat shit that he never cleaned off.

Woz had called in a week ago to give him his wages. He distinctly
remembered seeing the car covered in a tarp, for the first time ever.

Anger started to well up in him. The bloke had become suddenly
unreliable. He hated being taken for a ride.

Derek was a funny old bugger. But he’d been reliable – not a bludger
like some of the blokes he had working for him over the past few years. He
was a loner. Didn’t talk much – kept pretty much to himself.

“Derek! You there?” he called out from the foot of the stairs. “Derek?”
The house had seen better days. Nested in the foothills of the coastal

ranges, it was a typical Queenslander – balcony all the way around – wooden
fretwork, iron roof. The obligatory bougainvillea sprawled over the roof
above the stairs, spearing the dappled light with hotpink blossoms. A
sunbird nest hung under the eaves – a bright golden shape flew over
Warwick’s head and onto the nest, weaving moss into the leaves and small
bits of paper that made up its pendulous shape.

“Derek?” he called again.
“Fuck this,” he grumbled to himself. He strode up the stairs and banged

hard on the front door with his fist.
It swung open.
“Hey, Dezza! – You there, mate?”
He walked into the middle of the hallway.
He heard the blowflies before he caught the smell. A cold shiver ran

through him, apprehension knotting the pit of his stomach.



5Stinga

“Derek?” he called again in a small voice. It was then that the smell
whacked him in the face. He futilely choked back vomit. Grabbing his gut
and leaning on the wall, he spewed spectacularly over the tongueingroove
that lined the dark hallway.

“Christ Almighty!” he spluttered, shaking the vomit from his right boot.
Dry retches racked him as he walked out onto the veranda. Rosie sat at the
top of the stairs quietly watching him lurch to the rail.

It seemed to him as if he’d spewed for half an hour, and brought up
everything that he had eaten for a week. In reality, it couldn’t have been
more than a minute or two.

Gradually, the heaving having subsided, he spat into the garden over and
over, to clear his mouth.

Woz was always pretty good in times of crisis. Initial reactions passed
quickly and then he was all clear, calculating and removed. It had allowed
him to cope when he had heard of his parents’ accident, he remembered.

“Not now,” he said to himself, pushing painful memories to the back of his
mind, “Get this over with. The past is the past. Pull yourself together, mate.”

“Stay there, Rosie. That’s a good girl.” He reached down and scuffed her
head between her ears.

He breathed deeply, and then walked quickly and quietly down the hall
to the kitchen that ran along the back of the house. The air in the kitchen
was foetid and as hot as a furnace.

“Jesus!” he yelled loudly.
Derek was at home after all – dead.
The room swarmed with blowies. They clung in dark patches on the

walls – thickly in spots and scattered, like raisins in a fruitcake, across the
rest of the room.

The body lay sprawled on its face, a dark mass of flies covering the area
of an obvious large, spread bloodstain on the floor. The back of Derek’s
head was missing. His twisted body spreadeagled awkwardly under the
kitchen table, a gun grasped in the outflung left hand, head facing towards
the open fireplace next to the range.

Small pieces, triangles really, of burned paper and ash had spread over
Derek’s head and outstretched arm.

Gritting his teeth, Warwick turned quickly on his heel. It was going to
be a shit of a week, he thought, as he headed for the car and his mobile
phone.

* * * * *
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“Sergeant Miles, you got a moment?”
Detective Inspector Savage flicked his head towards the corner of the

backyard, away from the cluster of people grouped around the barbecue.
It was Steven Miles’ birthday. The Inspector’s wife had thrown him a do

for his thirtieth.
He knew his boss well enough to know this wasn’t going to be a social

conversation. He moaned inwardly as he headed in the indicated direction.
He’d had a few and wasn’t in the mood for shop talk. He wouldn’t have

even been there today, had he not been lured on a false pretence. He’d only
come because his bosses’ wife, Beth, had invited him for a light lunch. It
turned out to be a surprise party. Parties weren’t his scene – especially those
that included his workmates.

“I’ve got a job for you, Steven,” the inspector said, tilting his head back
as he threw down the dregs in his stubby. “Shit, I hate beer!”

“Then why drink it, Sir?” Steven asked, sarcastically.
“Because that’s what blokes do at parties, in case you hadn’t noticed,

Sergeant! They drink piss and boast about women they say they’ve rooted
– who, in reality, wouldn’t pass the time of day with them.”

The Inspector glared at Steven. His reputation for being an antisocial
hothead was not ill deserved. But he was a good copper, he reminded
himself.

“The job, Sir?” Steven lolled back against the iron grey fence palings,
drawing up one knee, to spread out his smoking gear.

He let his glance roam over his boss. He was a good boss – a hard worker.
Early forties, he imagined, kept trim at the gym. Nice open face, handsome
in a nineteenfifties sort of way. An honest bloke, with a lovely wife and
three kids. Sort of life that a man should have, Steven thought, idly.

“Yes, Sergeant – a job.”
“But I am just wrapping up a job, Sir,” Steven protested, as he wadded

up the tobacco into a paper and began to roll it with one hand.
“Fucked if I know how you can do that,” the Inspector said, staring at

the onehanded roll, as he withdrew a packet of Winnie blues from his top
pocket and then lit one.

“Years of practice,“ Steven said, as he grinned. “Sir – the job?”
Mike Savage leaned over and offered his lighter. “A job, mate – a chance

for you to get away from this shithole and clear your brain.”
“But you know I’m pretty close to winding up the Traffic Gang shoot up,

Sir.”
“Pass it to Watkins to close, Steven. You need to get away from this place
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for a bit. You’ve made a lot of enemies in the time you’ve been at the station.
You’re a good cop, but you’ve got a reputation for being ugly.”

Steven shot him one of his winning, whitetoothed grins. “The girls don’t
think I’m that ugly, Sir.”

“Don’t play the fool with me, Miles. You know what I mean – ugly in
temperament. You’ve managed to offside practically everyone in the place
over the past few years. In fact, I’m surprised that they managed to find
time free from other pressing chores, like taking a shit for example, to come
to this party for you.” He smiled across to his wife Beth on the other side
of the garden, as she waved to him. “If it wasn’t for the fact that my wife
takes pity on you, and likes you for some completely inexplicable reason,
and that the bash is at my house with all the beer you can drink, then I
seriously doubt if you’d have got more than a courteous ‘fuck you’ for your
birthday in the office, let alone halfadozen of your workmates turning up
here.”

Steve smirked darkly. “I’m not in the job to be liked, Sir. I’m in the job
because I like it, and I think I’m pretty bloody good at it.”

“And you are good at it, sport. But just remember, if your arse is ever on
the line, you’re going to need a friend one day to help you out. There’s not
a bloke here today who would piss on you if you were on fire.”

“Some of them would probably get their kicks that way – with due respect,
Sir.” Steve quipped, sourly.

Mike Savage sighed and shook his head. Suddenly his good humour
vanished in a flash.

“You know what your trouble is, don’t you, Sergeant. You’ve got a bad
mouth on you – you’re a smart arse with it. You’d have got a lot further up
the ladder than you have, if you’d shown a bit more respect to people along
the way.”

He held up his hand to silence the reply that was hanging on Steve’s lips.
“You are a good cop – you’re a fucking good cop in fact – one of the best.

But you must learn to cooperate, get along with other people. I know you
have shit in your life, but so does everyone here. Just look at this mangy
lot – wife beaters, pissheads, liars, gamblers. Angry single men, divorced
with no access to their kids – frustrated, bitter women who get a root once
a week when their man is pissed on a Saturday night.

Steven sniggered.
“Go on, laugh your head off! It’s true! You’ve spend too much time

wallowing in the grief of Anne’s death and the loss of your kids. Forgive
me speaking honestly, but for Christ’s sake! How long is it now? Five, six
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years? Come on, Steve – give it a break. Give yourself a break. You can’t
even call me Mike away from work after six years!”

Steve leaned back on the splintered paling fence and tilted his head up,
looking into the sky, as he drew on his rollie. “Thanks for the advice, Sir.
I’ll try not to be a naughty boy in the future,” he said, dryly.

“You can’t bloodywell help yourself, can you?” Mike sighed deeply. “Ok
– point taken – mind my own business. If you fuck up your own life that’s
your own business – but part of your business is my business. The job.”

“Talking of the job, Sir?”
“Ok. I had a request this morning from head office for a senior investigator

to work on a suspicious suicide up north. They need someone who will get
the job rolled over quickly and correctly. All the ‘i’s’ dotted and the ‘t’s’
crossed. That’s you!”

“But, Sir…”
“No buts, Steven! That’s you! You leave tomorrow morning for Packer’s

Reef. Report into the station this afternoon to pick up the information that
was faxed through this morning. There are some emails I forwarded to you
as well. Tanya Arrowsmith will be your forensic. She will meet you at the
airport at 6.30 for the 7.00 flight.”

Steve groaned loudly.
“Tanya Arrowsmith is the best forensic we have available, Sergeant. I

know you don’t like each other, but I want this job knocked over within
the week. When it’s all wrapped up you are ordered to take four week’s
leave. I don’t care if you spend it pissed to your eyeballs in some tendollar
motel in Bumfuck, Central Queensland. But you are ordered to take leave!
Is that clear?”

Steve spat out his bumper. “Yes, Sir,” he said, with little enthusiasm.
“But this is fucked, Sir!”

Mike reached over and grasped Steven’s bicep. “You are fucked, mate!
Get away – do some of your usual best work, but get it over with quickly.
Then make a few friends. Have a rest. Come back with a new attitude.
Because, if you don’t, then I don’t care how good you are, I can’t afford to
have you working on my team. You upset the balance in the unit. Got it?”

Steven swallowed as he lowered his head for a moment. He raised it with
a bright grin. “Ok, Mike. Thanks. Sorry I’m such a dick.”

“That’s Ok, Steve. We all know what you’ve been through. But, you are
the best, mate! And by the way, talking of you being a dick – put it to use
while you’re away. A good root and a nice girl will do wonders for you.
Take a week at one of the islands. The girls are mad for you, Steve – they
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purve at you all the time. I don’t know why you haven’t been shagging
yourself senseless. Tanya fancies you, I can tell. Maybe, when you’re both
away…”

”I’d rather stick my dick in the blender, if you don’t mind, Sir. She’s a
sour faced bitch with attitude.”

“Well, my friend, that makes two of you. Sounds like you’d make an ideal
couple, if you ask me.”

The two men snorted at each other and embraced roughly.
“Come on back over here with the others, Steve. My darling wife Beth

can’t seem get enough of your tall, good looks – stuffed if I know why,”
Mike Savage said, taking the piss.

They both laughed loudly, their angry exchange forgotten, as they strolled
across the lawn to join the small group around the barbecue.

* * * * *

Tanya Arrowsmith sat at gate twentyone, impatiently tapping her hand on
the arm rest, her bangles rattling noisily.

She was furious. It was six fortyfive and the flight had been called twice.
A few people still stood in line, handing their boarding passes to the
hostesses at the gate. “Come you, you dickhead,” she muttered, under her
breath. She hated waiting.

Being stuck with Steve Miles on a job in a small coastal town for a week
was not her idea of fun. She had cancelled three dates, one of which was
a serious arrangement. A man she had now gone out with five times – a
bit of a record for her, she thought. He lived in the Dockside Apartments,
nice Audi, expensive clothes, liked to take her to good restaurants. He was
definitely worth culturing.

She stood up, craning her neck anxiously, noticing that the announcement
board above the gate now read, ‘Flight closed’.

“Looking for someone, Tanya?”
The voice made her jump. “Shit, Steve! Where have you been? The

flight’s closed and it’s tentoseven.”
“Breakfast at the Qantas Club – and it’s Sergeant Miles, thank you,

Constable,” Steven said, smiling his most insincere smile. “Now, if you don’t
mind?” He gestured for her to precede him to the terminal gate.

Such a damned shame he was such a prick, she thought. He always
looked incredible in his uniform. She couldn’t work him out – tall, about
six foot three, she guessed, square jaw, piercing blue eyes with a smile that
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a dentist would pay to have for an advertisement. He had dark, wavy hair
that hung in a sexy, boyish way across his forehead, with broad shoulders
and a tight body. Just the way she liked her men. And, if gossip was correct,
the owner of the dickofdeath. The blokes were pretty indiscreet around
her with shower room talk. They thought that she got turned on by talk of
dicks – stupid really. She didn’t mind dirty talk, but only in the privacy of
her bedroom. Pity his eyes were always so cold. He probably has secrets,
she thought, to reassure her selfconfidence.

“You still with us, Constable?”
“Yes, sorry, Sergeant. Just daydreaming,” Tanya replied, as she sidled into

the window seat.
She shot a glance at the handsome blond steward who was waiting to

pass Steven to get down to the rear of the plane. Bitterly she noticed his
eyes were fixed on Steven, who was buckling his seat belt. All the nice ones
were gay, she affirmed to herself.

"Can I take your hat, Sir?” the young steward asked Steven, with a
captivating smile.

“Thank you, yes,” Steven replied, as he handed his hat to the steward.
“You can take mine as well young man,” Tanya said, rudely thrusting her

hat in front of Steven, “that is, of course, if you can bear to take your eyes
off my friend.”

The young man straightened up, flushing red to the scalp.
“Don’t mind her, mate. She’s got her rags on,” Steven said to the steward,

with a wink. Then, as the man left, he turned sharply to Tanya. “You are
one bloody rude bitch, Constable. The man was just doing his job. Your
problem is that you think that any man who isn’t falling down your tits is
a poofter.”

“Yeah, well they usually are, in my experience,” she snapped back at him.
“It just really shows that they’ve got some taste. Get a life, and shut your

mouth.”
“Yes, Sir,” Tanya said, darkly.
Steven closed his eyes and put his head back against the headrest of his

seat, as the stillembarrassed steward went though the preflight safety
instructions, two rows in front of them. Of course the man had been perving
on him – he had noticed. Both men and women perved on him – it made
him embarrassed, the obviousness of it all. He didn’t purve at anyone these
days. Never had much.

He had been shy as a teenager.
When most of his mates had lurched uncertainly into their teens, and
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metamorphosed into ugly ducklings, he had soared into a man in the blink
of an eye. One moment he had been a kid, the next a man, he remembered.

It was as if it had happened overnight – the spurt of growth, from four
foot two to six foot three in a year. Then, at the same time, the sprouting
of dark hair on his legs, chest and between his legs – the beard, the breaking
voice – it was over in an instant.

He had become a swan in the flock of short, flightless, ugly birds that
were his friends. And they hated him for it.

He towered over them, he outshone them at sports, he was good at
school, but he was naïve.

He thought that by just being himself that they would get over it, and he
would become one of the guys again – but it never happened.

Girls flocked around him. He was naturally charming, had great manners
and spoke well. His mates ostracised him for it. They hated the fact that he
turned heads wherever he went. Grownups loved him and treated the
fifteenyearold as if he were one of them, while his mates were generally
ignored by them, or worse still, told to bugger off.

His friends abandoned him one by one. High school was a torment of
always being top of the class and best footie player. He got award after
award. He still tried to keep his friendship open with his mates, but he
became the brunt of cruel jokes fuelled by jealousy.

He didn’t understand it. He wasn’t stupid – he was one of nature’s nice
guys – but he was brought up in a town that didn’t value achievement in
anything other than becoming another grey face in the nameless masses
that made up his home town, Ingham.

The fact that all of his stepfamily were wogs, even if he wasn’t one,
didn’t help things either.

There was only one thing that they openly envied him for, and that
became the bane of his existence.

His dick – it grew just as quickly as he did, but it didn’t stop growing
when he did. Long, thick and dark. It was one of those dicks that was the
same size hard as when it was soft.

In reality it wasn’t all that much bigger than the average cock, maybe
only a third longer overall, he thought, but it always hung down heavily
between his legs. All his mates at fifteen had buttons in the fuzz, and every
time he changed for sport it made them aware of their own selfperceived
inadequacies. They hated him more for that than for anything. Why was it
men judged their validity as a man by the size of their cocks, he wondered?

He had measured it. He had sneaked a copy of one of Simone de



12 Stinga

Beauvoir’s books from the library – The Second Sex. He had read in it that
the average male penis was fifteen centimetres long when erect. What was
the big fuss? His was only twentyone! He couldn’t help it that his cock
never shrank – neither did it get any longer, he reasoned. They all wrongly
assumed that his seemingly impressive looking cock would grow into some
absurdly obscene tower of turgid flesh, when he got a hardon.

At first they marvelled at it in the showers, he couldn’t tub down after a
game without some wise cracker telling him that he should take up baseball
and use his dick as the bat.

It confused him, the constant jibing. It was just part of his body, he told
himself. Anonymous graffiti appeared behind the bog doors – Stinga knocks
in nails with his nob or Stinga’s cock splits cows’ cunts.

Juvenile shit like that. It irked him, and despite his best efforts, it showed.
He took to wearing very tight underwear, trying to tuck his cock up

between his legs so the bulge in his shorts or pants wasn’t so obvious. It
was impossible for him to wear a cricket box – too small – so it was rugby
by default. He tried everything to hide it. One hideous occasion, he
remembered with a wince, involved sticking plaster and most of the hair
ripped off his thighs and his crack.

That’s how he got his nickname – Stinga – short for stinger, as in “ring
stinger”. They all assumed he was fucking his halfbrother Giorgio – as if.

He couldn’t help noticing the sly glances – no one at school could look
him in the eye for more than a minute, without trying to check out his groin.

Two things happened in short succession.
The first was that he began to learn how to ignore where people’s eyes

were, and with it to also ignore appreciative glances of his looks and his
body – he effectively castrated himself. Instead of revelling in his budding
male sexuality and the self appreciation of his attributes, he first learned
how to become a neuter with his peers. Then, he ignored them.

What he didn’t realise that it wasn’t his dick that was the focus of their
jealousy. That was just an excuse because they sensed his discomfort
whenever they mentioned it.

Like terriers with a rat, they had found his weakness, and used it to try
to bring him down to their own level.

They were jealous of the journey that he had already taken, and the fact
was that they were all still left waiting at the station.

The second thing that happened was that he began to mix with older
blokes.

Guys in their twenties – he looked like them. They were suspicious of
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his intellect and quiet naiveté, but at least he fitted in physically. He wasn’t
so out of place with them. Touchfootie, fishing trips, bloke stuff – he made
himself fit in with them.

Some of the adult humour he didn’t really understand, but he learned
to laugh when everyone else did. They didn’t make him feel like a weirdo,
he sort of fitted into their group as a mascot – at least that’s what he
thought. A few gentle jibes about the reputation of the size of his dick at
first, and then it was just all goodnatured roughandtumble. They treated
him like a younger, dimwitted brother. It was the only way that they could
cope with his cleverness as a threat to their own masculinities.

He played along, and played along, and then… well, it all went
spectacularly wrong one night in January.

“Meal, Madam?” The words jolted him back into the present. The young
steward was leaning over him, as he passed a cardboard box to Tanya.

“No thanks,” she interrupted, “I’d rather eat dog shit, thanks.”
“I’m sorry Madam, dog shit is only available business class,” the young

man slung back, with frosty civility.
Steve roared with laughter.
“Whatever is fine by me, thanks,” he said, taking Tanya’s cardboard box.
The young man grinned, as he moved on to the next passenger.
“Laugh it up, bozo!” Tanya said, between gritted teeth.
“Listen here, Constable – I will only say this once. I do not like you, and

I will never like you, and if you can’t keep a civil tongue in your head, then
I’ll see that you are transferred to some shitheap a hundred k’s west of the
Black Stump. I am your senior officer here, and if you don’t apologise to
that young man before we leave the plane, I will personally file a complaint
over your conduct as a police office with the public – understand me?”

“Excuse me, Sir, what about his rudeness to me?”
“Less than you deserve, Constable. Now shut up, got me?”
Tanya grunted with a strained smile and started to flick angrily through

the Qantas magazine.
The rest of the flight passed in solemn silence, the air thick between them.
The plane touched down on schedule and rolled in to the passenger

terminal.
Steven stood when the seatbelt sign had gone off and reached up to take

his and Tanya’s briefcase from the overhead locker.
He stood, slightly hunched, aware of his height in the crowd of anxious

passengers waiting to disembark, and then caught the eye of the steward
at the front of the cabin. The young man smiled and held up their hats.
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Steven grinned and mouthed a silent ‘thank you’.
As they reached the cabin door, the steward passed them their hats and

said, “Have a pleasant day, Sir, Madam.”
Steven nodded and smiled back warmly.
Tanya stopped briefly and thanked the flight attendant, stammering out

a partial apology. “I’m sorry about earlier,” she said, “I was just really tired.”
“It’s fine, Madam,” the steward said, with his brightest customer service

smile, “I have been in this job a long time, and have been bitched at by
professionals – I hardly noticed what you said.”

Steven grabbed Tanya’s arm and hurried her down the gangway before
she could reply.

“Rude cunt!” she said loudly, and with anger.
“I beg your pardon, Miss?” said a large woman in a flowery dress in front

of her, turning her head, eyes wide with amazement and outrage.
“Don’t mind her, Madam. I am sorry, it wasn’t aimed at you.” Steven

said, vainly trying to avoid a confrontation.
“We’re all respectable folk here, young woman. Leave your citytalk to

yourself it you don’t want a smack in the mouth. You may be in uniform,
but we women up here have manners, if you don’t mind.”

“Sorry, madam – I apologise. The Queensland Police don’t sanction foul
language.” Steven hastily interrupted.

“I should think not. What sort of police officer is someone who is so foul
mouthed anyway?”

“What sort indeed,” Steven muttered angrily, as he bodily drew Tanya
from the fray. “You’ve done it this time, Arrowsmith. You’re as good as
fucked!”

“In your dreams, Sir!” she snapped back, roughly pulling her arm from
his grip as she strode purposefully to the baggage hall.

“I apologise for my colleague’s rude remarks, Madam,” he said to the
still redfaced woman who stood, having obviously heard their exchange.

“Thank you, young man,” she said, with an imperious tone. “It is nice
to hear some manners, even if you did say ‘fuck’ yourself.” Her eyes glinted
with a mischievous light.

The woman turned and limped quickly away from him, her walking stick
thumping hard into the ground with each step.

“Jesus!” he said to himself, “Take a bloody holiday? Yes, Sir! What sort
of a fuckedup week is this going to be?”

He hurried to catch up to the fuming Constable, who was standing by
the baggage carousel, breathing heavily and snorting with anger.
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“I’d rather chew my leg off to the bone than spend the next week with
this bitch,” he thought, as he turned his hat in his hand to put it on.

Something white was sticking out of the inner headband. He turned his
back slowly on Tanya and pulled out a white business card with a Qantas
red flying kangaroo on the corner.

It read: ‘Peter. 0455645331.’
Steven shook his head. Nice try. The guy had spunk. Guys didn’t do it

for him, he said to himself, neither did women any more – no one did it
for him any more.

* * * * *

He had to hand it to Tanya, he admitted grudgingly, she was good at her job.
They stood in the sweltering kitchen, as she started to voice her

observations into her handheld recorder.
“Brain and cranial matter are spread in a pattern over the walls that

indicates that the victim was standing close to the kitchen table, facing the
back door to the house.” She spoke crisply and without emotion.

Although the body had been moved to the morgue the evening before,
the scene was prettywell untouched. Blowies still hummed around the
room, droning lazily in the midmorning heat.

They had driven directly to the house from the airport, guided by the
local senior plod, Sergeant Pizzani.

What was a guy like this doing in a place like Packer’s Reef, Steven asked
himself, as he watched the Sergeant taking his own notes while Tanya spoke.

He would be about ten years older than himself, he surmised. Eloquent,
no bushytalk, wellgroomed and seemed well informed on procedure –
Italian by the surname. Initial was A. ‘Angelo?’ he wondered.

The man was tall, a bit shorter than himself, he noticed. He wore
expensive clothes that covered an obviously workedout body. He had dark,
almost black eyes, that stared unflinchingly into those of whoever he spoke
to. He was attractive to women – Steven had noticed Tanya giving him the
onceover when they had met.

He’d made a good initial impression on Steven by the way that he
handled Tanya’s pouting, eyelashbatting hello. The man didn’t ogle her
tits and go weak at the knees, as he had seen so many other men do. Gay?
But he hadn’t seemed to check Steven out, either. Maybe he was just on a
passingthrough posting, trying to impress those above with his capabilities
and successes as the head honcho in the local cop shop. Too much a career
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man to let anything personal get in the way. Time would tell, Steven thought.
“Any neighbours hear anything, see anything unusual, Sergeant?” Steven

asked Pizzani.
“No neighbours to talk of, Detective – this is a ten acre property. Sugar cane

farms all around. The nearest neighbour is about five kilometres from here
apart from one closer, elderly neighbour, Mrs. Marchant, whose house looks
at the entrance gate. Don’t know if you noticed her house on the way in?”

“Lowset, threebedroom, blue iron roof with two chook sheds?”
“Yeah, that’s it.” Pizzani was impressed. This city bloke didn’t miss much.
“Spoken to her yet?”
“Not yet, she’s away. Arrived on your flight today from Brisbane, and

then flew off straight away to visit her niece in Townsville. Obviously
couldn’t get a direct flight.”

“How’d you get such detailed information on her travel plans?”
“Checked with Qantas this morning.”
”So, she was around when this happened?”
“I suppose so. She’s on my list to interview when she gets back.”
”Any previous on her?” Steven surmised that Pizzani was the sort of cop

who would know about everything and everyone on his turf.
“Nothing too serious – she’s the local troublemaker – loves to stir the

possum. One case of malicious prosecution that fell over in court, that’s all.”
Steven raised an eyebrow.
“Local elections – it’s a long story,” Pizzani added, finally grinning for

the first time since Steven had met him.
“Ok. Put her down for an interview with me, and then I will want to look

over her place. Check out sight lines from that kitchen at the front of the
house that looks over the driveway to this property.”

“How do you know her kitchen is at the front?” Pizzani was puzzled.
“Only window with café curtains – has to be.” Steven smiled broadly.
Pizzani nodded, as if he had learned something important.
This guy is certainly keen to get up the food chain, Steven thought, with

amusement.
“Searched the rest of the house yet, Sergeant?”
“Waited for your team, Sergeant.”
“All this ‘sergeanting’ is a bit formal, don’t you think? It’s Steve,” he

said, as he held out his hand anew.
“Sandy.” The two men shook for the second time in the day.
“Alessandro – not Angelo.” Steven noted, to himself.
They both walked together through the house, leaving Tanya, her voice
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recorder and a local young female constable taking notes and photos in the
kitchen. Gina Feretti was her name, Steven reminded himself. He was not
slow to notice Tanya turn surreptitiously to give Pizzani the onceover, as
she spoke into her recorder, however.

The house was musty. It had that closedup smell that you can only get
in the tropics, Steven thought, as he wandered into the living room – the
same sort of smell you get if you break open a mushroom and sniff it fresh,
with a bit of mildew added in for good measure.

Faded curtains halfcovered broken, wooden Venetians in the windows.
Slowly swirling dust mites were illuminated by shafts of light that spread

through the irregular slats of the blinds, and traced long, pale lines over the
scant furniture of the living room.

Not much here, he thought. Two sofas with Indian covers loosely thrown
over them – a coffee table – magazines. He picked one up and looked at
the cover before briefly throwing it back onto the coffee table.

Better Homes and Gardens. Steven grinned wryly – this house had not
seen the effects of any renovating tips, he thought.

A cloud of dust fanned out as the magazine hit the coffee table. The pile
of magazines slipped over and on to the floor, spreading out in a long, ridged
heap across the room.

Both men stooped to pick them up at the same time. Pizzani quickly
piled them up, but not before Steven noticed something. He grabbed the
Sergeant’s hand and took a newspaper from the pile, before it was deposited
back on the coffee table.

“La Fiamma,” he said aloud. “Derek Ringer – that doesn’t sound like an
Italian name. What’s he doing with an Italian newspaper?”

“Changed his name – used to be Domenico Campanile.”
Campanile – Bell tower – Ringer. Makes sense, Steven thought.
“Few Italians round here then, Sandy?”
“It’s cane country – there are always Italians where there is cane in

Queensland, Steve. You from up this way?”
“Ingham.”
”Then you should know that.”
“Yeah,” Steven mumbled, as his eyes ran down the page.
Steven became aware of Pizzani’s knee pressing against his thigh.
There was a moment’s silence, and then Pizzani looked quickly over his

shoulder at the doorway. He asked in a quiet voice, “Parli italiano, compare?”
“Sorry?” Steven said quickly.
“Sorry, Steve – I thought you might know a few words, since you came
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from Ingham.”
It was obvious that Pizzani was suddenly nervous and taken aback. He

had expected a different response, that’s for sure, Steven thought.
”No, sorry,” Steven lied.
Of course he spoke Italian. It was his first language. His fosterparents

were Italian. He was brought up speaking it – and not dialect either. His
fosterfather and mother were educated, from the North. He spoke better
Italian than most Italians in this part of the world. He had found that it paid
to pretend that he didn’t understand, sometimes you could often hear more
loose talk that way.

“Parli,” Steven mused to himself, not parla which would have been more
appropriate in Italian. Using the familiar second person singular was odd.
It wasn’t particularly odd amongst kids. But, even poorly educated Italians
still used the formal Lei when speaking to strangers. The tu form inferred
some closeness, some intimacy that could not be translated into English,
without the use of an endearment.

Men of their own ages would never use it at a first meeting, unless they
were related. Or part of a club...

“What part of Italy you from?”
“Not me, my folks,” Pizzani explained. “They came from Rome. I was

only a little kid when we moved this way from Melbourne. They still own
the Italian travel agency in Cairns.

“So you grew up there then?”
“Sure – not that far from Ingham, really.”
”Not far at all.” Steven said, wondering where this conversation might

lead.
Pizzani hesitated for a moment and then, as if suddenly changing his

mind, stood quickly – a physical indication that the topic of the conversation
was becoming uncomfortable.

“Let’s check his bedroom,” Pizzani said, quickly leaving the room.
Steven slowly straightened from his bended position, turning over the

previous conversation in his head. That’s why he made a good detective,
he acknowledged, he couldn’t let little things alone. People always said
things for a purpose. Pizzani is interesting, he mused. He decided that he
would look up his lifestory when he got a chance.

The man was obviously the local head cop. Then why did he call for
backup from Brisbane? A simple suicide could have been dealt with locally.
Why pull in the big guys? Something didn’t add up.

He walked slowly into the bedroom. Pizzani was crouched down in front
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of the bedside table, opening its drawers one by one in gloved hands.
“Anything in the drawers?” he said.
“All empty. Diddlysquat.” Pizzani closed the one he was inspecting, with

a snap.
“Why did you call Brisbane for back up, Sandy? This looks pretty open

and closed as far as I can see, so far.”
“You read my report yet?” Pizzani said over his shoulder.
“No chance yet, mate. It was only delivered to me this morning before I

got on the plane. I thought I would talk it through with you first, so that I
came with a clear mind.”

“Then you would have read in it that it wasn’t me who called for back
up. I don’t know who did. All I know is that I received a message that you
guys were going to lob onto my doorstep today for a week, and that I should
do everything in my power to help you with the investigation.”

There was nothing in his voice that Steven could notice that betrayed
any feeling one way or the other. It should have been Pizzani’s case. Why
wasn’t the man pissed off? Steven would have been. An uneasy quiet, that
indicated that this was not going to be a routine investigation, began to
settle in Steven’s mind.

Steven walked behind Pizzani, to look over his shoulder.
“Stop a moment,” he said, as Pizzani slid another drawer shut. “Open it

again. You got tweezers and an evidence bag?”
He was now going to treat this as a crime scene. His inner voice told him

to be extramethodical.
“Sure,” Pizzani replied, sliding his gloved hand into his coat pocket.
“See! That little piece of paper sticking out of the corner at the back of

the drawer.”
Pizzani reached in with the tweezers and held up a small triangle of

glossy paper, the corner of an image.
“Photo?” Steven asked.
“Yup. A piece of a Polaroid. Just like all the others.”
“The others?”
“Derek was covered in burned bits of paper. Remains of polaroids – must

have kept them in here.”

* * * * *

The sun was high in the sky by nine o’clock in the morning, as Steven
lurched out of the thick, green, tropical forest that grew down to the sand.
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The day before had ended in a fairly routine manner.
He had left Tanya at the morgue earlier this morning with the local

coroner, who had driven in from Mackay.
When Steven had fronted at the local cop shop, Pizzani had explained

that he was setting up an office for him – getting in computer access and
telephones. It would all be ready for their first briefing by about two, he
promised. Then, after the briefing, he told him that Gina Feretti had arranged
an interview at four, with the guy who found the body. Hughes – that was
his name, Steven remembered.

He had a few hours to kill.
Without too much trouble he had found the local Hertz depot and had

rented a fourwheel drive. He needed to run on a beach, to have a swim,
while he got his thoughts together. That was the way he worked through
things – running and thinking.

The girl behind the counter at Hertz couldn’t have been more helpful.
Steven admitted to himself that he could use his charm and looks when he
needed something. He was honest in that. She gave him local maps, a good
discount with his union card and told him of this perfect, secluded beach
about three quarters of an hour out of town. No one ever goes there, she
had said.

He now stood at the edge of the sand, slowly removing his sandals, and
looked out over the Pacific. The sun shone hotly over the gently lapping
sea, raising brilliant reflections, as the small surf surged in from the east.
No waves here, he realised, too close to the reef. October was still good for
swimming – no stingers yet. The wet, warm smell of thick rainforest mingled
with the sharpness of salt spray, here at the edge of the beach.

“God’s own country,” he mumbled to himself, as he strode down the
beach with a wide grin on his face. He loved the beach. He loved water. He
had often thought that he must have been a marine mammal in his past
life. The ocean felt more like his home than the land, yet strangely, he
disliked boats – too confining for him. He liked them for about half an hour,
then longed to be off swimming, running or doing anything else but sitting,
stuck on a boat.

He had noted that from the map the sales girl had given him, the beach
stretched for a good five kilometres. A run up and back would give him
ten. Enough to get the blood flowing and the thought processes moving.
He decided to drop his stuff right in the middle of the beach so that he
would finish back where he had started, after his run.

Making his way to about halfway along the beach, he dumped his bag.
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His canvas beach bag held his towel, sun screen, his smoking gear, a
book, a bottle of water, a condom and a wrinkled sachet of lube. He laughed
to himself, wondering when he had put those last two items in there. It
must have been years ago, just after Anne died, when he thought that sex
might have healed some of the pain. It had never happened. Sex had been
the furtherest thing from his mind. In some ways it still was – too intimate
for him to cope with. Even a casual bang, as Mike had suggested, wasn’t
on his agenda. In fact, he couldn’t even remember putting the condom and
the lube in his bag, and had he not discovered them when he opened it to
put in his things, he wouldn’t have even thought of sex now.

He threw down the bag under the sparse shade of a stray Casuarina that
jutted out of the thicker growth behind it, and quickly stripping off his
clothes, smeared himself with sunblock. Then, at a slow jog, he headed
off naked, to the northern outcrop of rocks.

He grinned with the joy of running naked.
He hadn’t done it for years. The beaches near Brissie were far too

populated. The Sunshine coast was all developed right up to Noosa. There
was simply nowhere to drop your pants and enjoy the wind in your balls,
he laughed to himself. Man was meant to be naked. He had always believed
that. He seldom wore clothes at home. This was such luxury. If he could
ever afford it, he would buy a house in a little burg somewhat like this one,
and spend his life in the ocean.

As he neared the northern point of the beach for his first turnaround,
the islands loomed into view around the curve of the point. Their beauty
caught his breath. He had to stop and look – the Whitsundays. He had never
seen them – except on odd occasions from overhead, when flying up to
Cairns.

They reached northwards; majestically green, like great bluegreen lumps
growing out of the ocean, hazy through the heat and salt spray. There was
something about islands that fascinated him, that filled him with some
romanticised promise of unknown mystery – as if evolution may have
stopped on them, and they could still be filled with steamy jungles and
strange beasts.

His disappointment had been keen when he and Anne had honeymooned
on Brampton Island.

Although the island was mostly National Park, the resort was modern
and out of keeping to his eyes. He resented the modern intrusion. He wanted
to be the only person on the island – an island remote, lush and exotic.

Smiling at his memories, he turned and continued to run back along the
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beach, feet falling just on the edge of the wet sand, where it was hardest.
He began to sweat. He loved that feeling. It was not strange that the usual
thought processes did not start to unfurl. It was the unfamiliar wonder of
running on a deserted beach, his skin exposed to the hot sun, the sound of
the gently breaking surf filling his ears. He knew that.

Panting, he threw himself down on the towel where he had left it. The
run had passed quicker than he had thought possible. Gulping a quick
swallow of water from his bottle, he ran down to the water’s edge and threw
himself into the sea.

This was another of life’s great pleasures, he realised, as the warm salty
water streamed around his body and through his hair. He grinned with the
ecstasy of it, turning around and twisting under the surface, until he could
bear it no longer. He burst to the surface, gasping for air, as he smoothed
his hair back from his face with both hands. He floated lazily on his back,
staring up into the clear blue sea.

“What a lucky dick you are,” he said to himself as he floated, paddling
gently with both arms at his side. The case forgotten for the moment, he
stroked briskly to the shore and lurched back to his towel, throwing himself
down on his back with a satisfied sigh.

He lay there for a while, the sun beating on his body, until the need for
more sunblock made him sit up and begin to smear his body.

“Lots on you, mate,” he muttered, as he coated his cock and balls. “Don’t
want an uncomfortable cooked sausage for the next few days.” His little
joke made him laugh out loud – he was happier than he had felt for years.

Pushing his straw hat back on his head roughly, he put on his sunnies
and laid back, legs apart looking between them at the sea.

My God, he thought, how he loved the salt and sun on his body. It was
the best sensual experience, he admitted. Being naked was a turn on, so
was the beating sun on him, and in response, his cock rose up hard from
its bush of black curls.

He looked at it objectively over the thicket of black hair that covered his
chest and belly. He was no longer ashamed of it these days. That had been
kid’s stuff.

He admired its long, veined shaft and the darker brown head that
sprouted from the end of its length. He watched as his dick lazily rose and
fell in time with his pulse. He observed its movements, feeling them coincide
with the throb of his pulse at his neck. He’d have to eventually have a wank,
he knew that. The sun and being naked and alone always made him horny.
But it could wait. His cock wouldn’t go down in a hurry. He was used to
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that. That was one of the problems when he was a teenager. Once he got
a hardon, it often wouldn’t go away until he unloaded.

Sighing in contentment, he let his head fall back and closed his eyes,
thinking of how good he felt.

That’s when something wet landed on the side of his face. In an instant
he recognised that feeling. It was a dog – a blue cattle dog pushing its nose
and tongue into his ear.

“Hey doggie! Get off, will you,” he said loudly, and then laughed, as he
tried to keep the dog at arm’s length. The dog ignored him and landed a
wellaimed tongue in his mouth. “Erk!” he spluttered, and gave the dog a
bit of a wrestle.

He had a way with animals. He always had. The most ferocious dog or
the wildest of horses would calmly accept his hand. He couldn’t explain it.
Must be his smell, he thought.

He grasped the dog’s collar and read the tag. ‘Rosie’ it read, then a phone
number.

“Gone for a bit of a wander have you, mate? Old girl, I should say, sorry.”
He laughed as he pushed her around a bit and squelched her ears gently
in his hands.

He looked over her head, to see if she was with anyone. “Out on your
lonesome are you, gorgeous?” he asked, as he leaned over to rub his chin
on her head.

“Not quite.” A voice from behind him said.
He jerked around quickly, painfully aware that he was sitting on the

beach naked, with a hardon that hit the bottom of his sternum.
A tall young man, somewhat around his age stood there, with an amused

grin on his face. The man was wearing a baseball cap and a ragged pair of
cutoff jeans, a backpack dangling over one shoulder.

“Hope you’re not going to use that thing on my dog, mate!” the man said,
with a broad grin and a dazzling white smile, indicating Steven’s cock with
a nod of his head.

“Woz’s my name – how you doing?”
The man walked over and held out his hand.
“Ah, mate, sorry. Steve.”
Steven grasped the outstretched hand and shook it. “Pardon me if I don’t

get up… I…” he added in confusion, trying to draw his legs up to cover his
erection.

The man laughed and said quickly, to cover Steven’s embarrassment,
“Don’t worry about it mate. This place is so beautiful it often makes me
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crack a fat too.” He laughed. “All blokes get them. Don’t be embarrassed
– part of what and who we are, really.”

Steve smiled back warmly. There was something instinctively honest
about his man. He had disarmed Steven’s embarrassment, and as far as he
had seen, hadn’t even given a second glance at his stillhard cock.

Steven started to draw his shorts over from his bag, to cover himself,
when the man laughed softly again. “Don’t cover up on my account, mate.
We’re all men here, except for Rosie, that is” he said, quickly pulling off his
own shorts and indicating his dog with another nod of his head.

“There! We’re even now,” he added with a chortle, as he held his arms
out wide, shorts clasped in his hand.

They both laughed.
“Mind if I sit for a bit?”
Steve hesitated for a minute.
“All above board,” Woz said, lifting both hands above his head, in a

gesture of being unarmed.
“I wasn’t thinking anything else, mate. Sure, go ahead. She’s obviously

yours.” He gestured to the panting dog that was lying next to him, her snout
on his foot.

Woz took off his backpack, and dropped it on the sand behind him,
drawing out his towel to spread it about a metre from Steven. “Yup. But I
have to tell you that I am fucking amazed.”

“How so?”
“Rosie’d bite the tit off a bulldog. She’s the most unfriendly dog you’d

ever want to meet. I have never seen her go near a stranger in my life, except
to bite one, of course.”

“Really? Well, I must have a way with animals it seems.”
“That’s what my sister used to say when she came home from the pub

with strange men.”
The two men laughed at this. It was men’s stuff – humour, used to break

down the barriers.
“So you’re a local then I take it?”
“Yup – and you’re sitting on my beach.”
Steven looked momentarily confused.
“Just a joke, Steve. My property lies just behind us and runs down along

the length of the beach. I think of this beach as my own. I imagine you’re
a visitor?”

“In town for a bit for work. The girl at Hertz suggested I come here for a
bit of a jog and a swim – said I wouldn’t be disturbed.”
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“Kate.”
“Sorry?”
“Kate. That’s her name – the chick at Hertz. Skinny blond with no tits.”
Steve chuckled. “That’s her.”
“Nice girl, Kate. Knows everything, and everyone in town. Probably knows

what colour knickers I am wearing today.”
“She’d be hard pressed from what I can see,” Steve said, with a laugh.
Woz grinned back, saying, “She’d give her left tit for a geek at what I’ve

got in my pants, mate.”
“Why haven’t you then? Or is that prying?”
“Keep to myself, that’s all. I don’t want people around here knowing my

business too much.”
“What’s it worth? Keeping your secret, that is?” Steve had decided that

he liked this man. Teasing was part of men’s secret business too, he realised.
“Well, mate – if I tell her what you’ve got between your legs, every

nympho in town would be on your case in five minutes. Mind you, I suppose
most blokes would love that.”

“Not me, Woz. Not my game at all. I don’t like being chased.”
Woz lifted an eyebrow.
Steve said, through a laugh, “I do that too, mate!”
“What’s that?”
“Lift my eyebrow instead of asking a question.”
“Didn’t know I realised that I just did it,” Woz replied, with a chuckle of

pleasure.
“And in answer, no – I am especially not into nymphos. Gets in the way

of business. So if you don’t say anything, I won’t.”
“Agreed,” Woz replied, rubbing sun block on his chest and legs. “Beer?”
“Beer?”
Woz reached behind him to his back pack to draw out a couple of tinnies.
“Do you always bring beer to the beach?”
“Not always, but just felt like one today.”
“So how come you brought two? Do you usually meet other people down

here?” Steven asked, with a grin.
“Thirsty. Here! Take one. You’re the first person I’ve seen down here since

I was a kid.”
“You’ve gotta be kidding me. This is paradise. I know it’s a bit out of the

way, but still…”
“Locals don’t come – too far from town. Most of them are so fat and lazy

they get in their cars to drive down to the corner shop for smokes."
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“Talking of which...” Steven reached into his beach bag and drew out his
smoking kit. “You want one?”

“Rollies? I thought that only the locals smoke rollies. Took you for a city
boy. I smoke tailors myself, but seeing you ask, sure. But don’t ask me to
roll one – I can’t do it to save my life.”

Steven realised then that he would have to roll smokes with his dick still
slapping against his chest. No other way for it, he realised. “Just ignore this,
mate – it’s got a life of its own. It’ll go down all in good time.”

“Forgotten it was there, Steve.”
For the first time in years, Steven really believed it.
He laid out his pouch and papers on the towel before him and rolled

them both a smoke. He handed one of them to Woz who was looking at
him with widemouthed admiration.

“Jesus! I have never, in all my days, seen anything like that.”
“What?”
“You just rolled two smokes at the same time – one in each hand.”
“So?”
Warwick just whistled softly and shook his head, as he took the smoke

and leaned forward for Steve to light it.
Gradually, as they chatted about all things in general and nothing in

particular, walls seemed to come down between them. Joking and gentle
teasing make them relax and open to each other.

After an hour or so Steven started to really warm to this young bloke.
Young? He thought to himself. He’s close to my age. But he’s got a young
attitude. He looked him up and down slowly, as they nattered. Woz lay
back, with one hand behind his neck, looking over the ocean, as he chatted
about life in Packer’s Reef.

Steven took him to be about twentysix or so. Tall and slim with a
swimmer’s body. Blond hair, a dirty sort of blond, darker underneath, like
surfies got at the end of summer, he thought. His eyes moved down from
the loose curls to notice that Woz’s eyes were almost the same colour as
his own. The colour of the sky – but with a bit of green in them. The man’s
nose was long, and sat above full, almost pale brown lips that were gently
parted, showing strong, white teeth.

Steven couldn’t help remarking to himself that the face was almost like
that of a statue – almost too perfect. He scanned it, looking for some natural
imperfection that would make the profile more human. He found none. He
was a handsome bloke – that was for sure.

His eyes followed the curve of Woz’s chin down to the patch of curled
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fair hair that sprung from the hollow at the base of his neck. The supra
sternal notch, he reminded himself, from his training in forensic anatomy.
The chest was broad, framed by strongly muscled upper arms and coated
with tanned, brown skin. A farmer, or labourer, he thought idly.

Freckles dusted the lightly sweatcoated skin of his abdomen, tufted with
thick, now pale blond hair around the navel. He tried to move his eyes
quickly down to the man’s thighs, but they stopped at his cock instead. He
was mesmerised. He had never checked out any man before in his life, but
something had made his gaze stop.

Warwick’s cock was lying over his belly. Not hard, but long and extended,
sort of halfhard, if you could describe it like that. Golden brown and fat,
with a large mushroom shaped head that twisted on its stalk and faced him,
showing him the dark slit of its pisshole. Steve’s mouth turned up in a grin.
He didn’t remember the anatomical term for the opening of the urethra.
Pisshole would do for the present – meatus, that was it, he remembered.
His eyes roamed around the contours of the shape of the blond man’s cock,
resting as it was on his abdomen. As his eyes moved, he was listening for
a pause in the conversation that might have indicated that his gaze had
been discovered.

Woz talked on about the beauty of the area and its surrounds. His voice
was almost hypnotising. Steven stared at the sunlight glinting in the golden
curls in which this ‘perfect’ dick was rooted. Perfect? Not big and awkward
like mine, he thought. Not a monster out of proportion to his body, one that
had caused him such grief in his teenage years. How differently his life
would have been if his cock had been in proportion to his body, he said to
himself.

He flicked his gaze down to his own dick, as if to check if it was still
there. It was, throbbing away as it always did when he had a hardon, having
left a trail of glistening moisture on his belly.

“Christ!” he thought to himself, “This man is going to think I am a pervert
if he sees that I’ve been sliming on myself.” He quickly wiped his abdomen
with his hand and cleaned it on the edge of his towel. He rolled onto his
stomach to cover himself.

“Still giving you grief, mate?”
“What?” Steven had been unaware that Woz had stopped talking and

was looking quietly at him.
“Your dick still giving you trouble?”
“Yeah – something like that – been a trouble all my life.”
He said this without thinking, instantly amazed that he had been so
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open with a stranger.
“I could imagine so, having something that big. Must have been hard

when you were in your teens. I seemed to have a fat myself most of my
waking hours. Used to hit it to make it go down,” he said, and then
laughing, as he whacked his flaccid dick playfully with the back of his hand,
as a joke. “Down, boy! I said, down!”

Steven laughed loudly, despite himself.
“I wish it had been that easy, Woz. Mine was hard to hide at the best of

times.”
Before it was out of his mouth, he realised that his words had been tinged

with bitterness.
Warwick looked out over the sea, and said, simply, “It could only have

been trouble if you had let it be, my friend.”
There was a minute of silence as Steven realised that Warwick was

allowing him his own thoughts. Who would have believed it? A chance
meeting with a friendly, openminded bloke with some intuition of people
– out here, in the boondocks.

“I’ve never really spoken about it before.”
“Talk on if you want, doesn’t worry me. I’m a good listener and you’ll

probably never ever see me again.”
Steve thought quietly for a moment, and then started to tell this stranger

about his trials as a young man. It was like opening a time in his life that
had felt like a space between the tiles, in the continuity of his experience.
Thoughts and feelings that he had held imprisoned in his own mind over
the past fifteen years fell from his mouth. The words poured out of him,
awkwardly at first, and then gathering momentum, as the need to unload
swamped him.

Warwick sat quietly after he had finished, and then asked, “Got another
smoke, Steve?”

Steve turned on his back to roll another two. His dick had subsided. A
miracle, he grimaced wryly.

They sat next to each other, smoking without speaking, and then, when
the smokes were finished, Warwick said, “Let’s go for a swim.”

“Good idea, mate.”
The both ran down to the sea, throwing themselves into the ocean,

followed by a noisily barking Rosie.
The sun and the sea and the company of this bloke made Steve feel good.

The fact that he had spoken of stuff that had festered away at the back of
his mind to a complete stranger still stunned him. He hadn’t even told Anne
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of the stuff that he had just blurted out. He was astonished that his words
had not evoked any comment, or advice, or judgement. But better out than
in, he thought to himself.

The two men played with the barking and spluttering dog for some time
before Steven announced that he was going in to dry off.

“Be with you in a bit, Steve,” said Woz.
Steven threw himself down on his towel and had the last gulp of warm

beer that remained in his can. He watched Woz ploughing strongly across
the bay, head down, arms moving rhythmically, as the man swam to the
headland and back. Steve smiled and shook his head in admiration. That
man can swim, he told himself. That explained some of his upper body
development.

He watched as Woz and Rosie lurched out of the water and ran back
towards the towels.

Rosie shook herself violently at the water’s edge, and Woz stopped briefly
to wipe most of the water from his body and legs, before springing back
towards Steven, dick flopping from side to side, as he ran.

Woz picked up his towel and threw it over his head, towelling his hair
and panting with exertion. Steven noticed his long, muscled legs and thighs
for the first time, and then, as he looked up, noticed that Warwick’s cock
was at more than halfmast.

“Fucking thing,” Warwick said, flicking his cock with the back of his
hand. “It’s my turn now,” he added, laughing loudly and throwing himself
on the ground beside Steven. “Told you the beauty of this place would make
me crack a fat.”

He lay on his back panting with one arm across his eyes. Steven allowed
his glance to return to his friend’s dick. It was hard now. Not bad, he
thought. Not quite as long as mine, but fat and longer than I would have
thought. He noticed that the head of Woz’s cock reached up above his navel.
A long, curving blue vein snaked its way from the mass of golden pubic
hairs, to disappear behind the swollen knob. That cock is perfect, he said
to himself. He smiled inwardly as he realised that it was the first cock other
than his own that he had inspected closely. This guy must have women
dripping from his arms, he thought, then corrected himself. That was just
his illthoughtout fantasy of other men’s lives.

This guy was too cool to be a lecher – too open and honest. He had
known guys all his adult life that fucked anything with a skirt. This bloke
wasn’t the type.

In time, he shifted his gaze to his watch, just as Woz moved his arm from
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his eyes.
“You have to go?”
“Yes,” Steven sighed, “Work beckons. Thanks for listening to me though.”
Woz did not answer for a bit, as if he were thinking.
“Anytime, Steve – I mean that. Nice to meet you mate.”
They shook hands again and Steven began to pack up his things.
“Want me to leave you another smoke?”
“Nah, thanks. I live just over the hill. It can wait until I get home.”
They stood grinning at each other for a moment, and then Steven turned

to go.
“Steve?”
“Yes, Woz?”
“I am here every day about this time if you ever want a mate to chat with,

or swim with. Whatever.”
“Thanks, Woz. I will remember that.” Steven was amazed at the sincerity

in his own voice. He hadn’t heard that sound since Anne died.
He raised his arm in farewell as turned to go. “See ya!”
He could not help a surreptitious quick glance at his new friend’s cock,

jutting out rigidly from his between his legs.
“See ya!”
The trip back to the car seemed to take forever.
He was elated and confused by his feeling of wellbeing. The swim and

the sun explained most of it. But then, his ‘new found friend’ figured in the
equation somehow. There was something about this bloke, he admitted to
himself. He could become a friend – someone who listened without offering
advice, and who was not judgemental. He hadn’t told him the full story.
He had stopped before that night in January.

“Shit!” he said to himself. “How different things would have been if I
could have just trusted someone at that time, and talked.”

He threw his bag with frustration into the passenger seat of his hired car,
and then moved round to open the driver side, glancing at his watch. He
still had a bit of time. He took his smokes from his bag and rolled himself
one, then spread his towel on the bonnet of the car and sat on it, with his
knees up, to smoke his rollie and watch the sea. Gradually, he calmed, and
as he did so his cock rose up urgently, poking him in the stomach.

He sighed deeply, knowing that he would have to pull himself off if he
was going to get through the day without walking around looking as if he
was about to impale the first passerby.

He leaned back against the hot windshield of the car’s cabin and spread
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his legs, as his left hand moved down to cup his balls. He had a load on,
he knew it. His balls felt heavy in his hand and they were tight up against
his body. He always had jerked with his left hand. He was right handed,
he didn’t know why it was so, but his left hand always worked for him.

Slowly he moved his tongue around in his mouth and gathered a
mouthful of saliva that he spat into the palm of his left hand. As his hand
covered his cock and coated its length, a shudder ran through him.

Jerking was a refuge – he loved the feeling of his hand on his cock. He
began to move his hand up and down the length of his dick, pausing at the
knob to twist his wrist, drawing stabs of pleasure with the movement. He
reached down with his right hand and fondled his balls. As he played with
them, rolling them between his fingers and manipulating his cock with his
other hand, an image formed, unbidden, in his mind. Woz had shaved his
balls. He had noticed it, but hadn’t really taken it in. His mind pictured the
shape and gleam of the man’s balls, heavy in their sack, hanging in front
of his face when Woz was standing in front of him with a hardon, towelling
his hair. His dick inexplicably jerked harder with the thought.

The waves of pleasure began to take effect and he arched his back, as
the pressure in his balls grew in intensity. He could not help it, nor stop it
– his mind was filled with the vision of the tanned body that had laid beside
him, of its wealth of golden body hair, and the long, fat cock that grew from
between the man’s legs.

His orgasm neared as he jerked in earnest. His mind hovered over the
sight of that dick. Soft, and then hard, as he had seen it, not long before.
In his mind’s eye it grew rigid and a hand appeared on it, moving up and
down to match the rhythm of his own body. His right hand moved over his
balls and his belly, pushing down against the hardened muscles that it found
there, and then roamed between his legs, rubbing the hard muscle that
bulged between the base of his balls and his arsehole.

His balls drew up tighter, and he groaned deeply in his throat. He was
coming – he could feel that the momentum could not be stopped. His hands
moved faster, more urgently, as release pressed on him. The hand on the
dick in his mindvision moved quicker, to match his own manipulations.
Then, as he spurted a long stream of cum over his chest and neck, the cock
in his mind burst forth with a long splatter of ropy semen, over the tanned
and taught body of the man that he had just met. As his hand slowed, a
second spurt erupted, this time catching him across the face. With this burst
of cum another image took the place of the hard, spermcovered dick he
had envisaged. It was Woz’s face. Smiling at him – staring into his eyes.
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He lay back exhausted and wiped himself with the corner of his towel.
With a sudden burst of anger he bashed his hand hard on the bonnet of
the car.

“What the fuck is wrong with me?” he asked himself, “I’ve just fucking
jerked off over the image of a guy’s dick!”

He threw himself off the bonnet of the car and angrily pulled on his
shorts and top. “Bugger me, Miles! You are a sick sonofabitch.”

His mind had just allowed him to realise that the arm, that had jerked
Woz’s dick in his fantasy, was covered in black hair.

He got in the car and started the engine, swinging the fourwheel drive
around with an angry burst of speed, as he headed off towards town, his
mind filled with black images of selfhate and confusion.

As the car disappeared over the crest of the dune, Woz stepped out of
the thick growth about twenty metres from where Steven’s car had been
parked.

A pair of binoculars hung around his neck. He was breathing heavily –
his blood hot in his head, and his chest heaving. An ache of lust manifested
itself as a lump in his throat that he couldn’t swallow. He had watched. He
hadn’t meant to, but he had watched this strange, new, city bloke pour his
spunk over himself and his car.

His own cock still stood out like a mast, throbbing urgently. He had been
turned on by it. He was no man’s fool – he knew why his body had reacted.
He had thought about it for years, but had never been game enough to do
anything.

Why had this man affected him so? He tried to reason that it must have
been the erotic sight of the man pulling his big dick. But he was too honest
for himself. The size of the man’s cock didn’t matter. He couldn’t have cared
if it was an inch long. The man had turned him on. There was something
about him that reached into him, and had turned on the heat in his face,
chest and dick.

He had almost started to masturbate himself – but had realised that he
wouldn’t have been able to keep the image still, with his hand wanking his
dick. He had watched with intense concentration, his gaze moving
alternately between the rapidly moving hands, the tight clenching of
buttocks and the man’s tongue, straining at the corner of his mouth, as he
had started to blow.

His cock had hardened in a frightening response as he watched. It had
swelled agonisingly and had slapped up hard against his taught abdomen,
as it throbbed for release. A long silvery rope of precum trembled, hanging
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from the eye of his dick, as his right leg had begun to shake uncontrollably.
He had continued to watch
He had seen the man’s face cloud over with anger and confusion, before

he jumped into his car and sped off. The angry thump of his fist on the
bonnet had startled him. What had been going through his mind, he
wondered.

He was very confused. Nothing had ever set him on fire like this. It was
unbearable. He sat for a moment on the ground and then, having reached
a decision, stretched back on the ground and began to furiously pound his
dick with his fist.

He tried to clear his mind and just concentrate on the feelings in his cock,
but it didn’t work. He gasped loudly, drawing his heels hard into the ground
and arching his back, as his cum flew through the air and across his chest,
face and hair. Only one image came clearly into his mind, as he spurted his
spunk and roared in the bottom of his throat, the call that heralded his
orgasm. The image had come clearly into his mind to accompany his
ejaculation. Piercing blue eyes and soft, full lips. The face of the man he
had just met.

“Fuck you are in trouble, mate,” he said to himself, as he wiped his cum
from his body. “Come on, Rosie. Let’s get home. I’ve got thinking to do.”
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The Packer’s Reef station was minimal, Steven realised. It looked as if it
had originally been someone’s three bedroom home, just off the main street.

Converted sometime in the seventies, he reckoned. A reception room,
two offices, a security room, a closedin veranda at the back – once the staff
room, now converted into his temporary office – a small kitchen and
bathroom with a separate unisex toilet. In the back garden was a lockup,
with two cells.

The local unit totalled six, he remembered – pretty solid for this size of
town. There was Pizzani the station sergeant, Colleen the receptionist, four
Constables. Three men – Ellis, Turner, Massport, and one woman, Feretti.

They all sat uncomfortably crammed into Steven’s office. There was no
other space big enough for the meeting. The room was large for one, but
cramped with seven of them in it, as they listened to Tanya’s preliminary
report.

It was hot and stuffy. Steven hated airconditioning and had turned it
off. Instead, he had thrown open the row of windows along the southern
wall, and had opened the louvres on the eastern side, so that there was
some crossbreeze. The ceiling fan juddered noisily above them on its highest
setting. It only managed to move warm air from one place to another.

There had been the usual sardonic smiles as Tanya summarised the
coroner’s report into simple English. It was never enough to simply state
that the man was dead because the back of his head had been replaced by
a 15 centimetre diameter hole, and that he no longer had much discernible
brain.

“The postmortem indicated that Ringer had been dead about fortyeight
hours when discovered.” She read from her notes.

“Excuse me, Constable?”
“Yes, Constable Massport?”
“I only have a basic understanding of postmortem forensics, but the

room was so full of blowflies! Surely they wouldn’t have had time to hatch
in such numbers, in such a short time.”
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“The bush is full of blowflies, Constable Massport,” she answered, “it is
a part of nature’s way of dealing with the dead – animals and humans
included. Constable Feretti found the welldecomposed bodies of two wild
boars in Ringer’s shed. They were heavily maggotridden. The kitchen
windows of Ringer’s house were all partially open, and unscreened. The
hatched maggots simply migrated into the house.”

Nathan Massport nodded, taking notes as she explained. “Thank, you.
Constable.”

“Not at all, Constable, anytime,” she said, with a flirtatious grin.
Steven cleared his throat loudly to indicate that she should proceed.
A whiteboard on wheels stood behind Tanya, covered in photographs of

the kitchen in which they had found Ringer’s body. Other photographs
showed the body and face from all angles, and yet others were from the
postmortem.

Tanya had a box of collected evidence on the edge of Steve’s desk at her
side, and as she talked, she referred to the whiteboard and to sealed plastic
bags that she held up one at a time.

“The photographs were all Polaroid snapshots – that’s nothing unusual
in itself, other than the technology is no longer mainstream. Thirtyone
partial sections of photographs were recovered, but I won’t know if there
were thirtyone individual snapshots or whether these are just parts of a
few Polaroids until they go back to the photo lab in Brisbane,” Tanya was
saying, as Steven lifted his hand.

“Tanya, got any ideas on the photos? Anything odd?”
“Well, Sergeant, nothing concrete yet, but my intuition tells me something

else.”
“Please, go on. Tell us your feelings on this one.” He trusted Tanya’s

instinct. She was very good at her job and experienced. She would probably
go a long way if she could lose the attitude, he thought.

“I find it kind of odd actually,” she said, shifting the box at the edge of
Steven’s desk and perching in its place, as she spoke. “I have to assume
that there was something special about the photos. He burned them before
he topped himself. That’s strange in itself – it indicates that he had
something to hide.”

“Burning his past, maybe?” Howard Ellis suggested.
“No, Constable, I don’t think so. Most people for the past thirty years

have had snapshots, the regular type you get developed at the chemist, for
their family pictures. These were all Polaroids. The man had no other family
history in the house that we could find. These were something that he didn’t
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want anyone else to see after he was dead.”
“That’s not all that’s worrying you, is it Tanya?” Steve asked quietly, his

hands templed under his chin. He knew her briefing style too well – there
was something else that was bothering her.

“No. There is something odd about the position of the pieces.”
There was silence as they waited for her to continue.
She pointed to a photo of Derek’s head and arm. “See, these are all small

triangles. This man was pretty methodical. He held up each photo by one
corner and lit it, dropping it before it burned his fingers, that’s why they
are the shape they are. Why didn’t he just pile them all up in the fireplace
and burn them in one go? We will have to wait of course, until we can see
if we can get any clear fingerprints on them, to know if it was him who
burned them.”

“Wanted to relive each photo before he killed himself?” Massport
proposed.

“If so, then tell me why the triangles were not in the fireplace, but
scattered over, and on top of his left arm and head? They didn’t magically
fly out of the fireplace and scatter over his remains after he shot himself.
There was also a lot of wood ash and fireplace debris scattered over the
floor around his upper body.”

“Something explode in the fireplace after the photos were burned, when
he was already dead?” Ellis suggested.

“I don’t know. But it does seem at the moment that the photos were
burned one by one.”

“First job this afternoon then, Tanya – take Ellis and Feretti back to the
house and have a further dig around, in and near the fireplace. Maybe there
is something we have missed.” Steven ordered.

“Yes, Sir.”
“Ok – the firearm?”
“Beretta 80 – twentytwo calibre pistol,” Tanya answered.
Steven turned to Pizzani. “Ringer have a license, Sergeant?”
“No registered handguns to Ringer or Campanile, Sergeant,” he replied.
“Pull up a list of all registered Beretta owners in the district just in case,

Sandy.”
“Sure thing,” Pizzani murmured, as he wrote in his note book.
“There’s one other thing, Sir.”
“Yes, Tanya. What is it?”
“This, Sir,” she said, holding up a snaplocked plastic bag with a flattened

bullet it in. “Dug it out of the kitchen wall, but it looks bigger than a .22
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round should, Sir. But, again I won’t know until firearms in Brisbane can
get it examined.”

Steven sighed deeply. “This may add another aspect to our case, ladies
and gentlemen. If this is the bullet that killed Ringer, and it isn’t a .22 calibre,
then where is the gun that fired it?”

There was silence as the implications began to sink in.
“The Beretta been fired recently?”
“Yes, Steve,” Tanya said, firmly.
Steven scowled.
“Sergeant,” she corrected herself.
“If it turns out that the bullet that killed Ringer did not come from the

weapon in his hand, then there may be a few scenarios to explore. Seeing
that the Beretta has been fired recently, there may have been an exchange
of gunfire with persons unknown. Any evidence of other bullet holes in the
kitchen, Tanya? Bloodstains in any other part of the room away from the
body? Did you check the rest of the house for blood?”

“No, Sir.”
“Add that to your list of ‘to do’s’.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“If we assume that there wasn’t an exchange of gunfire, then someone

else may have topped Ringer, and then put the gun in his hand so we would
assume it had been a suicide. The gun will have to go to forensics if we
come up with anything that suggests that.”

“Then why wouldn’t the other person have used the same gun to kill
him?” Ellis asked.

“Then why indeed...” Steven said, in a low, thoughtful voice. “I suggest
that Tanya, you take Ellis and Feretti back to the house right away. Dig
further in the house, check the grounds, look to see if you find anything
else you may have missed. On second thoughts, you’d better go with them,
Turner.”

Gregory Turner nodded and scribbled in his notebook.
“Yes, Sir,” Tanya said, packing up her box of evidence.
“Constable Massport, you can help Sergeant Pizzani run a trace on gun

ownership, and also check out the local pistol clubs in a 100 kilometre radius
for a start. I want to know about every Beretta 89 that we have records on.
Find out if any are on the stolen weapons register as well. You all have
notebooks?”

They all nodded.
“Take down my mobile phone number. It is 0455366112. Call me
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immediately, if anything comes up. I’m moving this case up in its level of
security. Don’t talk to anyone about it. I know the local rag want an
interview; they’ve smelled something is up. I will handle that. Feretti, ask
Colleen to make an appointment with them for me, first thing in the
morning.”

She nodded.
The phone on Steven’s desk rang. He stood up and answered it
“Sergeant Miles speaking.”
It was Colleen, the receptionist. “Your four o’clock appointment is here,

Sergeant – Mr Hughes.”
Steven glanced down at his watch – four o’clock already.
“Wait until everyone leaves and then send him in please, Colleen.”
Steven hung up the phone and turned, halfsitting on the edge of his

desk. “Well, everyone, you all know what to do. Let’s get to it. Take your
chairs with you, please.”

He turned the whiteboard around as they left, and sat to start to write
up memos for himself, and to make notes from the meeting. This case was
becoming interesting. Obviously someone had pushed it from higher up
the chain of command. It should have been just an open and closed case
of suicide. He made himself a note to call Mike Savage, as soon as this
interview was over, and ask a few questions.

There was a knock at the door.
“Come in,” he called, as he continued to write. He leaned his elbow on

the desk and rested his head on his hand, as he finished writing his notes.
He was aware that Hughes was standing in his room waiting for him to
finish.

“Please take a seat, Mr. Hughes, I will be with you in one moment,” he
said, not lifting his head.

“Steve?”
Steven glanced up quickly. It was Woz.
“Woz?”
Both men looked at each other for a moment and then burst into broad

grins.
“You didn’t tell me you were a cop, Steve.”
“It never crossed my mind, mate,” Steve grinned back broadly, events of

the morning forgotten in the surprise of this unexpected meeting.
“Well, bugger me dead, mate – I’m blowed!” Warwick said, as he held

out his hand.
“You’re not the only one, Woz,” Steven said, standing and shaking
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Warwick’s hand.
Warwick had a strong, firm shake and looked him straight in the eye

with obvious pleasure, Steven realised.
“You look pretty spiffo, mate – a bit different than when I last saw you.

Take a seat.” Steven gestured to the chair in front of his desk.
He bit his tongue too late. The words were out of his mouth before he

had thought about them. Both men reddened – each for apparently different
reasons.

“Business meeting in Brisbane, Steve. Catching the six o’clock flight.”
“What sort of business are you in anyway, Woz?”
Warwick unbuttoned the coat of his suit as he leaned back in his chair.

Steven noted the expensive tailored clothes, crisp white shirt and pale,
greenblue tie, almost the exact colour of his eyes. Style. Not cheap either,
he realised.

“Flowers.”
“Come again?”
“Flowers – cut flowers. I grow tropical exotics and send them all over the

country. Gingers, heliconias, exotic flowers. I get top dollar for them in
various luxury hotels. It’s a good business.”

Steve laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“Nothing, mate. I took you for a farmer, that’s all.”
“I am a farmer. Just that I grow flowers instead of cane like everyone else

around here. I knew a few years back that the arse was going to fall out of
the sugar market before too long, so I convinced my parents to change over
to a new product at just the right time.”

Steven sat back in his chair, shaking his head in admiration.
“Good move, mate. I can see from your clobber that the business isn’t

exactly arseup.”
”I work hard, Steve. And I think I’m a good businessman. Impressions

are important,” he said, opening his jacket, as if to show off the inside.
Steven imagined that Warwick would look pretty good in anything he

wore. He had the body and the face that would make Best and Less clothes
look good.

“I suppose it’s a good family business then. Your parents got any regrets?”
“I work it by myself. They’re dead.”
Steve sat forward in his chair. “I’m sorry mate, I...”
“It’s Ok, you weren’t to know. Bit like you not telling me you’re a cop.

Anyway, I’ve only known you five minutes. I would have told you in time.”
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Told you in time. Steven ran the phrase through his head. Woz obviously
imagined that Steven would have turned up at the beach again. Would he
have? A voice inside his head told him he probably would have.

“Car accident.”
”Sorry?”
“They were killed in a car accident about six years ago.”
Steven tried to think of something appropriate to say.
“It’s Ok, it’s past history,” Woz said, with a slight smile, “but I’m not here

to chat about my lifestory. You obviously wanted to talk to me about
Derek.”

Steven nodded, was quiet for a moment, and then, impulsively, he
decided to break all the rules.

“Is there a good coffee shop near here?”
“Yeah, sure, Steven. Wendy’s. It’s just around the corner in the main

street.” Warwick was obviously a bit confused.
Steven stood, putting his mobile phone into his shirt pocket. “Come on,

I owe you something for the beer this morning. Let’s have a coffee and a
brief chat. You’ve got a plane to catch and I imagine I’ll need a fair amount
of time to talk things through with you. So let’s just go through the
preliminaries and then, when you get back, we can talk seriously. How long
are you away for anyway?”

“Back tomorrow morning. It’s just an overnighter – and, you don’t owe
me anything. That’s what mates are for.”

Steven grinned and gestured to the door. They left the station, Steven
telling Colleen to contact him on the mobile if anyone needed him.

As they walked to the coffee shop, Steven’s mind was churning with
contrasting thoughts.

First, this was not entirely regulation procedure. If this turned out to be
a murder investigation, he was getting too buddybuddy with a likely
witness, who might have to be called to court.

Secondly, he was confused about how surprised he had been when Woz
walked in. Surprised and pleased. The feeling made him realise that he
didn’t have any mates any more.

Thirdly, the name of the coffee shop – Wendy’s. He was sure he wouldn’t
get a decent cup of coffee there. But anything was better than the
‘International Roast’ that they had at the police station. He couldn’t help
being Italian in his soul. He had to have an espresso.

However, his overall feeling as he walked was one of a greater confusion.
The fact that this guy had been the subject of his sexual fantasy earlier that
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day filled him with disquiet.
He turned to glance at the tall, fair man beside him. He was striking

really, he thought, in his expensive suit – very handsome. Why was he
alone, he wondered? Why was he alone himself? The question flew back
at him.

“I’m still here, mate.” Warwick said, without looking at Steven.
“Just checking,” Steven replied, embarrassed that he had been caught

looking. Colour rose in his face as he wondered if peripheral vision had
given him away earlier in the morning. Before he could think more about
it, they were at the coffee shop.

Steven breathed a sigh of relief as he saw the Espresso machine on the
counter. La Gaggia. An Italian machine too. Now, hopefully the barista
wouldn’t be too incompetent.

“Ciao, bello!” came an excited squeal from the back of the shop.
“Ciao, Silvia!” Warwick replied.
“É tanto che no ti ho visto, tesoro, dove sei stato, mio amore?”
Steven stared. She hadn’t seen Warwick for such a long time, where had

he been, she had asked. And why was she talking to him in Italian?
“In giro, lí e là,” Warwick smiled back at her.
Steven was astounded. Woz spoke Italian. Italian with an Australian

accent, but pretty good. ‘Mio amore?’ My love? Was this Woz’s girlfriend?
“But tell me, Wozza,” she continued in Italian, “who is this divine creature

you’ve got with you? Is he married?”
“Don’t know. Why don’t you ask him yourself?” Woz replied, in the same

language.
“Come on, tell me. Is he married. Tell me, Woz! I’ll show you my snatch

if you tell me.”
Steven couldn’t help himself. In English it was bad enough, but in Italian

it was powerful stuff, ‘ti mostreró la fregna’ was as outrageous as it could
be. He burst into laughter and, before he could help himself, replied,
“Mostrarla à me se vuoi conoscere i miei segreti, Signorina.” Show it to me,
if you want to know my secrets, Miss.

His resolve not to say anything had come too late.
There was a stunned silence, then simultaneously, both Silva and Woz

doubled up, howling with laughter.
Steven stood, quietly amused and at the same time appalled at his lack

of control. He waited until the tears had cleared from their eyes and then
said simply. “Un espresso per me, per piacere.”

He turned his back on them and moved to a table near the door where
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he sat, waiting for Woz to join him.
Woz recovered quicker from his laughter than Silvia, who was not

shocked at all, but deeply amused. He asked her for his usual, and then
moved to join Steve at the table.

“So I suppose it’s Stefano then, is it?” he said, as he sat.
“Nup, just Steve. Steven, actually.”
Woz looked confused, “But your Italian is flawless.”
Steven looked him directly in the eyes. “Adopted by Italians – what’s

your excuse?”
Woz returned the same intense stare and said quietly, “Double major in

Italian language and literature, Sydney University.”
His gaze did not flicker, as if Woz had issued him a challenge. Then, as

if an invisible signal had been given and, as if they both wanted to ask an
unvoiced question, they raised a questioning eyebrow at the same time.

“You fart!” Steven said, dissolving into laughter at the mirrored gesture.
“What?” Woz laughed back, landing a playful punch at Steven’s shoulder.
Steven’s reaction was immediate. Still laughing, he intercepted the punch

with his right hand, grasping Woz’s arm at the wrist. They held the position
as they laughed, still looking steadily at each other.

Suddenly, the feel of Woz’s skin became apparent under Steven’s fingers.
He could feel the rough blond hairs against the palm of his hand. His grip
relaxed and he withdrew his hand, inadvertently dragging his fingers along
the back of Woz’s hand slowly as he did so. The feeling of the contrast
between the stiff coarseness of the hairs on Woz’s wrist, followed by the
silky smoothness of the skin on the back of his hand, made the hairs stand
up on his upper arms. Embarrassed, he sat back quickly in his chair.

“You’re a man of hidden talents,” Steven said, with a grin.
“As you are.”
“Warwick?”
“Yup.”
“It’s a nice name.”
“It’s a name.”
”I like Woz better.”
“Maybe when you get to know me better you will call me Warwick. No

one else does.”
Again the assumption that they would become friends. Steven looked

for answers in Warwick’s eyes. He found nothing. They were smiling at
him, to match the grin on his face.

“You’re a dag,” he said.
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“Why?”
“Don’t ask stupid questions, Wozza,” Silvia said, depositing the coffees

on the table in front of them. “You’re just a dag, that’s all!”
“Hey! No fair! You’re both ganging up on me.”
“You deserve no better, ragazzino. You tease me too much. When are you

going to make an honourable woman of me?” she taunted, “What’s the
matter with you anyhow? You never make passes at me. Il cazzo, non ce
l’hai?”

“Of course I’ve got a dick, you slag!” Warwick threw at her, good
naturedly.

“Scommetto che non ce l’hai.” She answered. I bet you haven’t got one.
“Hey, handsome,” she said to Steven, in Italian. “If you ever see his dick

in the shower at touchfootie, fill me in. I need to know if he’s really a man.”
She flounced away from the table as Steven replied. “Don’t worry, I will.”
“If you do, then I will too,” Warwick said to him, with a broad grin and

a teasing threat.
“Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”
Warwick looked him deeply in the eyes and replied over the top of his

coffee cup, “As yours is with me, my friend.”
Steven broke the eye contact and picked up his coffee. “So you play

touchfootie?”
“Sure thing. Love it. You?”
“Some.”
Warwick laughed. “I don’t trust you anymore, Detective – you’re probably

the Queensland Police touchfootie captain.”
“I wish,” said Steven, playfully. “Don’t get as much time to play as I

would like.”
”Come and have a friendly with us one night. Teams of five. Someone is

always sick. You’d have no problem joining in.”
“I might do that sometime.”
“Sometime? Like coming to the beach again?”
“I might… sometime.” Steven replied, with a smile that indicated that it

was as sure as a promise.
Warwick laughed again and spread out under the table, his leg banging

hard against Steven’s.
“Sorry.”
“No worries, mate. I know what it’s like to have long legs.”
Steven felt Warwick’s leg relax, his shin bone just touching his own calf

muscle. Usually he would jerk away at any physical contact, but he was
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unable to move it without it being obvious. I’ll wait a second, he thought,
and then I’ll cross my legs under my chair.

“How’s the investigation going?”
“Investigation?”
Warwick chuckled. “The Investigation – that’s why I presume you asked

me to come in to see you?”
“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Mind was on other things.” It was – on the pressure of

Woz’s leg touching his own. Confusing, but not disturbing. “Early days yet
– just seeing if there is anything out of the ordinary.”

“I hope you don’t mind me asking this, but why did they bring you in
from Brisbane, or shouldn’t I ask?”

“Nice shirt,” Steve said, trying to change the subject.
“Armani – yours?”
“Calvin Klein.”
“Suits you – that colour is good with dark hair.”
Steven blushed. His shirt was the palest of mauves.
“What’s the matter? Can’t take a compliment?”
“Not many blokes compliment me, that’s all.”
“I suppose they don’t. How many friends do?”
Steven felt stupid for his earlier trite reply.
“Touché.”
Steven drained his coffee and said, looking down at the table. “Mind if

I ask you something, Woz?”
“Sure, go ahead. You haven’t had your three questions yet.”
“Three questions?”
“It’s a joke. Don’t mind me.”
“She your girlfriend?”
“Who? Silvia? No, she’s my oldest friend.”
A moment of silence.
“You gay?”
There was no reply, so Steven raised his head to look at Warwick.
“That’s the sort of question you need to look at someone to ask, Steven.”
Steven noted the full use of his name.
“You?” Warwick asked, without replying to Steven’s question.
“Hell, no!” said Steven, quickly. “It’s just that you’re such a goodlooking

man, Woz. Cultured, well dressed. Just wondering why you aren’t married,
that’s all.”

“The right person has never come along.”
“Sorry. I was out of line.”
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”It’s Ok. No probs.”
The pressing weight of Warwick’s leg on his own generated a warmth

that spread up past his knee to his thigh. He could not move his own leg.
Not after that question, he thought. He relaxed his own leg. It was tired
from keeping it tightly controlled in the one position for such a long time.
It pushed back gently against Warwick’s leg.

“No.”
“Sorry?”
“No. I’ve never had sex with a man.”
“I am sorry, Woz. That was very rude of me to ask.”
“Thanks for the compliment.”
”Compliment?”
Warwick reached over and biffed his shoulder again. “Goodlooking man.

Cultured. I think those words were meant to be a compliment.”
Steven laughed, relaxing completely. “I am sorry, Woz. I am such a dick.

I’m not used to having a mate. Lost my social graces – been a loner for too
long.”

”Me too, Steve – me too.”
“Mates?”
“Friends,” Warwick said, giving Steven’s leg a small push with his own

and grinning. “I wondered who was going to be first.”
”First?”
“Do you ever ask questions with more than one fucking word? Or is that

part of your devastatingly penetrating interrogation technique, Detective?”
“Sorry. Oh, fuck me! I’m doing it again. Aren’t I?”
“Hm... Hm.” Warwick nodded in agreement.
“You were wondering who was going to be first to do what?”
“Move their leg, you drongo. What else?”
Steven was mortified. He drew up his legs immediately under his chair

and blushed heavily.
Warwick roared with laughter. He leaned across the table. “There is

nothing wrong with physical contact between men, Mr. Police Officer. You
should know that. You were brought up by Italians, you said. Not like them
not to hug and kiss each other – the blokes, that is.”

“Yes, I know. Forgive my rudeness – I’m just not used to it with people
other than family.” Steven’s mind was whirling around the word ‘kiss’.
Warwick had said it without any inflection that indicated his own feelings.

Most Aussies disapproved of men kissing. It was part of the Italian way
of life. His fosterfather kissed him on the lips every time they said hello,
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or goodbye. So did his halfbrother, Giorgio. That was what the culture was
like. He looked up suddenly at Warwick, into his cool, smiling eyes, and
then his glance flicked quickly down to his lips – kissing, he had said.

Warwick’s lips were palebrown, barely parted, showing his firm white
smile. The tip of his tongue sat, just showing between them, wet and
glistening in the afternoon sunlight. Steve started to get hard.

The pit of his stomach gripped and an ice cold feeling clenched in his
guts. He quickly moved his gaze up into the unfathomable eyes that still
look into his own.

He was very confused now. He had a hardon. He dropped his head in
shame, looking at the tabletop.

“Steve?”
He looked up quickly into Warwick’s eyes, and then glanced down

quickly at his lips again, then back up into his eyes.
“You Ok?”
“Sure. Why?”
“You just disappeared on me for a bit.”
Fuck, he was losing it. He couldn’t stop the battle in his mind. First, this

morning jerking off on the hood of his car with the image of this man’s
cock in his mind. Now sitting here with a raging fat because the man talked
about men kissing, and then him perving at Warwick’s mouth. Perving?
No, I was just looking. No, Steven, you were perving, his mind told him.

He was fighting a battle that he knew he had no answers for. He had
always believed in the strict heterosexuality of his own life. Now it was
being challenged. This bloke had triggered off a sequence of events that
made him realise, for the first time in six years, that he was a sexual being.
That was not a bad thing. But gay? Him? No way. It was just a reaction to
being reawakened sexually, he told himself.

But another part of his mind told him that this feeling was not entirely
uncomfortable. Slowly, as he pondered, he realised that is why he had been
so angry, earlier on. He had discovered something about himself that he
didn’t know existed. He didn’t like surprises like that. He was smug in the
way that he thought that he knew himself inside out.

It didn’t feel like a bad thing. His body had told him that. His angry
reaction after he’d jerked off had just indicated to him how uptight he had
become.

The change of scene. The sun, the surf and good mate – a good mate.
That was the trigger for this newlyawaked sexual reaction.

He knew enough about himself to know that the harder he fought this,
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then the more it would torture him. Once they got to know each other a bit
more, this might all pass. His sublimated sexdrive could have just got mixed
up in the excitement of this new friendship. No, that was not right, he
admitted to himself, but whatever was happening to him, he would not
fight it. He would go with the flow and it would all be Ok in the end.

The prospect of exploring these new feelings did not frighten him. Maybe
it was just because, as Warwick had said, that the right person had just
never come along.

“Mates.”
”Mates, Steven?”
“I’ve missed having mates,” he said, not realising how obvious the non

sequitur was. “I’m glad we met up this morning.”
“Me too, Steven – I feel like I’ve known you for years.”
“Yeah – funny about that.”
His mobile rang.
“Steven Miles.”
”It’s me, Sir,” Tanya said. “We found another bullet.”
“What? I can’t hear you.” The line was breaking up. Fuck this! He’d have

to go outside with a boner sticking out of his pants like a flagpole. He stood
up quickly, and walked outside onto the footpath.

“Hello? Tanya?”
“Yes, Sir. I said we’ve found another bullet.”
”Where?”
“At the back of the fireplace. That explains the bits of photos and ash all

over the body. Someone discharged a gun into the fireplace and it blew
residue all over Ringer’s corpse.”

”So it must have been done after he was dead.”
“Looks like it.”
”Good work, Tanya. Get back here and we’ll call another meeting. See

you soon,” he said, as he hung up.
“Christ on a fucking bicycle,” he swore to himself. “This case is getting

serious.”
He turned as he put his mobile into his shirt pocket.
Warwick was sitting watching him, a gentle smile on his face, his eyes

fixed on the obvious tent in his pants.
“Fuck me!” he groaned to himself, as his dick jerked harder.
He put his hands in his pockets and tried to furtively wrestle the knob

of his cock back down, so it wouldn’t push out so much. He glanced back,
to see if Warwick had noticed his pocketbilliards, but the man was sitting
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there quietly, this time looking into his eyes with the same gentle smile on
his lips.

He sat back down, heavily.
“You’re a worry, you know, mate.”
“Why?”
Warwick raised his eyebrow.
“You know.”
Steven laughed, embarrassment forgotten for the moment.
“I have to go now mate, I’m sorry, work.”
”It’s Ok. What about the interview?”
“Shit! I’m sorry. What time you back tomorrow?”
“First flight. Home by ten in the morning.”
“Ok. Here’s my card, my numbers are on it.” He handed Warwick his

business card.
Warwick reached into his jacket pocket and drew out his wallet. “Here’s

mine, Steve.”
Steven glanced at it, before quickly putting it back into his breast pocket,

next to his phone.
“You available tomorrow afternoon?”
“Sure. You want me to come in again?”
On the spur of the moment, Steven said, “No. I’ll call out and see you,

if that’s Ok. I’ll need an hour at least, probably two.”
“Fine. Come near the end of the day if you want and we’ll have a swim.”
”At the beach?”
“Got a pool, mate.”
Steven was not surprised. Warwick obviously had money.
“I’ll call you around lunchtime, if that’s Ok.”
“No problems.”
“My shout,” Warwick said, standing and taking out his wallet.
“No. Not fair.”
“I owe you, remember.”
“Mates don’t owe, remember,” he said, as he moved past Steve to the

counter, buttoning his jacket as he went.
Not buttoning it quickly enough. Steve was still sitting as Warwick stood,

his eyes at crotch level. He could not miss the outline of Warwick’s cock,
hard in his pants. At the end of the stiff shape was a small wet spot.

Steven stared into the distance. Where the fuck was this taking him? He
had no time to think about it now, the case was becoming too important –
it could wait until later when he had time to think.
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He stood and put his hands in his pocket – his dick still painfully hard,
but grasped firmly with his hand inside his pants, to stop it showing too
much.

“Ciao!” Silvia called from behind the counter to Steven, “Come in anytime,
bello. Without this loser next time, please!” She indicated Warwick with a
toss of her head.

“Ok. Will do! Ciao!” he called back.
The two men walked together out into the street.
Warwick held out his hand to shake goodbye.
“You going to make me take my hand out of my pocket? What sort of a

friend are you, mate?” Steven said, with a laugh.
“One who likes to keep you on your toes.”
Steven slowly removed his hand and shook his friend’s, fixing his stare

into Warwick’s eyes, daring him to meet his gaze.
They grinned at each other. Warwick turned to go, and then with a quick

glance down at Steven’s obvious hardon, said, “Take care of junior, mate.”
He walked off quickly.
Steven put his hand back into his trouser pocket, his head too confused

to think of anything at the moment.
“Let it stew, Steven,” he said to himself. “Let it stew.”
He turned on his heel and hurried back to the police station.

* * * * *

Warwick’s eyes closed as he leaned back, adjusting his seat, to get maximum
leg room.

Unlike Steven, he travelled business class. His parents’ death had left
him well off. His father had been a shrewd investor and, what with the life
insurance payout, he was extremely comfortable financially.

He would swap it all in the blink of an eye, he thought to himself, to
have them back again.

He sighed deeply and settled back into his seat. He planned his evening.
Meetings at the hotels that bought his flowers, dinner with his sister, a not
too late night, and then the early flight back home. He hoped he could set
up this new deal with the Japanese buyer who was interested in his stuff.
An overseas market would open up doors to him in a way that was hard to
imagine. The logistics of getting the product to the airport, then to Brisbane
and then overseas started to take over this thoughts.

“Drink, Sir?”
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The darkhaired stewardess smiled brightly at him.
“VB, please,” he said, “and a blanket if you don’t mind, it’s a bit cold.”
The stewardess had taken his jacket when he got on the plane. He’d

flown economy most of his life, until he could afford otherwise. The
difference flying business class was enormous. Worth the extra expense,
and it was tax deductible, he told himself. She opened the can and poured
it into a glass, passing it to him before she reached up into the overhead
locker and then gave him the light cotton blanket that he had asked for.

“Thanks.”
“Peanuts?”
“No. Thank you.”
She moved on to the next passenger. There were only three of them in

business class. The seat next to him was vacant and no one was in the row
opposite. He settled back, placed the blanket over his knees and sipped on
his beer.

Of course he had noticed Steve check him out, when he stood to pay the
bill. The man was intriguing. Warwick closed his eyes, calling the man’s
face into his mind.

It was a strong face – handsome in the extreme. His eyes were the colour
of the water near the reef, he thought. He had a wonderful smile, well
shaped lips and a mouth that rested in a halfsmile position most of the
time. His eyelashes were amazing. Long, thick and black. Just like the hair
on the rest of his body.

The body? So strong looking, he remembered. Not overmuscled. He
hated that overdeveloped look that was all the rage at the moment. But
firmlymuscled, tight and lean. Most men would work out all their lives at
the gym and never achieve that balance of strength and leanness, he realised.

His eyes – so deep, so open, yet so distant at times. Yet it was if a shutter
closed behind them every so often and only blankness remained. The
question was, was he gay, if not, would he play? Warwick dismissed the
idea quickly. No. Was he interested in anything more than being a mate?
Warwick thought so, or rather, hoped so. The sexual tension between them,
and the response that his own body and mind generated when they were
together that day, gave him no doubt that something was there.

Unlike Steven, he surmised, he knew what he wanted. At the back of
his mind he supposed that he’d always been interested in men – not that
he hadn’t had experiences with women. Disastrous experiences. Not their
fault, his.

He remembered his first time with a woman. Tina. He and his best friend,
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Terry, had driven her down to the beach on his sixteenth birthday. She was
halfpissed and surprised him by agreeing, when Terry suggested she might
like them both to fuck her, as a birthday present for Warwick.

He’d had a few beers and was as nervous as hell. But they’d dropped
the tailgate of the ute, she’d pulled her dress up, laid back and pulled him
on top of her. No preliminaries, nothing. Just a fuck. He hadn’t been able
to do it. He’d cracked half a fat. It was only when Terry pulled off his clothes
and straddled her face, stuffing his dick into her mouth that he’d really got
hard. Hard as iron. He’d stood up and fucked her as he stared at Terry’s
hairy nuts and arse crack, watching his dick pushed into Tina’s mouth.
That had done it. He forgot his dick was in a woman and got off by being
turned on by his mate’s cock and balls. That was when he knew that he
was different.

It didn’t worry him. He accepted it. But here he was, twentyseven and
he’d never done it with a bloke. He hadn’t even thought about it much over
the years. He hadn’t lied to Steven in the coffee shop – the right person had
never turned up. Or had they? Maybe they had just flown into his part of
the world, a world that today had turned upside down.

His mind flew back to his teens. He’d dated a few girls. Only one was
serious. Jessie. They went out for almost two years, never going past the
point of petting for the first eighteen months. She was a seriously bad kisser,
he’d quickly realised. It was like throwing his tongue down a sinkhole.
She’d been a passive kisser. When he’d asked her to suck on his tongue,
or give him a bit of her tongue, she’d been revolted by the idea.

He was fixated on kissing. He owned a few videos, gay and straight. His
favourites were the ones with closeups of men kissing. He could imagine
the sensuous feeling of another tongue completely filling his mouth,
exploring him and of that same man greedily demanding his own in return,
allowing it to fill his mouth and to explore the soft, warm wetness it found.

He wondered what it would be like to kiss the lips that lay below those
pale seablue eyes that had flickered alternately between his own eyes and
his mouth. He’d got a superhard erection in the café when Steven had
explored his face with his eyes.

Jessie. What a disaster. He’d finally talked her into more than letting him
grope her. He hadn’t been able to get a hardon. Her kissing turned him off
too much. He had ignited her passions and then he could not fulfil her.
After a while, her concern and encouragement grew into bitterness and
frustration. He pleasured her with his mouth and jerked off, thinking of
Terry’s cock over and over again. But it wasn’t enough – she wanted him
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to fuck her. He couldn’t. Their relationship turned into a farce. He wasn’t
a real man, she threw at him. He was a loser, a nothing, a poofter. That was
the final insult. He’d slapped her face and hurled abuse at her, telling her
that maybe it was just because she was a lousy fuck that he couldn’t get a
hardon.

That was the end of that. He’d breathed a sigh of relief when she finally
left town. It hadn’t been her fault – it was his.

No one else in town had ever interested him. His business trips were just
that, business. Vaguely, in the back of his mind, he hoped that he would
have met some other pleasant, ‘straight’ acting businessman in the Qantas
Club, or staying in one of the hotels. It hadn’t happened.

He’d always been a man’s man. He really thought of himself as just a
man. That was all. Not a gay man. Not a straight man. But just a man who
happened to play around with the idea, from time to time, of what it would
be like to have sex with another man.

Steven Miles. He rolled the name around in his mind. What was it that
he had not said that morning on the beach? He’d stopped suddenly, as if
his story had ended. But Warwick realised that it was not the end of the
story. There was something he had not wanted to say. And why should he?
They were strangers, they had only just met.

His body tightened when he played through the scenario on the beach
that morning, in his mind. He had been painfully aware of the man next to
him, searching his body, his eyes resting on his cock. He’d hoped Steven
hadn’t realised that he’d been aware of what was going on.

How could he not be aware? The man had lit a fire in him that was still
burning hotly. He was astounded that he’d not cracked the hardest fat of
his life while Steven explored his body with his eyes. It wasn’t until he
returned from the surf and took in the devastating beauty of the man who
lay before him, smiling from that incredible face, legs apart before him, that
his cock had reacted. That’s why he’d put the towel over his head, to cover
his confusion.

His stomach gripped tightly as he remembered the scene he had
witnessed through his binoculars. He had almost been unable to cope as
he’d watched Steven pull himself off. It had surpassed his most outrageous
fantasy, in the extent of its effect on him.

He sighed heavily and took a deep swallow of his beer.
What could he do right now? Nothing. The man was more than confused,

that was obvious. What had he said that morning about nymphos? He didn’t
like to be chased. Ok, he would do no chasing. He would roll with the
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punches. If anything was going to happen, it would have to come from the
policeman.

No wonder the poor bastard was so confused, he thought to himself. A
copper. No, a detective, obviously with no real understanding of what was
going on – turned on when they had been together. He had seen the man
shift subtly on his seat in the café that morning, as his dick obviously caught
at an uncomfortable angle as it hardened. When his eyes had gone down
to Warwick’s mouth, it had set him off too.

Maybe nothing would come of it, he reasoned. But he was sure that if
he made any move, then nothing would surely come of it.

Besides, he was still a bit afraid of his own feelings. He had spent his life
conforming to some unreal idea of his own, of what it was, being a man.

He would not set up anything, provide him with opportunities, nothing
like that. It could not be a trap. He would just have to be himself and see
what happened. But, if the man ever did make a move, then he decided
that he would try not to be backward in coming forward.

He now knew what he wanted.
He didn’t give a shit about the man’s job, as much as that might be a

turnon to some people, nor the size of his dick – it was irrelevant. All his
life he had known that he could never really settle for second best. That
was what his life was all about. He wanted the best.

The best had just delivered itself to his doorstep that morning in the
shape of Detective Sergeant Steven Miles.

He was sure of it.
.

* * * * *

Steven stretched out on the bed in his hotel room, still fully clothed, staring
at the ceiling, his hands clasped behind his head.

He was thinking about the case now, deep into processes that he used
to unravel and examine the twists and turns of murder. It was murder now,
he realised. Tanya’s finding of the second bullet made him come to that
conclusion.

She had held up the two plastic pouches, each containing a spent bullet,
so that he could compare them. Despite the differences of where they were
found, one in the fibro walls of the dead man’s kitchen and the other lodged
in the concrete in the base of the fireplace, they were obviously different.

Why hadn’t they found the spent cartridge casings? The murderer had
obviously known that they would reveal some important information, and
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had removed them. Not a crime of passion then. What could be important
about the casings? Why could they give something away?

The murderer had tripped up there. Had it been suicide, then the spent
cartridge case from the Beretta would have been in the room.

He glanced at his watch and yawned. It was only ninethirty, but he was
stuffed. He switched off the light next to his bed and walked to the glass
sliding door of his room that opened onto a small balcony. His room was
at the side of the hotel, right on the edge of the ocean. He opened the door
and stepped out onto the balcony, breathing deeply, savouring the salty
ocean air that filled his lungs.

He could hear the rustle of palm leaves as the night breeze shook them.
The sound was accompanied by the squeal of fruit bats fighting in the large
fig outside the hotel’s main entrance. The sound and the smells of the tropics
filled his mind, as he unloosened his shirt buttons.

He walked slowly back inside, stripping off his clothes, as he thought
over the meeting that he had called later that afternoon. Opening his
suitcase, he took out a small brown paper bag and removed a candle from
it. He lit it and took it into the bathroom with him, placing it on the
bathroom vanity, before turning the shower on.

He liked the sound of the running water and its feel over his body.
Showering by candlelight was another sensual experience for him.

He stood under the strong stream of water, turning his body under the
shower nozzle, tilting his head back, to wet his face and hair. His right arm,
crossed over his chest, rested on his left shoulder, as he moved the weight
of his body from one foot to another under the spray of warm water, turning
at the same time to rinse himself.

One bullet was larger than the other. The one dug out of the kitchen
walls was bigger. A .38 or larger, he thought – larger than .38 was illegal.
That would rule out the firearms registry. It must have come from a hand
gun, anything bigger, like a rifle would have provided too much velocity to
allow the bullet to lodge in the kitchen wall.

Anything the size of a .38 or bigger would have thrown the gun from the
man’s hand with its kickback, had it been suicide.

He opened the shower stall door and reached over for his body gel on
the bathroom vanity unit.

He pointed the shower nozzle at the wall and idly began to lather his
body, as his mind turned over the possibilities of the case. Bending at the
waist, legs still straight, he lathered his legs down to the ankles and worked
the foam between his toes. He was still very flexible, he said to himself,
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with a slight smile.
His legs ached after his run on the beach. He needed to run more to get

his muscle stamina back at its best, he thought. His glutes ached too. But
that was from clenching them while he jerked off on the car bonnet. He put
more gel in the palm of his hand and washed around his cock and balls,
then lifted a leg to one side to move his hand up between his legs, and over
his arsehole and crack.

Without rinsing, he leaned back on the cool tiles of the shower stall,
closing his eyes, and rested his head on the wall.

Mike Savage had told him that the order to send him up here had come
from the district Commander, Chief Superintendent Marchant. He had never
met the man, but he had a reputation for being a hard, but strictly honest
cop.

Marchant. That name was vaguely familiar. Marchant. He tossed it around
in his mind. Of course! That was the name of the old biddy who owned the
house opposite the gate to Derek Ringer’s house. It had to be a coincidence.

He sighed and slowly began to work his hand across his chest, spreading
the shower gel over it, to coat his thick chest hair. He massaged his chest,
gently pulling the hair between his fingers, as his mind wandered.

He would have to send Tanya back to Brisbane with what they had
gathered. His boss had been keen to get things really moving. He had lined
up the photo lab and firearm analysis teams to get to work. The gun had
to be tested for saliva traces and for fibres – that was clear. If another hand
had shot Ringer, then he was sure that it would have been gloved. His
instinct told him that.

He leaned his head under the stream of water that hit the wall, and took
a large mouthful, squirting it back and forth between his teeth with his
mouth closed, and then spat it onto the shower floor.

He moved his hands to his waist, massaging it firmly around to his back,
and then to his spine. Clenching his fists, he worked them hard into his
buttocks, kneading and relaxing at the same time.

He opened his eyes and looked into the mirror on the bathroom wall that
faced the shower stall. The glass was misted and he saw himself dimly,
reflected in the flickering light of the candle.

He had trouble with mirrors. He didn’t like to look at himself in them
usually. But this was Ok. His image was blurred.

He closed his eyes again and continued to knead the tighter muscles in
his body. His thighs were the next target.

The Polaroids were a clue. Of that, he was sure. The photo lab would no



57Stinga

doubt growl and complain, but there were only thirtyone fragments. Why
did Ringer want to burn them? Home porn? He doubted it. Something more
sinister? He didn’t want to think that far right now. There was something
very odd about the timing of burning the photos and the murder, as it now
appeared that it was one. He could only speculate, until forensics came up
with some answers. Until then, it was interviews.

Tomorrow, early, the Gazette reporter. Then a meeting with Sandy Pizzani
and Nathan Massport to find out how far they had got with the gun register,
although he now believed that their efforts were wasted. The Beretta was
not the murder weapon, he was convinced of it more and more as time
went on. But, ownership might lead to other clues.

Then some time at the computer – he wanted to do a bit of checking for
himself. It wasn’t necessary – his team was more than adequate. But he
was a perfectionist – he had to know that everything had been covered.

He moved the shower head away from the wall and stepped under the
water, turning and rinsing the soap from his body. He felt better already.
Had he eaten? No, he said to himself, he had forgotten to. There was a
basket of fruit in the hotel room for him when he arrived, he’d eat some of
that.

He turned off the shower and stepped out of the stall, then took a towel
to dry himself off.

He wandered into the main area of his room and rolled himself a smoke,
then walked out, standing naked on the balcony, puffing slowly, as he looked
at the stars.

The meeting with the two local officers should take him up to lunch time.
Then he’d ring Woz and arrange to call out and see him.

Why had he decided that, he asked himself? It would have been better
to get the man to come in to the station. But that would have made it
difficult for them to continue being friends, he argued. Friends. What an
odd concept for him. He had only had one true friend in his life. Anne. For
in honesty, that’s what she was.

He had courted and married her quickly, as a reaction to the events of
that January night, almost fifteen years ago. He had learned to love her, but
he had never been in love with her. He had always been honest about that.
They had become best mates, their bond drawn closer, as each of their two
children had been born. The loss of all three of them at the same time had
been the bitterest blow of his life.

Their sex life had been unsatisfactory from the start. She was only tiny
– he was too big for her. They struggled to manage, but it always gave her



58 Stinga

great pain when he managed to penetrate her. There had once been a time
of hope and excitement, when she came home from her specialist, with
news of an operation that could make her bigger, and allow them a normal,
regular sex life. But then, their second child happened. Andrew – their little
boy. Her episiotomy had not healed well and she had scarred badly. Any
thought of an operation was put out of the question while they went about
caring for their two little ones.

And then they were gone.
He still couldn’t believe it. The scars had only partially healed. He had

closed over internally and pushed the pain down, pouring his energy into
his work. He’d become an angry bastard, he knew that. It grated and fought
his natural inclination to be a happy, outgoing man. But the events of his
teenage years, alienation from his peers, and then, the loss of his only friend
and children had hardened his heart and he had cut himself off from the
world.

He hadn’t thought of himself as a sexual being since then, until today.
With a man.

He couldn’t afford to get too emotional about it. He had to reason with
himself and find out what was going on. That was his way.

He flicked the stub of his smoke out into the garden below his balcony
and walked inside, throwing himself on his back, replacing his hands behind
his head in his earlier pose.

Ok, mate. It’s time to think about Woz, he said to himself.
Woz. Warwick. He hated to admit it, but he really liked Warwick better

as a name than Woz. Wozza. It was his upbringing. You only called people
by their full names if you didn’t like them, or it was something really formal.
But then, he had never called his wife Annie. Just Anne. It was her name.

What button had this bloke pressed today that had turned him on? For
he had turned him on, he had to be honest. He had never even imagined
sex with a man. He didn’t even really clearly know what men did together,
for fuck’s sake! And there he found himself this morning, legs spread on
the bonnet of his car, pulling his dick while he drew images in his mind of
jerking this guy off.

That was another reason that he was so pissed off with himself, the fact
that he realised that the arm that was covered in black hair jerking
Warwick’s dick was his own.

And then, embarrassing himself in the café, cracking the mother of all
fats while they talked, because he had looked at Warwick’s mouth. His
mind formed a picture for him of the semiparted lips, white teeth and the
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tip of his tongue.
He had to make himself imagine what it would be like to kiss this bloke,

he reasoned, otherwise the image will come back over and over again, with
no resolution.

He sighed and closed his eyes. Warwick’s face grew in his thoughts, his
own actions played out in the third person, as he watched his fantasy
unwind. He saw himself leaning forward slowly, eyes fixed on the other
man’s, as he slowly parted his own lips and watched them touch the warm,
pale brown ones that drew him to them.

Then the perspective of his fantasy changed. He was no longer a
bystander, but an active participant. Their lips did not meet lightly, but
suddenly his tongue was full in Warwick’s mouth, a mouth that opened to
him, warmly accepting the gift of his thick, gently questing tongue. Warwick
drew his tongue into his mouth, sucking it softly, and encouraging him to
explore the wetness of the inside of his own mouth. Then, just as suddenly,
Warwick’s tongue was in his mouth, twisting around the length of his
tongue.

Steven jerked his eyes open suddenly, astonished at the unfurling of this
scenario. He had imagined that the kiss would only develop to be chaste –
a light brush of the lips, but his mind had drawn a stronger picture. One of
passion and sex.

“Fuck me!” he said loudly, shocked by his own vision. He lay back,
breathing heavily, weighing the implications of this scene that he had drawn
up in his own mind.

Am I really gay? He asked himself. He had no answer. He had nothing
to judge it against. Despite being worldwise, his experiences of what he
perceived gay men to be was based on stereotypes. The Sydney Mardi Gras,
for example. But then into his thoughts came one of the talks that they all
had to attend from time to time by the Gay and Lesbian Police Task Force.

Knowledge flooded back into his mind. Only a small minority of men
who had sex with other men were ‘out of the closet’. Most of them spent
their lives as any other citizen, going about their jobs, living their lives just
like everyone else did. And no one was any the wiser about their sexuality.

Had his life been a lie? Was he truly gay? Had everything in his life been
a cover up for something that he was trying not to be? He saw himself as
a big, macho, hardnosed cop. Was that a mask to hide something else
inside?

He let his mind mull over the possibility for a moment and then decided.
No. I refuse to put a label on myself. I am no less of a human being because
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another man turns me on. Gay is a label to describe a lifestyle to me, he
said to himself. Maybe I am a bisexual? But then again I have only ever
had sex with one person in my life, and that was a woman, he admitted.

Whatever it was, turning knots in his mind was not going to solve
anything for the time being. He had learned to trust his gut instincts, he
reminded himself. I will go with those, he decided, even if they are telling
me that Warwick makes me hot. He realised then, that he would perhaps
have to do something about it. It was the way he worked through things.

But what if Warwick did not respond? What a dick he would feel. He
would humiliate himself, and perhaps create larger problems in his life. No,
the man was far too grownup to tell tales. If he ever screwed up enough
courage to explore these new feelings, then he was sure that Warwick would
be honest, and let him know in a calm but firm way, that he was barking
up the wrong tree.

He had to admit it to himself. He was interested, more than interested
in fact, in exploring this newlyfound area of his life.

He suddenly laughed softly to himself. Warwick. He realised that for the
past halfhour as he wrestled with his thoughts that he had been calling
Woz Warwick.

What were his gut instincts telling him, he asked himself, as he pulled
down the sheets and got into bed? His body was telling himself something,
that was for sure, his cock was pushing his sheet up like a tent pole, oozing
precum copiously from its tip.

“Down boy! Down, I said!” he said out loud to himself, mimicking
Warwick’s earlier action on the beach this morning.

He chortled softly as he turned on his side, scrunching up his pillow with
his hands until it felt just right. Then, as he closed his eyes to try to sleep,
he wondered what Warwick was doing just now.

* * * * *

Warwick was in fact trying not to think of Steven right at that moment.
His business meetings had gone well. The Japanese buyer had ordered

a sample of his more exotic flowers to trial in Osaka.
But now he sat opposite his sister in a classy Brisbane restaurant, trying

to avoid her penetrating questioning.
“Come on, Wozza, tell Janie,” she said.
Jane could be particularly irritating sometimes, he thought. She was like

a dog with a bone, couldn’t leave things alone. She had immediately jumped
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onto the fact that something was different, and was pestering the shit out
of him, to find out what it was.

“At least tell me who she is,” she whispered, leaning over the table.
“She?”
“The woman you’ve fallen for. It’s all over your face. You can’t fool me,

I know you too well. Hallelujah! At last love comes to Warwick Hughes!”
she almost shouted.

“Shhh!” he hissed, looking around them at the mildlyamused stares of
their fellow diners.

“Well, out with it! You know I’ll never let you rest unless you ‘fess up!”
She was right of course. But love? Bullshit.
“Ok. Just tell me where you met her.”
Warwick looked down at his halfeaten dinner and sighed.
“It’s a bloke.”
That stopped her.
She sat back in her chair and whistled silently through pursed lips.
“Bugger me!” she said loudly, oblivious to the stares of mild irritation

from the diners around them.
“I just met him today.”
He looked up. She was not angry. She was genuinely shocked. He

watched her slowly relax, her mind running through some process that he
couldn’t fathom. Then she leaned over the table and took his hand in hers.

“Good on you, Woz.”
He raised both eyebrows in surprise.
“What’d you expect me to do? Scream my tits off and slap your face, then

run around the restaurant waving my hands in the air, shouting hysterically,
“Fuck me! My brother’s a poopuncher! ?” she said, with a small chuckle.
“Ok. What’s his name?”

“Steve… Steven.”
“Local?”
“No.”
“What’s he do?”
“He's a cop.”
That floored her.
“You’ve lost your head over a gay cop?”
“He’s not gay.”
”Jesus, Warwick. You don’t give out much information. What do I have

to do to get it out of you? Screw your nuts in a vice at the dinner table?
More information! No three word sentences. Ok?”
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He nodded, his face diffused with red.
She smiled at him, squeezing his hand.
“I’ve heard worse. But, falling for a cop who is not gay is pretty close.”
“Fucked if I know what he is, to tell the truth, but he twists my dials.”
“Tell big sister all. That’s an order!”
She had a way with him that no one else did. So he blurted out the whole

story.
When he had finished, she sat quietly for a minute, and then said to him,

“He must be a bloody good man to make you feel like this. I know you too
well, little brother. Only the best was ever good enough for you. I just hope
you don’t break your heart over someone who doesn’t know whether they
are Arthur or Martha.”

“My heart doesn’t enter into the equation, Jane, not unless I know what’s
going on. But my body is giving me messages that I can’t ignore.”

”You are one dark horse, you know, Woz. I thought you would end up
with Jessie for a while.”

He looked up sharply at her.
She put both arms up in front of her, palms facing him. “Whoa! But I

figured that it was doomed after day two.”
”Why didn’t you ever say anything to me?”
”Fight your own fights, Woz. That’s what you are best at. Whatever

happens with this friend of yours, I know that you will come out the other
end a better person. I wish you all the best.”

”Ta,” he said sincerely.
“Waiter!” she called loudly, “The bill please!”
She patted the back of his hand, the way his mother used to.
“Time to hit the sack, little brother, you’ve had a big day.” She leaned

forward and kissed him on the forehead. “Get a good sleep, you’ve got
another big day ahead of you,” she said, as she gave the waiter her platinum
American Express.

He raised an eyebrow at her. “Platinum?”
“Freddy can afford it.”
”Freddy? I thought his name was Jeffrey.”
“Jeffrey? Don’t be a goon! That was last month, darling.” She strutted to

the counter to sign her credit card slip.
Warwick sighed, grinning at the same time. I hope she never changes,

he said to himself.
They stood at the curb waiting for the taxi that the restaurant had called.
“You get home to bed now, Woz. You looked stuffed.”
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He smiled weakly at her.
“Hey! Enjoy it. With a bit of luck these might be the last few days of

sleeping alone.”
“The chance would be a fine thing!”
“Stranger things have happened, my darling.”
”Yes, but not to me, and to tell you the truth, I’m scared about the whole

thing. I really don’t know what I would do if it ever came to the crunch. I
haven’t really had time to digest it all properly.”

”Keep your cards close to your chest. You’ll know when the time is right
to reveal your hand. I know that.”

“Yes, I do too, Sis. But I just hope the fucking jackpot doesn’t go off before
I get the courage to show what I’ve got.”

”You don’t need to, Woz. It’s as clear as day. Blind Freddie could see what
a great bloke you are.”

”Blind Freddie doesn’t interest me.”
”Ok, then,” she said, slapping him hard on the bum, “Blind Steven, then!”
They both laughed and hugged each other tightly as the cab drew up in

front of them. Tomorrow would be another day, Warwick thought. Not
without a small amount of fear mixed with his excitement.
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“Hi Silvia.”
“Oh, hello handsome, back already?” Silvia said, with a big smile, as she

turned to see who it was. “Espresso?”
“Sure thing,” Steven said, “and a bit of a natter, if you’ve got time.”
Silvia looked around the empty café with a theatrical glance.
“I might have to make you an appointment, I am so busy,” she said,

flirtatiously.
Steven chuckled and leaned on the counter as she started to pull his short

black.
“Nice machine, Silvia. Not often you still see a manual in operation.”
“In case you didn’t notice, I’m a manual too! I like it – it likes me. Gives

me some exercise too,” she said, with a laugh, flexing her biceps. “Want a
feel?” she added, with not too much subtlety.

Steven cleared his throat noisily. “Another time, doll. Thanks, anyway.”
She harrumphed in the back of her throat and then deposited his cup on

the counter before him.
“Yeah, yeah, same old story,” she said. “All the nice ones are taken. Except

you and Woz, it seems.”
“Well that’s one of the reasons I wanted to chat to you.”
She suddenly lost the sillygirl look and became very business like.
“What’s he done?”.
“Nothing. It’s not really about him, but I need to ask you a favour.”
“A cop wants to ask me a favour?”
“How’d you know I’m a cop?”
“Yeah, like I came down in the last shower – it’s written all over you.”
”Warwick didn’t realise I was a cop.”
She noted the ‘Warwick’ immediately.
“Wozza doesn’t notice a lot of things… er?”
“Ah! Sorry – Steven,” he said.
“Steven. Woz is the best bloke in the world. He is charming and sweet

and kind and considerate. Although he looks tough on the outside, he’s a
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marshmallow inside. Lucky person who bags him.”
Person? Not woman, she had said.
“That’s his trouble. He believes the best of everyone. Takes them at face

value. No friends, apart from me. But I tell you, Steven, if he makes someone
a friend, then they are a friend forever. He’d give you his kidney in a box
for your birthday, if he thought that’s what you really wanted as a present.
He’s that sort of a bloke.”

“Yeah. I like him.”
She didn’t reply. When he looked up at her she was smiling at him.
“I like you.”
”Thanks, Silvia. I like you too.”
”You are an honest man. I can tell that. I have a way with people,

especially men. Ok. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”
”Want to know?”
She sighed and rolled her eyes dramatically.
“Ok. I did come here for something more than your graceful charm and

astounding beauty,” he said, playfully, with a winning smile.
“Honey, you smile at me like that and you are going to get yourself in

one big heap of trouble. That smile’d charm the pants off a statue, and I
don’t wear knickers!”

They both laughed.
“I want to ask you a favour. Remember I spoke to you in Italian

yesterday?”
She nodded.
“I would be grateful if you didn’t let on that I spoke Italian. It’s a thing

I’d rather not get around.”
“Sure. I can tell that you’re not ashamed of it. So it must be important to

your job. Ok. No worries.”
“Just like that?”
“Just like that! I told you I liked you. Besides, anyone Woz likes, as much

as he likes you, I would trust with my life.”
He reddened despite himself and was about to say something, when he

noticed that she was standing with both hands on her hips, looking over
her cheekbones at him, daring him to say anything.

She moved slowly to the bar and wiped her hands on her apron, and
then turned to him.

“He hasn’t looked as happy for years as he did when you both were in
here yesterday. I am glad he found a mate.”

“Thanks, Silvia. I’m glad I did too.”
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She smiled at him fondly. “Coffee’s on the house.”
“No, I insist,” he said, reaching into his pants pocket for some change.
“Come in for lunch one day and I’ll charge you double for it. That’ll make

up for your coffee,” she said, laughing. “Oh, Steven, by the way, you
working with Sandro Pizzani?”

“Yeah, why?”
“You’re a nice bloke, Steven. He’s a goodlooking man, but appearances

can be deceiving – Stai attento!” she said, turning her back on him as she
moved to the front of the store, to serve a woman who had just entered.

“Youze right?” she said, brusquely to the woman.
‘Stai attento – be careful. Thanks, Silvia, for the warning,’ he said to

himself, as he left the shop and returned to the police station around the
corner.

* * * * *

He sat at his desk scribbling notes furiously in his notebook. It had been
the first time he’d had that day, to put on paper his thoughts of last night.

He’d taken Tanya to the airport at seven in the morning, running over
with her the things that he needed her to do when she got back to Brisbane.
She wrote as he drove, murmuring at every point that he made.

They’d agreed that the bullet and gun analysis was the most urgent,
followed by work on the Polaroids by the photo lab. She’d agreed to ring
him the moment anything came to light.

He’d driven straight into his office and called Mike Savage, filling him in
on what had happened since they last spoke. Mike had told him that he
had readied both labs to get to work. He had assured Steven that he had
been serious when he had said that he’d wanted him to get the case over
and done with quickly, so that Steven could have a good holiday. He wanted
him back on the job as soon as he could. His actions were a way of assuring
that things would run smoothly.

It left Steven with a nice feeling of being appreciated. He felt good, right
up until the reporter from the Gazette had arrived, Miss Halliwell.

She was too obvious. Steven disliked her from the moment she first sat
down opposite him in the chair in front of his desk. The way she’d crossed
her knees, to show off her legs and to allow her already short skirt to ride
up higher on her thighs, really gave him the shits in a big way.

The interview had gone from bad to worse. His aggressive rudeness had
returned with a flourish, destroying the woman’s selfcomposure in the first
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few minutes.
At the end of halfanhour, she’d stood to leave and had almost threatened

to print whatever she liked, seeing that he had been so unforthcoming with
information.

He’d threatened to throw her in the clink if she wrote anything that was
not the truth.

She’d stormed out of his office, slamming the door behind her.
That’s when he knew he’d needed a coffee, and the opportunity to talk

with Silvia.
Now he was waiting for Pizzani and Massport to arrive for their ten

o’clock meeting. A trace on the Beretta could still provide a useful lead.
Even if it wasn’t the murder weapon, it could still give them a link to the
identity of the murderer.

He was convinced that the photos were the clue. They had to provide
some evidence of why Ringer had been murdered. Child porn? That market
had been swallowed up by the internet. There had to be some reason that
the photos were Polaroids, and not regular snapshots.

He knew that he’d have to go out to the house again, this time by himself.
He was too unsettled to be comfortable. They had missed something. He
worked better on his own.

There was a knock at the door. He looked at his watch. Ten o’clock – it
must be Pizzani and Massport.

“Come!” he called, his head still down, making notes. It was a habit he’d
always had. Mike Savage used to warn him that someone could come in
his door with a gun in his hand and shoot him, before he knew what was
happening. But it was an ingrained habit.

He heard the two men fall into their seats in his office. Without looking
at them, he knew by the way that they sat down that they had had no luck.

He finished writing and sat back in his chair, stretching his legs out under
his desk, arms folded across his stomach.

Their faces told him all. Pizzani was dark in the face and Massport red.
He surmised that they’d been arguing. He quickly leaned forward and made
a note of the fact, as he said, “No luck, I gather.”

Pizzani shook his head slowly from side to side.
“Ok, tell me all.”
“We checked every record of every Beretta from Rockhampton to Cairns,

Steve,” Pizzani said, “There’s not a lot of them, and all are accounted for.”
“How many locally?”
“Five. At the local gun club. All locked in securely. None are registered
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for keeping at home.”
”You check the local ones personally?”
“Of course. There hasn’t been a meet for two weeks and they are all

accounted for since then.”
”Hmmm.” Steven murmured. “Anything on the stolen weapons register?”
“Only about four hundred.”
“What!?”
“Sorry, Steve. I’m just a bit pissed off. Dozens!”
“When were the latest, and closest, reported missing?”
“Two. From Hamilton Island. January ’99.”
“Was that all that was taken?”
Pizzani flicked through his notes. “Twentythree handguns and an UZI.”
“Jesus! Serious stuff, and still missing?”
Pizzani snapped his notebook shut, with a snap. “Yes, mate – all still

missing.”
Steven thought for a moment, and then said, “Very well. The weapon

could have come from anywhere. No serial number match?”
Pizzani shook his head again.
“Then it couldn’t have come into the country legally. That makes things

a bit harder.”
“Sure does, boss.”
Boss? Pizzani called him boss? What was going on here?
“There’s another thing I want to discuss with you. The coroner’s report

mentioned that there were no marks on the body, no bruising.”
“So?” Pizzani questioned.
“Then, if this is a murder, “Steven continued, “How do you top a guy, to

make it look like suicide, and get him to stand still?”
“Threaten him with another gun?”
“And tell him to open his mouth while you plug him? I think not.”
“Was he dead already?” Nathan Massport suggested, earning a scowl

from Pizzani that Steven noticed.
“Could have been.” Steven quickly changed the subject. “When’s Irene

Marchant due to fly back?”
“Today,” said Pizzani, glancing at his watch, “at about twelvethirty.”
“Then, after this meeting, I want you to go to the airport and meet her.

Be nice, gentlemen. Make sure she gets home safely and then ask her about
whether she noticed anything strange on the day of Ringer’s death, or days
before or after.”

Massport looked anxiously at Pizzani, who still sat, stonyfaced.
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“You got a problem with that, Constable?” Steven asked Massport.
“Uh. No, Sir.”
“Yes, he has, Sir. She’s the problem. Doesn’t really like our Nathan much,

after he fell through her ceiling.”
Steve raised his eyebrow.
“She called me in to get her cat out of the ceiling space, Sir. And when I

was up there, I sort of lost my balance and fell through the ceiling, Sir.”
Massport almost could not get the words out, he seemed so embarrassed.

“Landing where, precisely?”
Pizzani began to smirk.
“On top of Mrs. Marchant, Sir.”
Steven began to grin broadly.
“You hurt yourself?”
“No, Sir.”
”No, Sir, but?”
“I broke her leg when I fell on her,” Nathan Massport said, in a low voice.
“Then this might be an opportunity for you to apologise, Constable,”

Steven replied, the amusement clear in his voice.
“Yes, Sir,” Massport muttered, quietly.
“Ok. It’s almost eleven already. Give yourselves a long lunch, and then

report back here, after your interview with Mrs. Marchant, at about two
thirty for a quick briefing.”

When the two men had left, Steven returned to his notes. Every so often
he stood and walked to the whiteboard to check photographs. As he looked
at one shot, he noticed Pizzani’s shoes just at the edge of the shot. He
remembered that he had decided to run Pizzani’s file through the police
computer, so returned to his desk and began to log in.

His mobile rang.
“Miles.”
“Steven, it’s Tanya.”
“Yes, Constable,” he said, stressing her rank.
“The preliminary lab report has just come in on Ringer’s blood samples.”
”And?”
“The man was full of Temazepam.”
“How much?” His memory quickly supplied the information that

Temazepam was a musclerelaxant, commonly used in sleeping pills.
“The first analysis suggests a dose of about 250 mg. The equivalent of

twentyfive capsules.”
“Is that a lethal dose, if mixed with alcohol?”
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”No alcohol, Sergeant.” She had obviously noticed his earlier stress on
her rank. “But he would have been well and truly drugged.”

“Drugged?”
“Out of it. He wouldn’t have been able to walk unaided, that’s for sure.”
“Did you find any evidence of other medication in the rubbish bin outside

the house, or anywhere inside? What about the Temazepam packet? Check
everywhere in the bathroom?”

“No, Sir, and yes, Sir.”
”Do you think he could have taken them, or been forced to take them

elsewhere before he died?”
“Not sure, Sir. One thing I do remember is that when I looked through

his cupboards, I noticed something strange.”
”Why didn’t you report it at the briefing?”
“Because it didn’t seem important until now. He had matching sets of

everything, neatly lined up in his cupboards. Plates, cups, that sort of thing.
But in his glassware cupboard there was a set of darkgreen water

glasses.”
“And?”
“Well, I just thought it odd that everything was so neat and complete, in

even numbers in their sets, and this set of drinking glasses was an odd
number.”

“And you didn’t find the glass anywhere?”
“No, Sir. But dust had settled around the glasses and it showed a clear

outline where one of the glasses had been, and which was no longer there.”
“I’ll get over there straight away, it might be important. Call me when

you hear more.”
“Ok. Thanks, Sir.”
Steve hung up. He was halfway out the door when he remembered that

he had promised to call Warwick.
He returned to his desk and pullet out his wallet to find Warwick’s

business card.
He hadn’t really taken much notice of it yesterday, but now he looked

at it. It had Warwick’s name smack in the centre, under it the name of his
business, “One of a kind” it read. One of a kind. You certainly are, Warwick,
he thought.

He entered Warwick’s mobile number into the memory of his mobile,
and then dialled it. It answered on the second ring.

“Hey! Steve. How you going?”
“Hey! Woz, how’d you know it was me?”
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“Programmed your number into my phone.”
“You don’t waste any time, mate,” Steven said, laughing, but pleased.
“Yep, have three numbers in it now.”
“Only three?”
“Yup, there are only three people I know I want to talk to. If I don’t

recognise the number, then I assume it’s business.”
“I am honoured.”
“So you should be, you big goose.” Warwick laughed down the phone at

him. “Still on for this arvie?”
“Sure. Four o’clock.”
“I’ll be just getting in from the fields at that time, so you’ll have to excuse

how I look.”
“You’ll be fine. I just want to talk to you, not take pictures for GQ!”
“Aw! How sad!” Warwick complained, with mock hurt.
“Tell me how to find you, mate.”
“I’ll be the goodlooking one with the can in his hand at that time of day,

sport.”
“Cheeky bugger!”
Warwick gave him directions, which he scribbled into his notebook,

feeling very cheered by their silly banter.
They exchanged farewells and Steve headed out of the office, whistling.
“Girlfriend, Sir?” Colleen, the receptionist asked him, teasingly.
“What? Sorry?”
“You haven’t smiled since you got here, with all due respect, Sir, and I

heard you talking on the phone. Assumed it was your girlfriend?”
“As far off the mark as you could possibly be, Colleen,” he replied, “I’m

on my mobile if anyone wants me.”
As she watched him leave the building, Colleen nodded to herself

knowingly. He was striding down the path from the station to his car, parked
right in front, jacket over his shoulder, grinning in between whistles.

“The guy can’t fool me,” she said to herself, “I know the difference
between when a man’s thinking of business and when he’s thinking of
monkeybusiness. That man’s got it bad.”

* * * * *

The house still smelled vaguely of death.
Steven stood in the hallway, casually observing everything around him.

He’d always been good at finding things others missed. It fitted in with the
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way that he examined everything in his mind.
His eyes took in the darkened ceiling – a gecko scuttled across it to

disappear into a small crack behind the living room door architrave. He
moved his gaze slowly down over the walls, taking in the stain of Warwick’s
vomit on its tongueandgroove.

The house was close and hot, now that it was the middle of the day. He
could hear the iron on the roof creaking as it expanded in the heat, and the
distant tingle of a windchime, hung out there somewhere in the trees.

He walked calmly down the hall, pausing in the doorway that opened
into the kitchen, eyes moving over the room.

A man lost his life in here, he thought. Someone brutally took it from
him, spraying the organ that held his mind, his memories and his very
being, over the wall in one splitsecond. One moment the man would have
been a living, thinking human being and the next a nothing, an empty vessel
deprived of its light.

Death always affected him that way. He could not see it in any other way.
No one deserved to die violently. No matter who they were, or what they
had done.

A gut feeling told him that they had missed something vital.
Something small, perhaps, but something that would provide them with

a clue to what was behind this homicide.
He walked to the cupboards and began to open them, one by one, until

he found the cupboard that held the glassware that Tanya had described.
It was as she had said. Five darkgreen water glasses sat, their missing sixth
clearly described by the circle of dust that marked its absent circumference.

There could be prints on the glass. He’d have to look for it – that is,
assuming that it had not been broken some time before.

He pulled out his gloves and stretched them over his hands, as he moved
from the kitchen, and started to search the rest of the house.

There was nothing in the bathroom. He poked around everywhere. He
checked with a mirror under the bath, looked inside the toilet cistern –
nothing.

He moved slowly into the living room, picked up the pile of magazines
one by one and held them upside down, as he flicked them between his
thumb and finger, to see if anything fell out. Nothing. It was when he moved
to the window that his foot hit something.

There was something on the floor close up to the couch, under the edge
of the Indian print sofa cover.

“Ah ha!” he said to himself as he lifted the edge of the sofa cover, to
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reveal the missing darkgreen glass. “Gotcha!”
One point down to Constable Arrowsmith he thought, as he gingerly

dropped the glass into an evidence bag.
It was too easy. He had expected to be there for a few hours at least, and

the feeling that there was something important still missing, rumbled in his
guts.

The bedroom – it had to be in the bedroom.
He worked his way methodically through the room, almost dismantling

it.
Two hours later, he was sitting on the bed, sweating and angry. It was

in here, he could feel it. He never ignored those signals from his mind. It
was his ‘famous’ gut feeling. Whatever it was, it was close by.

For one last time, he went to the chest of drawers beside the bed. He
picked them up physically and threw the lot on the bed. One by one, he
withdrew each drawer, tapping its base as he turned them over. He lifted
the empty frame, turning it this way and that.

“Fuck!” he said angrily, and threw the frame onto the bed next to its
drawers.

He was really frustrated now. He turned and walked to the window of
the bedroom, running his hand through his hair, in exasperation.

It was then, as he stood looking out the window, that he caught a small
flash of white from the corner of his eye.

There it is. He knew he had found something. He knelt down and pried
gently at the skirting rail, behind where the bedside cabinet had stood.

Poking out, just barely showing, was the corner of a Polaroid photo.
Taking his tweezers from his pocket, he gently pulled the photo from

where it had obviously fallen and been caught, hidden behind the
woodwork.

He turned it around so that the light fell on the image.
It was a young man, about eighteen or nineteen, naked. He was sitting

on a bench, in what appeared to be a wooden changing cubicle, pants
around his ankles, legs apart with his arms stretched out in front of him,
hands resting on his knees.

His face was smiling for the pose, grinning happily. A young, naked man
posing proudly for a picture. It wasn’t a porn shot – too innocent looking.
The boy’s cock rested flaccidly between his legs, a cigarette dangling from
the corner of his mouth. So innocent looking, but strangely familiar.

His eyes roamed the photo, searching for detail.
With a sudden shock of surprise, he recognised where it had been taken.
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It was the changing shed in the swimming pool at Ingham, his home
town. He could clearly see the letters “ham bat” above the boy’s head,
where the whole words “Ingham baths” had been truncated on either side.

He had seen that sign every day that he had gone swimming as a young
man. He knew it too well.

He moved closer into the light, holding the photo closer to his face, his
eyes roving over the face of the smiling boy. There was something
disturbingly familiar about that face, he knew him. The realisation gradually
grew. A face from his past, from his school years.

Simon. Stephen. No. What was his name?
With blinding clarity, the boy’s name flashed into his mind. Stuart! That

was it! Stuart Foley.
“Jesus!” he said to himself, “What the fuck is a fifteenyearold photo of

Stuart Foley, sitting naked in Ingham Baths, doing here, at a murder scene
in Packer’s Reef?”

He pulled out his mobile phone and called Mike Savage.

* * * * *

“Hello? Silvia?”
“Yes, it’s Silvia speaking. Who’s that?”
“It’s Steven.”
“Steven who?”
“The one you wanted to flash your snatch at.” He said, grinning. He was

on his way back to the station and had called directory assistance on his
handsfree – they had patched him through.

“That narrows it down a bit,” she said. “Only about sixtyfive men fit
into that category.”

They both laughed loudly.
“What can I do you for you, handsome?”
“You do takeaway?”
“For you, anything. What do you want?”
“Surprise me! I’m on my way into town now. I have a meeting in ten

minutes and haven’t had lunch.”
“No worries. If you’re in a hurry then I’ll drop it ‘round to the station

right away.
“No need for that, I can stop and pick it up.”
“It’s Ok, I need to get out and have a fag anyway. My nephew Tony is

here helping today.”
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“I really appreciate it, thanks, Silvia, I owe you one.”
“No probs. Drop the money in anytime, and remember, this one costs

you double. But we could always come to some agreement,” she insinuated,
blatantly.

“You never give up, do you?” he said, laughing at her boldness.
“Not when I like people, mate. Ciao.” She hung up.
Steve chuckled as he drove into the outskirts of Packer’s Reef. “Damn!”

he said softly, as he saw the railway crossing lights begin to flash red. He
slowed the car and sat, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, as a
long freight train moved slowly across the road in front of him.

Stuart Foley. He tried to remember the boy, but it was too long ago. He
hadn’t really known him well. He was one of the boisterous kids who hung
around the park in town, smoking and trying to chat up the girls.

I wonder what happened to him, Steven asked himself.
Steven had never returned to his old school for year eleven, arguing

loudly with his fosterparents to allow him to go to a boarding school in
Brisbane instead. They had been surprised at first, as that was what they
had always wanted him to do. His halfbrother, Giorgio had been there since
grade nine. They were puzzled, but he seemed so insistent, so they relented.

He remembered sitting on the plane out of Townsville, thinking that he
had left his problems behind in Ingham. Things would be different in a new
place, a new school. He thought that he had solved his problems. He had,
for a while.

A car, honking its horn behind him, jolted him out of his thoughts. The
train had passed, and the road was now clear. He raised his left hand to
thank the driver behind and then drove quickly to the office.

“Silvia left this for you,” Colleen said, handing him a square, white
cardboard box. “It’s your lunch, I presume.” She winked at him, as if they
were sharing a secret.

“Thanks, Colleen,” he replied, turning his back to go into his office,
ignoring the insinuation.

“I was right after all,” Colleen affirmed to herself, “but with that dago
slag from around the corner? It takes all types. Men!”

He glanced at his watch as he opened the cardboard box. It was two
twentyfive – his meeting would be in five minutes, just enough time to
have a quick bite to eat.

He grinned and shook his head from side to side as he surveyed the
contents of the lunch box. A small focaccia – salami, artichoke and tomato
– wrapped neatly around the middle with a fold of white paper, next to
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which was a small clear plastic container filled with giardiniera, the salty
Italian pickles which he loved so much. Another container next to it held
a generous fruit salad. Pawpaw, pineapple, mango – at this time of year?
– apple slices and passionfruit. The pièce de résistance was a small
cardboard cup whose aroma left no doubt as to its contents, an espresso.

“What a marvel,” he said to himself, as he heard the knock at his door.
“Yes?”
Nathan Massport stood at the door, cap in hand.
“Come in, Constable. Where’s Pizzani?” He gestured with his hand for

Nathan to sit.
“He’s running a bit late, Sir. Problem with one of his kids at school, he

said.”
“Ok. Don’t mind me if I eat?”
Nathan Massport shook his head. He looked pale and worried. Obviously

the interview with Mrs. Marchant hadn’t been much fun.
Steve started to eat, talking between mouthfuls.
“Mrs. Marchant forgive you?”
Nathan blushed red and shook his head. “The Sergeant’ll fill you in, Sir.”
Steven looked at the reaction on the young man’s face as he spoke.
“You had an argument with Sergeant Pizzani this morning before you

came in, didn’t you.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Anything I need to know?”
Nathan shook his head and looked at the floor, hesitating.
“I don’t want to order you to tell me, Constable. That’s not the way I

work. But I need a team that works together.” The words sounded bitter in
his mind, as he remembered his conversation with Mike Savage at his
birthday party, when was it? Just a few days ago.

“Well, Sir, it’s just that I stepped out of line.”
“Go on.”
“Well, Sir. I know it’s none of my business, but I got between the Sergeant

and his wife.”
Steven raised his eyebrow.
Nathan was looking particularly uncomfortable.
“And?”
“Well Sir, I just don’t like it when men hit women. I can’t help it, so I got

in the way.”
“Sergeant Pizzani hit his wife in front of you?”
“Yes, Sir.”
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“I think I need to hear this story. One minute, please.”
He stood and walked to his door, opening it and calling out to Colleen

down the corridor.
“Ask Sergeant Pizzani to wait for me please, Colleen. I will call you when

I am ready for him.”
”Yes, Sir,” she yelled back.
He closed the door and returned to his desk. His focaccia finished, he

started to pick through the fruit salad with the plastic fork that Silvia had
packed with his lunch.

“I’m listening,” he said, as he ate.
Nathan Massport sat back and sighed heavily. “I don’t like being a dobber,

Sir.”
“I said – I’m listening,” Steven growled, in a tone that would bear no

argument.
Nathan began to tell his story. It had all begun when they were driving

back to the station from the gun club that morning. Pizzani had suddenly
slammed on the brakes of the car in the main street of town. He had sworn
and jumped out of the squad car, running across the street to confront his
wife, who was talking to one of the local fishermen, Jabin Hollows.

Nathan could see that an argument started between the two men,
although he couldn’t hear the words. Pizzani was an angry and possessive
man, he told Steven. He saw Pizzani push the man roughly, who gave the
policeman the finger and stamped off. He then turned on his wife and
started to shake her, his mouth moving rapidly.

Nathan had got out of the car. He thought that he should at least get
Pizzani to calm down in public. When he got beside them, they were
screaming at each other in rapid Italian. Then Pizzani punched her. He had
punched her so hard that she had fallen back heavily against the shopfront
behind her. Nathan had quickly stepped in front of Pizzani, to stop him
moving, and had grabbed his arms with both hands, trying to talk him into
getting back in the car.

Pizzani had roughly thrown Nathan’s hands off his arms, and jamming
his hat back on his head, tore himself away from them and strode angrily
back to the car.

Nathan bent down to help Maria, Pizzani’s wife, but she had pleaded
with him to leave her alone. His actions would only make things worse for
her when her husband got home. Nathan had reluctantly returned to the
car when Pizzani had roared his name out over the street, telling him to
get back in the car.
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That was his story.
Steven said nothing.
“You gonna tell him what I told you, Sir?”
Steven shook his head slowly from side to side. “No, Nathan, but thank

you for being honest with me.” He leaned forward over his desk, sympathy
and kindness in his eyes. “Just be open and honest about anything with
me, do you hear, Nathan? I am here anytime. If you find anything
uncomfortable about, talking to your Sergeant, you can discuss with me in
complete confidence. Understand? That goes for personal things, too.”

Nathan looked up at Steven, like a puppy, happy to have been patted.
This bloke was different, so different from what he expected him to be,

or what he had experienced him to be so far, Nathan thought.
“Thanks, Sir. I will.”
“I may be the biggest cunt in the world when it comes to work, but I am

a nice bloke, Constable. Trust me, and I will trust you. Ok?
Nathan nodded and his face light up with a big, dorky grin.
“This conversation never happened as far as I am concerned. Let’s start

to work together, we are both on the same side, I am not an enemy.”
Nathan knew it was true. It was then that the seed of his admiration for

this city detective started to grow.
Steven suddenly remembered that he still had not had time to look at

Pizzani’s record.
“Nathan, hang five outside for a bit, will you, please? There’s something

I need to do. I’ll call you both in soon. That is, if Sergeant Pizzani is back
yet.”

“Sure thing, Sir.”
Steven took his laptop out of his briefcase, unplugged the highspeed

internet connection from his desktop, and then plugged it into his own
computer.

He logged on quickly and brought up Pizzani’s record.
Alessandro Pizzani, it read. DOB 4 June 1961. Fortytwo years old, Steven

quickly worked out. Then there was a list of Pizzani’s postings. Steven
scanned down the list and then stopped suddenly. Ingham Police Station
1986 to 1990. Pizzani had been a local cop in his home town? Then why
didn’t he remember him?

He mentally calculated his life back by dates, realising that he had
probably left for boarding school by the time that Pizzani arrived. But he
had said nothing when Steven had told him that he had come from Ingham.
Nothing too serious in that. Then, right at the bottom of the screen was a
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code that he did not know.
He pressed the escape key and entered a secure site. He typed in Pizzani,

followed by the code from the previous page. Access denied.
Access denied? He didn’t have enough security? He turned off the laptop,

picked up his mobile phone and dialled it.
“Detective Inspector Savage.”
“Hi, Mike. It’s Steve.”
“Gidday Steve, what’s up? What can I do for you? I was going to call you

soon anyway.”
“Pizzani, Mike. He’s a strange one. I’ve got a funny feeling in my gut

about him.”
Mike Savage particularly trusted Steven’s gut feelings. “And?”
“Well, I’m trying to run his record, but I haven’t got enough clearance.”
”Ok, Steve, hang on a bit and I’ll have a look.”
Steven stood and walked to the window with his mobile at his ear,

looking out at the black sky to the south. There would be a storm soon, he
could feel it coming.

“Steve?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Pizzani know about the photo you found yet?”
“No, Sir.”
“I’ll have to get back to you on this one. I want to make a few calls first.

Keep Pizzani in the loop, but trust me for a bit, don’t mention that you
found another photo. It’s on its way I presume?”

“Yes, Sir. The courier should be here at any moment. I’ve scanned it
myself in my office and have a copy that I will email to you – just in case.”

“Good thinking, Steven. I’ve run a search on Stuart Foley. No driving
license in the country that matches his date of birth. I’ve got missing persons
on it. Wait on, there’s an email here from them. Hmmm. Don’t know if this
helps or not, but Stuart Foley was reported missing in Ingham, March, 1987.”

Pizzani was in Ingham at the same time, Steven realised.
“Oh, and Steve?”
“Yes, Sir?”
“I’ve got a good bit of news for you. It’s the Traffic Gang case. Twelve

convictions in court this morning. All due to your good work.”
“Thanks, Sir.”
“Don’t thank me, but the Deputy Commissioner has allowed me to inform

you that you are now entitled to a crown on your epaulets.”
“A Senior Sergeant? Me?
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“No one deserves it better, Steve. Congratulations. You’ll have to get used
to being called ‘Senior’ instead of Sergeant, from now on. I’ll get back to
you shortly after I sort out this thing about Pizzani, but in the meantime,
go carefully.”

”I will, Sir.”
Steven sat back in his chair. At the same time confused and surprised.

He hadn’t expected a promotion – it had come out of the blue.

* * * * *

Sandy Pizzani was seriously angry. He had only been a few minutes late
and Nathan had been in with Miles with the door closed. Now he fumed
as he waited – the incident this morning with Maria, followed by the old
bitch at the airport, then the trouble with the kids at school. To top it off,
while he was waiting, a courier had arrived to pick up an express delivery
to Brisbane, from Miles to Head Office.

Maybe he was just feeling suspicious, but he felt as if he was being shifted
to one side. How come Massport had been in the office with the door closed?
He’d asked him of course, but he’d just said that “Sergeant Miles was having
a friendly chat with him.”

What about me? When do I get my friendly chat? It was irrational, he
knew it. But, he was the senior officer – surely Miles should have had his
little friendly têteàtête with him first?

“Your cousin was around here a while ago,” Colleen said to him, with a
broad smile.

“Which one, Colleen? Italians have got more cousins than you got zits!”
“No need to be rude, Sergeant. I was just trying to be friendly.”
Just trying to be a busybody, more like it, he thought to himself. “Ok.

Sorry, I’ve had a bitch of a day. Which one?”
“Silvia.”
“Silvia? What’d that slag want?” he asked, rudely.
“She just brought Sergeant Miles’ lunch around for him, that’s all.”
“She did?”
“Yes, she did. And, I might add that he was looking pretty happy when

he left this morning. I can always tell when a man is seeing a woman.”
“And you think Steven Miles is porking my stupid cousin Sylvia?”
“I just put two and two together, that’s all.”
”Yeah!” he said, “and came up with fortyseven. Sergeant Miles is a very

educated city policeman, Colleen. What makes you think that he’d even
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touch a slut like Sylvia?”
“Oh, keep your shirt on, Sergeant! Even sluts deserve to be happy,” she

snapped back at him, with a broad cheeky smile, her cheeks flushed with
anger.

“Oh yeah? Well next time I need to remember that, Colleen, I’ll just pull
up a mental image of your face right now. Thank you.”

Her anger flared and she stood to have a go right back at him, just as
Steven opened the door to his office.

“Any problems, Colleen?”
“No, Sir,” she said, sitting heavily back into her chair. “Sergeant Pizzani

was just reminding me how glad I am that I am single, that’s all.”
Pizzani opened his mouth to reply, but Steven stopped him.
“Sandy, Nathan? – My office now, if you please.”
As they followed him into his room, he glanced down at this watch. Ten

tothree. This meeting would have to be quick. Finish at threefifteen, then
a quick race back to the hotel to shower and change. Just enough time to
be at Warwick’s by four.

He sat grimly as Pizzani started to explain that Mrs. Marchant was not
at all pleased to see either of them. Especially not Nathan, and had
threatened to hit them both over the head with her walking stick.

They had pleaded with her, even following her smoking old VW back to
her house. Finally, she told them to subpoena her to court, or to get a search
warrant or arrest her, anything, before she would speak to them.

“Seems you have a way with the ladies, Sandy,” Steven said, after Pizzani
had finished recounting the story.

“What’s that supposed to mean, Steve?” Pizzani snapped, eyes blazing.
“Just your recent encounter with Colleen – I expect more courtesy from

an officer when speaking with a civilian staff member, Sergeant. That’s all
I meant.”

Sandy Pizzani backed down quickly.
“Nathan. You and I will visit Mrs. Marchant tomorrow. That’s an order.

Sandy, I want you doing some telephone work. Check the post office; see
if Ringer had a post office box. See if he had affiliations with any of the
clubs in town – RSL, that sort of thing. Find out his movements for the
week or two before his death.”

”Want me to talk to Warwick Hughes again, Sergeant?”
There was something in the tone of the man’s voice that made him alert.
“No, thank you, Sandy. I’ll take care of Mr. Hughes for the time being.”
Steven noticed the quick glance of resentment in Pizzani’s eyes. It was
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only there for an instant, but quickly replaced by a smile and a nod.
Before he could continue, his mobile rang.
“Miles.”
“I believe that it’s Senior Sergeant Miles now,’ a man’s voice said.
“Tony!” Steve said, with pleasure. Tony Sobrocchi, the only colleague

who had been a close friend until Anne’s death, when he had cut everyone
out of his life. “What can I do for you mate? It’s nice to hear from you, but
I’m in a meeting right now. Can I call you back?”

“This is serious, Steve. Don’t move a muscle in your face. Is Pizzani in
there with you?” Tony asked.

“Yes,” Steven replied, neutrally.
“Then just get outside for a minute. I need to talk to you urgently.”
“Ok,” Steven said, and then placed his hand over the mouthpiece of his

phone. “Excuse me a moment, gentlemen, I have to take this.”
He left his office and went out into the garden of the police station, using

the back door from the kitchen.
“Ok, Tony, speak! I’m outside now.”
“I can’t talk details now, Steve. But I’ll fill you in more tomorrow. I’m

catching the first plane up there tomorrow morning. Can you meet me at
the airport? Eightthirty it gets in.”

“Sure, Tony. Of course I can, but what’s the big mystery?”
Tony Sobrocchi had moved up in a big way in Internal Investigations.

The police who policed the police, he used to be fond of saying.
“I can’t really tell you now, except that when your boss pulled up Pizzani’s

file, a flag came up on my computer. I’ll fill you in tomorrow. I’ll be in
civvies, mate. This is strictly hushhush.”

“Shit, I hate this cloak and dagger stuff, Tony.”
“I don’t like it any more than you. But trust me on this one. See you in

the morning.”
“Ok, Tony, looking forward to it. Ciao.”
He broke the call and walked back slowly to his office. Internal

Investigations? Keep Pizzani out of the loop? What the fuck was going on,
he wondered?

He quickly glanced at his watch. Threefifteen. He’d have to start running
now.

“Ok, gentlemen. Sorry about that. Sandy, you have your work to do.
Nathan, I will call you in the morning to arrange what time we will visit
Mrs. Marchant. I won’t be in the office until later on. Call me if it’s urgent.”

He picked up his nolongerhot espresso and threw it down in one gulp.
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Even cold it tasted good.
The three men left the room together.
“I’m out for the rest of the afternoon, Colleen. Call me on my mobile if

you need me.”
“Yes, Sir.” She smiled, “Got a date?”
“Sorry?”
“I said, ‘Got a date?’ Sir?”
“Something like that. See you in the morning.” He quickly left the office

and drove off at speed.
Colleen looked at Pizzani and winked, as if to say ‘I told you so’.
Pizzani stood quietly next to his car, smoking a cigarette. Something fishy

was going on. He knew when he was not being fed all the information.
He’d have to keep an eye on Miles, he said to himself, as he opened his car
door and took one last puff of his smoke, before throwing it into the middle
of the road.

* * * * *

Steven drove, glancing occasionally at his notebook. He had written
directions on how get to Warwick’s house, but there seemed to be so many
twists and turns. He craned his head over the steering wheel. The house
had to be here somewhere on his right. Then he saw the sign ‘One of a
kind’.

He’d been running late. He’d flown into his hotel room and showered
quickly, changing into more comfortable clothes. He’d laid them out on the
bed earlier in the morning, before he left to go to work, choosing things
that he knew would suit him – pale fawn trousers and a green, checked,
shortsleeved shirt, opened at the neck to the third button. Casual ‘penny
loafers’ – a nice ‘country’ feel, he thought.

Just before he’d left the hotel room, he’d put on his Raybans and had
looked himself over in the mirror, one last time. He was pleased with the
way he had looked.

Now, as he drove his car up Warwick’s driveway to his house, he started
to feel a bit nervous.

The driveway was thickly lined with palms, dotted amongst which were
bright flashes of tropical flowers. White lilies sprouted from small, dark
green clumps of leaves that edged it. Then, as he turned to the left, a clearing
appeared in front of the car.

A large round lawn of dense, green grass sat in the middle of a circular
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drive, behind which stood a magnificent Queensland house. He slowed the
car as he turned to look at it. It was a broad house, up off the ground, as
was the custom in the tropics. A wide veranda looked like it ran around
three sides, the obligatory bougainvillea contrasting its hot pink with the
bright silver of the corrugated iron on the roof. On the western side was an
enormous jacaranda, fully in bloom at this time of the year, the lawn
underneath it, and the tree itself, carpeted vividly in purple.

The driveway branched off at the eastern side of the house, leading
around the back, evidently to the garage.

Steve nodded in appreciation. What a beauty, he thought. He stopped
the car and stood for a moment on the driveway, giving the house the once
over.

His mobile beeped. An SMS. It was from Warwick. “Running a bit late.
The house is open. Go in and have a look around. Be there soon.”

He walked up the front stair of the house, notebook in his hand, eyes
wandering from side to side, taking in its immaculate condition and the
carefully chosen colour scheme. “This is class,” he said to himself, “but did
I expect anything less?”

As he stood at the front door, he looked along the front veranda. The
house was spectacularly situated. He could see the sea at its eastern aspect.
He moved along the veranda, to lean on the rail of the balcony that ran
along that side. The view was breathtaking. He could see the ocean, the
Whitsunday Islands and just the trace of a beach. The beach on which he
had met Warwick, he reminded himself.

Turning slowly, he went back to the front door and gave it a push. It
swung open. “Doesn’t anyone lock their doors up here?” he asked himself.

He moved his sunnies on to the top of his head as he walked down the
central corridor of the house. On his right was the master bedroom. He
walked into it. French doors, topped by transom windows, opened onto the
veranda at the front and onto the east, the side with the view.

The room was simple, extremely tasteful. A large king size bed was
against the wall facing the front of the house, opposite which was a
television on a small chest of drawers. There was a bedside cabinet next to
the bed, and on its other side a wickerseated chair. He walked around the
room, to look at a beautifully painted watercolour that hung next to the
door. It was of the Whitsunday islands.

Another door led from the bedroom to an ensuite bathroom, with the
largest shower stall he had ever seen in his life. Five people could have
showered in there together. Returning to the bedroom he opened the top
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drawer of the bedside cabinet. He couldn’t help himself. He was a detective,
after all. In it was a large plastic bottle of lube, a packet of condoms and
three hand towels. He grinned. It held basically the same contents of his
own bedside table in Brisbane.

He picked up the packet of condoms, still firmly closed in its shiny
cellophane wrapper. Interesting.

Moving out of the room, he looked into its twin on the other side of the
hall. The guest room, he supposed. No less wellappointed, but without an
ensuite.

The main bathroom was directly behind it, down the hall on the left, he
discovered, as he continued to explore. Opposite that was a large, well
appointed office, set up with all the latestlooking computer gear. Expensive
little collection to leave here all day with the door unlocked, he thought.

That was the policeman in him coming out.
The hallway opened into a large openplan living room. It almost took

his breath away. It was like something out of a Vogue Living magazine –
comfortable sofas on his left, facing an open fireplace – dining table and
chairs on the right. But, running along the back of the room was the most
fantastic kitchen he had ever seen. A long white marble countertop
separated it from the rest of the room. He walked behind the waisthigh
dividing wall, to stare at the doublewidth, fanforced oven. A big gas cook
top was inlaid into the work surface of the counter, directly in front of the
oven. Stainlesssteel, doubledoor fridge with ice dispenser and cold water
tap on the left.

That made him jealous. He had always wanted one of those for himself.
But he didn’t have five or six thousand spare. Hmm. What he wouldn’t give
for a kitchen like that. He loved to cook, but it had been years since he had
done anything other than throw things on the grill. If he’d had a kitchen
like that, however…

He noticed the pots and pans on an open shelf below the counter top,
and instantly zeroed in on them. He picked one up and lifted it, appreciating
the heaviness of its weight in his hand. Tramontina. He raised an eyebrow.
Nothing but the best for this boy, he silently whistled to himself.

A wet, hard poke in the arse made him realise that Rosie had arrived.
She was thrusting her nose into his bum, and whining in excitement.

“Not that side, you silly, bitch! I’ve been trying to train you for years! It’s
the other side,” yelled Warwick, as he strode into the room. “Come on,
Rosie – get your nose out of what you can’t afford!”

Steve laughed loudly. “She’s Ok, mate. I love dogs. Don’t I, gorgeous?”
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He knelt to ruffle the sides of her neck. He looked up at a broadly grinning
Warwick and said, “How do you know she can’t afford it? I’m cheap!”

“You dag!” said Woz, enfolding him in a big bear hug, as he stood up
from patting Rosie.

Steve hugged him back and slapped him on the back, not entirely
unaware of Woz’s body, tight against his own.

Warwick’s phone rang. He removed his arms quickly. “Sorry, won’t be
a minute.”

“Warwick Hughes.” He listened for a moment, and then began to speak
quickly and fluently in Japanese.

Catching Steve’s raised eyebrow, he grinned fiercely – mouthing silently,
‘Beer?’

Steve shook his head, then pointed at his watch and made a ‘jumping
forward’ gesture with his finger, followed by the pantomime of writing.

I’ll have one after our interview.
Warwick nodded, understanding, and still talking, jammed the phone

under his neck and shoulder as he opened the fridge, to take out a VB for
himself. It was down his throat in a second.

Steve knelt down to pat Rosie while Warwick was still talking. He had
his head down, whispering doggy words into her ear, when Warwick’s shirt
hit the floor in front of him. He looked up.

Warwick grinned and pantomimed ‘hot’ as he pretended to wipe his
brow with the back of his hand. Steve grinned and went back to patting
Rosie. One by one, he noticed Warwick levering off his work boots with his
toes. He couldn’t get one off, so Steve leaned over to take it off for him. He
looked up to catch Warwick’s thumbsup and a silently mouthed ‘thanks’
at the same time as Warwick dropped his shorts, kicking them off.

He stood before him in an athletic support. From where he knelt, Steven’s
eyes were at crutch level, for the second time in two days, he realised.

For some reason he could not stand up, but continued fondling Rosie’s
ears as he tried not to stare at the cup of the supporter. It was impossible,
so he glanced up first to see whether Warwick was preoccupied as he spoke
– he was looking out over the ocean. Steven casually dropped his gaze and
allowed his eyes to wander over what lay below Warwick’s navel.

His eyes followed the ribs of the material that made up the pouch of the
support. It snugly covered its contents, moulding them and bringing them
forward. Warwick’s cock was pushed directly down, raised forward by his
upheld balls behind it – the shape only accentuated by the ribbing of the
elastic material of which the supporter was made.
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Steve lowered his eyes quickly, and then raised them to see Warwick
stepping out of his support.

His dick was hanging loosely only a foot from his face. He couldn’t stay
there any longer. It was too hard not to look. So he stood casually, and then
walked to open the oven, as if to inspect it. Warwick moved to one side as
he passed, turning to allow him passage, but as he moved past him, the
back of Steven’s hand gently brushed the head of his friend’s dick.

He went scarlet. He had certainly not meant to do that. It had been an
accident. He looked from the corner of his eye to see Warwick’s reaction.

Warwick had his back to him, still talking and listening on the phone.
Steve let out a small sigh of relief. What a fool I am, he thought. I hadn’t
meant to do that. Yet, the back of his hand burned where he had touched
Warwick’s cock. However inadvertently he had done it, his body was
signalling to him where his hand had been.

At last Warwick hung up.
“Jeez, I’m sorry, mate. That call was important.”
“It’s Ok, Woz – really.”
The two men stood looking at each other, both smiling. One naked and

the other fully dressed.
“Japanese?”
“Japanese – I had to learn it for my business. That was my contact in

Brisbane I met last night. He is interested in a sample of my stuff for one
of his hotels in Osaka. If that goes well, then I might have my first overseas
buyer.”

“Good on ya!” Steven said, playfully punching Warwick’s shoulder.
“Hey! That’s my trick,” Warwick said, grabbing Steve’s arm.
“So. Italian and Japanese. What other languages do you speak?”
“Only dirty talk, mate. Only dirty talk.”
The laughed as Warwick released Steve’s arm. They were now standing

very close to each other, the intense gaze of yesterday once more established.
Warwick broke the silence. “Talking of which, I am dirty. Come and talk

to me while I have a quick rinse.”
“Sure,” said Steven, following Warwick as he picked up his clothes and

headed for his bedroom.
“How was your trip to Brissie, anyway?”
“Good, mate. Good,” Warwick said, as he dumped his dirty clothes in a

large walkin wardrobe that Steven had missed, on his quick inspection of
the bathroom.

Steven watched him as Warwick turned on the shower and stepped in,
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closing the door behind him. The shower had clear, glass panels.
He was now feeling a bit uncomfortable, the warm spot on the back of

his hand still burned. He looked Warwick directly in the eyes as they chatted,
despite his itch to watch the man soap his body.

“Janie was in excellent form last night,” Warwick was saying. “She’s got
a new man, too. Rich, by the sound of it.”

“Janie?”
“Sorry. My sister, Janie. You’ll love her.”
”I will?”
“Yeah, which reminds me. They are passing through on Thursday. You

free for an early dinner?”
“Sure, I think so.”
“It’ll just be you and me and Janie and her new man, what’s his name

again? Freddy. That’s it, Freddy?”
“That’d be nice, mate. What time?”
“Around five for drinks, dinner at six. They have to leave by eight to catch

their plane up to Cairns.”
“Cairns?”
“You’re doing it again,” Warwick said laughingly, as he splashed water

over the top of the shower stall. “One word questions!”
“You’re getting me wet!”
“You could always strip off and jump in with me,” Warwick suggested,

poking his tongue out at Steven.
Steven didn’t know if the offer was serious or not, and before he could

say anything, Warwick turned his back on him and began to lather his hair.
He stood, hesitating, not knowing what to do. What would happen if he

did strip off and get in the shower with Warwick? He might deck him, that’s
what might happen. But, ‘go with the flow’, he had told himself last night.
He equivocated, unsure of himself and the situation. ‘It is all too fucking
soon,’ he said to himself. ‘I can’t handle this right at this moment. I have
to interview him.’

He bit his tongue in frustration. He was a dick. He hadn’t thought this
through enough. He had to do the interview. Then, after that, whatever
happened would happen.

“Why do you want me to meet your sister anyway?” he asked.
Warwick stopped lathering his hair and turned around to look at him,

as if to say ‘what a stupid question’.
“Because she’s the only family I’ve got, mate,” he said, simply.
As simple as that. Steve had forgotten what it was like to have really
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close friends. He felt like a doubledick now.
He raised his eyes from his shoes, not realising that he had been staring

at them for the past few minutes. Warwick still had his back to him, rubbing
conditioner through his hair.

“What a terrific arse he’s got,” he thought to himself, noting the firm
taughtness of Warwick’s clenched buttocks, as he leaned back in the shower
to rinse his chest. He had never noticed his bum before, he thought. Never
really been into bums, it was eyes and mouths that did it for him.

“You’re quiet.”
“Sorry, Woz – just thinking.”
“Let’s get this interview over and done with. Then we can have a swim,

you can have a beer and relax, you’re as tense as a bride’s twat.”
“Am I? It’s been a bit of a day, I’m afraid.”
“I can imagine,” Warwick said, as he stepped out of the shower, took a

towel and began to dry himself.
He combed his hair back, looking in the mirror and then went into the

walkin wardrobe, returning quickly, dressed in pale denim jeans and a
white tshirt.

“You look good,” Steven said, with a bright smile.
“Not as good as you do mate. Forgot to tell you when I arrived. You look

a knockout in that clobber.”
Steven blushed hotly.
Warwick punched him playfully in the stomach as he passed by him,

“Still can’t take a compliment from a mate?”
“Thanks, Woz – accepted.”
“Good! Now let’s talk business.”
The two men sat in the living room, Warwick casually spread out in one

of the soft sofas in the living area, and Steve in the other, taking notes.
The interview didn’t need as long as he had had imagined, Steve thought,

as he finished the last of his questions.
“So, let me sum this up.”
Warwick nodded.
Steve read from his notes. “Ringer had just walked in out of the blue two

years ago, looking for work. He had good references, copies of which you
have already given me, and was a quiet, hard worker. He had always been
reliable, almost managing the business for you while you were away. Did
you know that he was Italian?”

Warwick looked surprised and shook his head.
“Changed his name from Campanile to Ringer. He didn’t seem to have
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any friends that you know of. He had asked you for a few days off, to visit
an unknown, sick relative. When he didn’t turn up, you phoned him
frequently for a few days. You eventually decided to go to his house to see
why he hadn’t turned up for work and why he wasn’t answering his phone.
Was it a fixed line phone or a mobile, by the way?”

Steven was embarrassed to admit that he had not noticed whether there
had been a phone in the house or not.

“Mobile.”
“Got the number?”
Warwick closed his eyes and concentrated, telling him the number.
“Thanks. We didn’t find a mobile. This information might help. When

you entered the grounds, you noticed first of all that his car was missing.
Pale green FJ. You can’t remember the license plate details?”

“No, sorry, Steve.”
“Ok. When you went into the house you found Derek dead. Then you

returned to your car and called the police. Before which you gave the
hallway a quick coat of semigloss.”

Warwick laughed, and picking up a cushion from the sofa, threw it at
him.

Steve caught it expertly with one hand as he continued to read.
“You didn’t notice anything unusual about the house, nor its surrounds,

apart from the fact that the gate had been securely wired shut.”
“That’s about it, Steve. I hope it helps.”
”It might, mate. Every little bit helps. If you remember anything, no matter

how inconsequential it may seem, then please let me know. Ok?”
“Sure thing. By the way, Steve. Can I ask you a question?”
“Go on.”
”You have any other nickname, apart from Steve, that is?”
Steve was silent for a moment.
“Stinga.”
“Stinga? What sort of a name is that?”
“I’ll tell you sometime, mate, it’s a long story.”
“I bet it is! Ok, ready for a beer and a swim now?”
“Never been more ready.”
Warwick stood and stripped off his clothes, walking naked to the fridge.

He held a can of VB out to Steven, who had just finished undressing.
He laughed.
“What’s wrong?” Steven asked.
“This is the first time I have ever seen you without your clobber on, with
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‘junior’ asleep.”
Steve looked down at his dick. It was swinging gently from side to side

as he walked.
“Don’t get used to it mate,” he said, taking the beer from Warwick’s hand.

“I am not responsible – it has a mind of its own.”
“And what does it usually tell you, Stinga?” Warwick asked, cheekily.
“That I could beat rude buggers to death with it, usually, WOZZA,” he

said, with a heavy emphasis in Warwick’s name.
“Ooh! I’m scared!” Warwick replied, with pretended fear.
“So you fucking should be mate! So you should be.”
The two men stood in the kitchen chatting and drinking their beer, their

nudity forgotten for the moment, until Rosie rudely pushed her nose into
Steven’s arse again.

“Fuck me! Rosie! That is not polite!” he said, with a laugh.
“Come on mate,” Warwick said, placing his arm around Steven’s shoulder,

“let’s hit the water.”
They walked slowly out onto a broad, flagstoned terrace which covered

the area in front of the pool.
Steven stopped as they left the house, Warwick’s arm still around his

shoulder, admiring the pool.
“What a little ripper,” he said, unconsciously moving his arm around

Warwick’s waist.
“Look at the view from here, Steve.”
Steven turned and looked out over the magnificent view to the east of

the house, completely oblivious to the fact that Warwick had one arm slung
over his shoulder, and that his own left arm was now draped behind
Warwick’s back, resting on his waist.

It was only when Warwick squeezed his shoulder and ran to throw
himself in the pool, that he realised how they had been standing.

Gritting his teeth, he jumped quickly into the pool after him.
The water was wonderful. He dove deeply into the clear blue water,

blowing bubbles from his nose as he slowly allowed himself to float to the
surface.

Gasping for air, he looked around for Warwick. He was hanging over the
edge of the pool, giving stern directions to Rosie, to shut up and sit. She
was noisily barking, wanting to jump in the pool with them.

Warwick looked over his shoulder at Steven and said, “She’s not allowed
in the pool, poor thing. Her hair clogs up the filter.”

Rosie slunk back, and tail between her legs, sulked under a deck chair
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at the edge of the pool.
“Hey, Steve! Come and have a look at this,” he shouted. “It’s a tiny, bright

green beetle. I have never seen one like this.”
Steven gave a few broad strokes and then stopped in the water behind

Warwick.
This was the moment, he decided, after a moment of hesitation.
Sliding slowly out of the water, he came up behind Warwick in one

smooth motion, effortlessly placing one arm on one of Warwick’s shoulders,
and resting his chin on the other, to look at the small, green beetle.

They both quietly stared at the tiny beetle, struggling to turn over onto
its legs.

Steven’s heart was thumping noisily in his chest. He was intensely aware
of the fact that his body was glued against Warwick’s.

He could feel the man’s heart beating strongly, almost violently, as his
body trembled slightly.

His own mouth became suddenly very dry, his tongue thick in his mouth,
as a familiar grip tightened in his belly. His cock rose hard between them,
sliding in the space between their bodies.

He watched, fascinated, as Warwick turned the little beetle over onto its
legs, quietly saying, “Every fella needs a bit of luck sometime.”

Warwick turned quickly into Steven’s arms, his eyes wide in nervous
apprehension. He settled against Steven, arms around his neck, his body
tightly pressed close, nervously flicking his gaze from side to side into
Steven’s eyes, as he sought some assurance that his embrace was not
unwelcomed.

Steven’s eyes began to lose focus with the pressing awareness of
Warwick’s hard erection pushing against his own. He could no longer make
rational decisions. His body was taking over control of his mind and of his
conscious actions.

His body trembled violently and he asked, with a quiet, gentle voice, as
he slowly reached down under the water, sliding his hand over Warwick’s
swollen cock, “…and what bit of luck does this fella need, Warwick?”.

Warwick’s eyes glazed over, as he tilted his head to one side, gently
parting his lips. Their mouths moved slowly toward each other, millimetre
by millimetre, hot breath panting against hot breath, arms clasped tightly
around each other.

Then Steven’s phone rang.
Their lips were almost touching.
“That’s your phone,” Warwick said, huskily in a deep, quiet voice.
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“Let it ring.” Steven answered, as their lips touched briefly.
Then suddenly, without warning, Warwick’s eyes cleared and he moved

his head back quickly.
“I think you’d better answer it, Steven.”
His heart nearly broke as he saw the disappointment fall suddenly over

Steven’s face. The handsome, gently pleading and vulnerable look was
replaced with one of fierce, blue steel.

“If that’s what you want, Woz. Ok.”
He roughly and quickly clambered out of the pool, running dripping into

the house, his hard, swollen erection slapping noisily up against his belly.
He picked up the phone angrily.
“Miles.”
“Steven? It’s Mike.”
“Yes, Sir?”
“I’m afraid I’ve got bad news. I just got the results back from the gun lab.

The bullet that was dug out of the wall was a point four.”
“Shit! An illegal weapon!”
“There’s worse yet. It was a hollowpoint round.”
“Fuck me! Sorry, Sir.”
“It’s Ok, Steven. Our murder victim seems to have been shot by a service

revolver.”
Steven’s mind whirled at the implications.
“I am moving this investigation to the highest priority, Steve. Liaise

discretely with Tony Sobrocchi, who will be with you in the morning.”
“Yes, Sir, I have already spoken with him.”
“Good. Now round up your team. Give them the bad news, and Steve?”
“Yes, Sir?”
“Keep your eye on Pizzani. Call me in the morning after you have talked

to Tony.”
“I will, Sir,” Steven said, as he broke the connection and sank slowly into

the sofa behind him.
“Everything Ok, Steve?”
Steven looked up quickly. Warwick was standing quietly watching him

with a keen intensity, his eyes filled with concern.
Steve nodded, and then answered crossly, “Not everything, Warwick.

But I have to go.”
He stood quickly and angrily began to pull his clothes on. He felt

humiliated.
“Steve?”
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“Yes, Warwick, what is it?” he asked hotly.
Warwick noted the full use of his name, and quickly moved to his side,

placed both arms on Steven’s waist.
“It’s not you, mate. It’s me. I’m sorry… I.”
“Forget about it Woz. I’m not angry with you, I’m angry with myself. I

should never have presumed to…”
The words were only partly out of his mouth when they were stopped

by a gentle kiss.
He looked back at Warwick in amazement.
“But…I don’t understand.”
“Neither do I. It was all going too quick for me – that’s all. I’m really

confused. I don’t know what to do.”
Steven nodded dumbly and began to finish dressing.
This time arms came around him, and Warwick’s head was on his

shoulder.
He hesitated, and then, despite himself, wound his arms around Warwick.
“I am so sorry, Steve, I really am. I am really fucked in the head.”
“Hey, don’t worry. It was me who was out of turn.”
“Don’t blame yourself, mate. I wanted you to. So badly that it hurts me.”
”You did?” He pulled himself back and stared into Warwick’s eyes,

searching for some explanation.
Warwick nodded.
“Give me time. That’s all. I only met you yesterday,” he said quietly.
“Feels like longer, doesn’t it.”
The guy was losing it, Steven could tell. Any moment it was going to be

tears. He watched Warwick’s perfect face crease into angry lines of regret,
his jaw clenched and working from side to side.

He sighed. This was all fucked, he thought.
“Woz?”
“Yes, mate?” Warwick looked up at him, his face a picture of confusion,

selfloathing and shame.
Steven looked hard at him for a moment, and then swallowed. “Go with

the flow,” he told himself in his mind. He leaned forward and pulled
Warwick’s chin up with one hand, moving his mouth to meet Warwick’s
gentlyparted lips.

And then it was just like his vision, his tongue was fully in Warwick’s
mouth. He went weak at the knees. He could never have imagined the
incredible rush of arousal that he felt, as his tongue was drawn gently into
Warwick’s mouth, a mouth that moulded itself wetly along the length of
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his tongue, kneading it with his own. He couldn’t control himself and
groaned loudly, at the same time urging Warwick’s tongue into his own
pleading mouth.

The two men clung to each other hungrily kissing for a long time, and
then Steven carefully drew himself away.

They stood silently looking at each other, both confounded by what had
just happened.

“Well, fuck me!” Warwick said, almost in a whisper.
“What, on our first date?” Steven asked quietly, with a soft chuckle.
“I have never…”
Steven placed two fingers of one hand on Warwick’s mouth.
“Let’s talk later, mate.” He leaned forward and kissed him gently once

more.
“About what, Steve?”
“Probably about this, mate,” he said, gently squeezing Warwick’s hard

cock.
Without speaking, he quickly finished dressing and turned to go.
“I’ll call you,” he said, as he turned to go.
“Bet you say that to all the boys,” Warwick teased, sadly.
Steven stopped dead still in the hallway and turning, said with deep

sincerity, “If you only knew how wrong you are, my friend.”
Warwick had meant it to be a joke, but the seriousness of Steven’s reply

hit him like a blow in the face.
“Steve?”
“Yes, mate?”
“Touchfootie tomorrow night?”
Steven gave one of his dropyourdacks smiles and said, laughing, “It’s

on! What time and where?”
“Tell you tomorrow, Ok?”
Steven clicked his tongue in his mouth as he gave a ‘thumbsup’.
“Sleep well, mate,” he called as he got in the car, then cheerily waved

out the driver’s side window as he drove down the driveway.
“I doubt it, mate. I seriously doubt it,” Warwick said, turning and walking

slowly back into the house, his mind whirling.

* * * * *

Alessandro Pizzani sat in his car, glancing quickly at his watch as he
glimpsed Steven’s car turn out of the driveway and turn away from him, as
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it sped into town.
Two hours, he said to himself. He was in there for two fucking hours.

What the fuck were they doing all that time? The interview should only
have lasted halfanhour max.

He gritted his teeth with anger. Someone else was taking what was mine,
he almost shouted internally.

“You had better not being making a fool of me with this city conman,
Warwick Hughes,” he said quietly, with barely contained violence,
“Otherwise you and your fucking handsome Detective Sergeant are going
to end up as shark bait!”

He banged his hands angrily, over and over again, on his steering wheel,
in a frenzy of hate and jealousy.

His phone rang.
“Pizzani? It’s Miles. Get into the station straight away; there has been a

major development. Call the rest of the team and have them meet me there,
and Pizzani? It’s going to be a late one.”

“Yes, Sir,” he said, in a suddenly mild tone.
“Yes, Sir. No, Sir. Fuck you, Sir! You cunt!” he screamed aloud. “No one

fucks with what is Alessandro Pizzani’s property. I am fucking going to kill
you, Miles!” he swore, as he turned the key in the ignition of his car, and
roared off noisily towards town, rubber burning, as he screeched out of the
concealed entrance just up from Warwick’s house.

As he drove, the realisation came to him starkly. He was always obsessed
with those things that he couldn’t have. The things that he did have? Well
they would always be there waiting for him, he said to himself, smiling
through his anger.

* * * * *

Warwick lay on his bed, thoughts impossible, only the ghosted feeling of
Steven’s mouth against his own, filling his mind.

He turned on his stomach and pushed his head hard into the pillow,
telling himself angrily, “You fucking fool, Warwick! You stupid, fucking
fool! You nearly had the jackpot and then you fucking threw your cards in
too early!”

The opportunity would never happen again, he told himself.
“With a simple turn of your head, you stuffed up. He only kissed you

after he got out of the pool because he was sorry for you,” he reasoned
illogically, the second kiss and the gentle fondling of his cock forgotten for
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the moment.
Sighing loudly, he threw himself onto his back and stared at the gently

turning ceiling fan.
“Why did I chicken out? What am I so fucking scared of? Isn’t this what

I spent last night telling Janie and myself that I actually wanted?”
The screech of car tyres on the road beside his house made him sit up.
“Who the fuck was that? Ah, shit! Who cares?” he said to himself, as he

threw himself heavily on the bed once more, “Who cares?”
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4

“Mike Savage speaking.”
“Hi Mike – it’s Steve.”
“Good morning. How can I help you, Senior?”
Steve smiled at Mike’s use of his new title.
“Thank you for that, Mike. I really appreciate it too. I know you must

have put in a good word for me.”
“I had a word or two to say, but, as I told you yesterday, you deserve it.

Now, what can I do for you?”
“It’s Tony, Sir. I am at the airport now. He told me his flight was due in

at eightthirty and there are no flights listed for arrival at that time.”
“Probably skipped his mind, Steve – sorry. He’s on a private plane. He

more than likely has items of a sensitive nature to bring with him.”
“Sorry, Sir. I should have thought of that.”
“How was your meeting last night?”
“Remember those clowns at the Ekka, in sideshow alley? – the ones that

turned from side to side with their mouths open, so you could slide a ping
pong ball down a ramp into their open mouths, to score points?

“A few of those, then?”
“A roomful, Mike.”
“How did Pizzani take the news?”
“No reaction – absolutely nothing. He was the only one in the room not

gobsmacked.”
“Think that means anything?”
“Could go either way, Mike. The man’s a control freak. Violent, too.”
“Violent?”
“Smacked his wife in the mouth yesterday morning, in the main street.”
“Charming! She going to press charges?”
“I don’t think so. From what little I gather of their relationship, he has

her well and truly under his thumb.”
“Still, it might be worth following up at some time. Steve, is there anyone

you really trust at the station?”
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“I have to be honest, Sir. I really haven’t been there long enough to know.”
“Gut feeling will do, Steve.”
”Ok, Sir, if you put it like that. Massport – Nathan Massport. Why?”
“Steven, you’ve learned to cover your arse well, but you’ve never relied

on someone else to help you out, should you need them in an emergency.
That’s what I was talking about at your birthday party last Sunday. I want
you to cultivate a special relationship with Massport, as long as you keep
trusting him, that is. Make him someone who you can depend on, a team
member who will help you out, no matter what. One day you are going to
need a buddy like that, to cover your back. Don’t make it obvious, though.
You don’t want to get everyone else offside.”

“Yes, Sir.”
“No – listen to me, Steven. This has become a serious situation. You and

I both know, only too well, that hollowpoint rounds are police service issue
only. My immediate listing shows thirtyeight Glocks stolen from around
the country. Mostly from NSW, but fourteen of them were nicked from one
of our local stations, believed moved interstate. There are a few options.
Either a current service revolver was used, which means a cop was involved,
or someone wanted us to believe a cop shot Ringer, and then set it up, using
a stolen weapon, to make us chase our tails looking in the wrong place. If
Pizzani’s involved with this, then you are going to need someone else, apart
from Tony – who has to remain undercover – to watch out for you.”

“I understand, Mike. Either way, it’s a bitch.”
“You said it! Now get back to me after your meeting with Tony. He’ll give

you a package from me.”
“What’s in it, Sir?”
“You’ll find out, Steve. But one of the items is a credit card that will be

charged back to the department. It’s not issued in your name. Just sign the
back. Supporting identification is in the package as well. Use it, if you have
to, for travel, or whatever else you might need for the investigation, but
remember – try not to break the limit.”

“What is the limit?”
“There is none, mate. It’s a platinum American Express card.” Detective

Inspector Mike Savage chuckled at his little bit of humour, before telling
Steven to take care and then hanging up.

Steven sighed and looked at his watch. The plane must still be about
fifteen minutes away. His mind was full of too many questions, the least of
which was workrelated.

He took his mobile from his shirt pocket and sat, jiggling it between his
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hands, as he tossed up whether he should call Warwick or not.
Impulsively, he autodialed the number.
“Hi!”
“Good morning, Woz. How ya doing?”
“Good, Steve. Good.”
“Really?”
“I’m a big boy, Steve. Yes, I’m Ok.”
“I was going to call you last night. I didn’t like the look on your face when

I left, but my meeting went on until almost midnight.”
“You could have called then, it would have been Ok.”
“I know. Thanks. But I needed to think, myself.”
“Oh,” Warwick said, in a quiet voice.
“Hey! Don’t jump to any conclusions, Ok?”
“Whatever. So, what did you call me for?”
“Do I have to have a reason? Just wanted to say hello – that’s all. There

are lots of things that I want to talk over with you, mate. Just at the moment,
some things are easier to say when they’re not face to face.”

“Like?”
“Like, listen to me for a bit, will you? I’m not a coward. I’m not ashamed

of what I did yesterday afternoon. I respect your wish to go slow.”
“Go slow on what?”
Steven laughed into the phone, “Help me here a bit, will you? This isn’t

easy for me.”
”Sorry,” Warwick replied, his voice distinctly more cheerful.
“I find this hard to say, Warwick, and the words will probably not come

out in the right way, but I’m not going to stop.”
“Stop what?”
“So who’s the shortquestion man now?”
Warwick laughed. Steven could almost see the grin on his face.
“I’m not going to stop trying to find out where whatever is going on

between us is leading. I have never done this before, mate. It’s just as
frightening for me as it is for you.”

“You didn’t seem frightened when you grabbed my dick in the pool,”
Warwick said softly, into the phone, with a chuckle.

“No, I wasn’t frightened then, I was just more fucking nervous than I
have ever been in my life. You know when I was frightened?”

“No, tell me.”
“When saw the look on your face as I drove off. If my meeting had not

been so important, I would probably still be there with you, sorting things
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out.”
“What makes you think I’d trust you near me again?” Warwick said,

teasing Steven.
“Because of the way you kissed me.”
There was total silence on the other end of the phone.
“I have never done that before,” Steven said, with all the honesty he could

find in himself.
“Kissed someone?”
Steven sighed loudly, “Kissed a man.”
“Neither have I.”
“You sound embarrassed.”
“Not at all. It’s just that I am not used to talking about stuff like this.

Anyway, I thought that you only did that because you pitied me.”
“What?” Steven almost yelled, looking around him to see whether anyone

had overheard. “Are you crazy? I did everything I could do to make you
realise that I really wanted that,” he whispered angrily, into his mobile.

“It’s Ok, Steve, don’t lose your block. It’s me – I keep telling you.”
“It’s not just you, mate. It’s me as well. This is the scariest thing I have

ever done in my life. I just wanted you to know that. I will give you all the
time in the world, but I know in my soul, that this is not a lifestyle choice
for me. I haven’t been pretending that I’m not a poofter, to get your pants
off, or anything like that. I am not suddenly becoming gay – at least I don’t
think so. It is just something between you and me. Something I have to sort
out, no matter what, and, if it doesn’t work out, or it’s too difficult, then
that’s it. It’s never going to happen ever with another bloke.”

“That’s it?”
“I’m not doing this because I think I have turned, mate – as I keep telling

you. It’s something about you, and that something, whatever it is, is making
me take this journey.”

”Yeah, me too.”
“What do you mean ‘me too’?”
“All of what you said about me goes for what I have been thinking about

you.”
“So where’s the problem?”
“There shouldn’t be a problem. Just give me time, Ok. I am sorry if that

sounds stupid, but can we talk about this later? I hate talking about this on
the phone.”

“Sure, mate. We’ll find some space. Just let me know if I’m wasting my
time, that’s all.”
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“What do you mean ‘wasting your time’, Steve?”
“Well if you are really not interested in what’s happening. Just let me

know. I don’t want to make a fool of myself.”
“Jesus fucking wept!” Warwick said, exasperated. “How the fuck did this

all get so complicated? Listen to me, Steven. I may be fucked in the head,
but one thing that I do know is that I don’t want you to think that I am not
interested, Ok?”

“Ok.”
“Touchfootie tonight at the oval, just behind where you work – six

thirty?”
“Sure.”
“Steve?”
“Yes, mate?”
“Thanks for the call – I really needed to hear what you had to say.”
“Anytime. Just don’t expect it in the flesh too often. As I said, phones are

one thing, face to face is harder for me.”
“Thanks, anyway. See ya later.”
“See ya, Woz. Take care!”
Warwick sat at his kitchen countertop, slowly eating his breakfast,

turning over their justfinished conversation in his mind.
He’d already been out in the stands of torchgingers since six in the

morning, cutting large bunches for the hotel trade in Brisbane.
Slowly, he began to grin. It made him feel good that Steven had told him

that he had been nervous as well. He still couldn’t really understand why
he had reacted the way that he had himself.

If he was really honest, he admitted, it was to do with the shock of
realising that he was actually making a step. Before the incident in the pool
yesterday, he had only theorised what might happen. But, when it did, the
physical reality of it had knocked him for six.

If only that blasted phone had not rung, then their encounter in the pool
would certainly have led to them having sex together – he was sure of that.
It might have taken some talking through, after his initial reaction, but then
he had become desperate when he knew that Steven had to leave. He knew
that there had not been enough time to sort it out. He sort of ‘numbed out’.

His sleep had been sporadic, tortured by feelings of guilt over his stupid
reaction, and heatedly erotic when he remembered the tall, darkhaired
man’s mouth on his own.

He had lain in bed last night, tossing and turning, as the feeling of
Steven’s cock against his body, and Steven’s hand reaching down to caress
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his dick, came time and time again into his mind.
He was not so uncertain now, after their phone call, that he had indeed

played his hand too early. The kiss. That extraordinary kiss had exceeded
his every expectation. His only deep kisses had ever been with Jessie, he
remembered sadly. But yesterday, with Steven, that was another story.

The man had shown Warwick more courage than he had been able to
summon himself. He had demonstrated that again just now, during their
talk on the phone.

Tomorrow is another day, and today has not yet begun, he reminded
himself, now happy with the results of his thought processes. He promised
himself that he would never react that way again. He would be prepared,
and Steven would not know what hit him, he vowed, smirking into his
muesli.

Dropping his spoon into his bowl, he snatched up his mobile from the
counter next to him and impetuously dialled Steven’s number.

“Woz? Everything Ok?”
“Everything is just fine, Steve. I just called to thank you.”
”Thank me for what?”
“Just for being you, that’s all,” he said, and then hung up.
Steven sat shaking his head and grinning. That man is a worry, he said

to himself.
“Hi! Aren’t you going to say hello to an old friend?”
Steven looked up quickly.
“Tony! Sorry, I didn’t realise that you were here already.”
“Too busy on the phone, I noticed. New girlfriend?”
“Nah, just a mate.”
“Ah, well, we all live in hope.”
The two men embraced, slapping each other’s backs.
“Long time no see,” Tony Sobrocchi said, looking Steven up and down.

“You look terrific, but there’s something wrong with you.”
”What?”
“You’re smiling, Stinga! Haven’t seen one of those from you in years.”
Steven laughed. “Don’t get used to it. Where am I taking you?”
“Back to your hotel room, of course,” Tony said, flashing a sexy grin.
“In your dreams! You still haven’t changed.”
“Not likely to, either. Pity you never fancied men, Stinga. What a waste!”
Steven looked at him and shook his head, as if in disapproval, but with

a smile.
“I’ve known you too long, mate. It’d be like dicking my brother.”
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“Hey, now there’s an idea! I always did fancy Giorgio.”
“Same old Tony – always hopeful. Come on, I’ll help you with your stuff.

I suppose you’re staying at the same hotel as me.”
Tony nodded and gestured to his large pile of suitcases, then went off

looking for a trolley.
Steven had known Tony since they had met at high school in Brisbane.

Tony had always been aware of his own gayness. Steven knew that he was
comfortable with it. They had enlisted together and had worked as
constables for a few years, until their interests had diverged – but they had
remained good friends. There were no problems associated with being a
gay police officer, but Tony remained semiinthecloset. He wasn’t at all
effeminate, just another bloke. A good role model for young gay men, Steven
had always thought. Tony had been the only friend who had regularly called
him over and over, after Anne’s death, until probably frustrated, even he
had given up.

Steven looked at Tony, as the man struggled to hoist his luggage onto the
airport trolley.

Tony was of average height, with broad shoulders and a very narrow
waist. Steven knew he spent a lot of time at the gym, and it showed. His
hair was cut short at the sides, and long on top. He was always very
cheerful, despite the odd bout of melancholy, usually caused by loneliness.
They had always been such close friends at school – their arms around each
other most of the time.

Steven didn’t understand why Tony was still alone in life. He seemed to
have everything – good looks, confidence and an outgoing personality.
Maybe he too, had never met the right person.

Tony’s hotel room proved to be on the floor above Steven’s. They
deposited his baggage in his room and then went together to Steven’s room,
to talk shop.

Steven stood in the doorway of his patio, rolling them both a smoke,
with both hands at the same time.

“Hey, mate! Wanna try that on my dick?” he said, nudging Steven in the
ribs, good naturedly.

“Nope. Want me to try it on your nose hair?”
“Fuck off! Just kidding.”
“Yeah, I know.”
They chatted for a bit about the years that had intervened since they last

met, Tony becoming more and more aware of the difference in his old friend.
“Steve? I’m still your friend, aren’t I?”
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“Sure. What made you think that you weren’t?”
“Then tell me how come you seem so happy. I hope that you’re starting

to get over what happened.”
“Yes, I am, Tony, I am.”
“With someone’s help, I hope.”
Steven narrowed his eyes and looked directly into Tony’s. “Why do you

ask?”
“I just want you to be happy, that’s all. You have so much to offer. No

use keeping it locked up for a rainy day, you know.”
“Yeah, I know. Thanks, Tony,” he said, ruffling the hair at the back of his

friend’s head.
“Well, if you are ever looking for a wankbuddy, you know what room I

am in.”
“Wankbuddy?”
Tony groaned. “Steven. You must have spent the whole of your life with

your head up your arse, not to know what a wankbuddy is. It’s just like a
fuckbuddy, without the extra fun.”

“Wankbuddy, fuckbuddy, I’m not up with this gay stuff.”
”It’s not gay stuff, Steve. Straight guys do it too!”
Steven raised both eyebrows.
“Fuck me! I don’t believe you! What do you think guys do together after

they watch footie on the TV?”
“Drink piss?”
“They do that while they’re watching the game, mate. Then, they drink

more piss, and then someone puts on a porno, and before you know it,
they’ve all got their dicks out, going for it.”

“Sounds like your fantasy, Tony.”
“You may think it’s a fantasy, but it’s reality. Your problem is that you

don’t have any mates, never have done. Yes, you’ve had me, but never a
whole bunch of mates to ever really know what blokes can do when they’re
horny.”

“So, tell me then, oh, fountainofallsexualknowledge, I can sort of grasp
the idea of wankbuddies – you’re going to tell me that the evening
degenerates to a point where all these guys start sticking their dicks up each
other? That I can’t believe!”

“Now that’s a fantasy! But, no – it usually happens that, while they’re
wanking, someone will notice someone else’s eyes on their dick. Then there
is another night, when the wife is away, when the same scene is repeated
with just the two of them. Then, another night, one thing leads to another
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and someone ends up on his face on the couch with the other one giving
him a good time.”

“Bullshit!”
“What’s the bullshit, mate?”
“It’s just too hard to believe. Those guys have to be gay, not straight.”
“Have it your own way, Steven. You’ve got some fuckedup ideas about

what gay is. You probably think that’s it’s still only a phase I’m going
through. You’d fucking never believe the blokes that you and I both know
– cops included – who have sat on my dick, and then gone off to fuck their
wives, or girlfriends.”

Steven started to look angry.
”If this is some sort of weird way of telling me that it’s Ok for you and

me to fool around, then I’m sorry, it isn’t working.”
“Jesus! Just think about what I said. Steven, if I really thought that you

were interested in me, I would have had your dick in my hand, in my mouth,
or up my bum years ago!” Tony said, grinning brightly, trying to make
Steven react.

Steven was too close a friend, to ever become a lover, Tony thought.
Wasn’t his type anyway – he liked them a bit smaller, tighterpacked. He
couldn’t help teasing Steven, he always had, and didn’t think he would stop
now.

Steven flicked his cigarette angrily over the balcony.
“Let’s change the subject.”
“Ok. One last question before we do.”
“What?”
“Why are you so angry, Steven? What other people do is no threat to your

own sexuality.”
Steven said nothing. He was angry because he was starting to think that

Tony had somehow sussed out what was starting to happen between him
and Warwick, and that this spiel was some way of getting him to tell him
that he was actually interested in another man.

“I’m not angry about that, Tony,” he lied, “I’m just pissed off because I
haven’t seen you in years and the first thing you try to push down my throat
is some hokey about what straight men do. I’ve got a serious investigation
on my nuts – that’s why I’m a bit uptight.”

“Ok. Sorry. I was way out of line. What started out as a joke to reestablish
our friendship turned into something else! I apologise.”

Steven relaxed, annoyed at his own reaction. A reaction partially
generated to hide his surprise over what Tony had been saying.
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“Mates?”
“Sure. You’ve always been my mate. I’ve always been there for you.”
“Ta. I sort of guessed that. I appreciate it, Tony.”
Tony stood and gave him a bear hug, resting his chin on Steven’s

shoulder.
“You should have called me.”
Steven straightened up and held him at arm’s length, grasping his

shoulders, “Forget the past. Consider yourself called.”
“Thanks, Stinga. Good to have you back in my life.”
He hugged Steven tightly, and then moved away quickly, to sit on the

edge of his bed.
“Suppose you want to know what we have on Pizzani?”
“Well, that would be a good start.”
“The problem is that we really don’t really have anything. The man has

been investigated on two separate occasions, but we haven’t been able to
nail him with anything.”

Steven took out his notebook and prepared himself to write.
“No, mate. No notes, sorry. This is an internal investigation. Someone

might swipe your notebook, or have a geek at it without your knowledge.
We can’t afford to let Pizzani know we are interested in him. You’ll have
to remember what I tell you.”

“Ok, Tony. Fire away. I’m all ears.”
“Last time I noticed, you were all cock, if I remember correctly,” he said,

cheekily.
“Just get on with it, will you?” Steven replied, goodnaturedly.
“We had a tipoff from a colleague of his, when he was stationed in

Ingham. One day Pizzani fronts up at work with a new Mercedes
convertible. Tells everyone he’d been saving for years. The workmate
thought it was too suspicious – you’d have to be saving most of your life
to afford a topoftheline vehicle like that. We sniffed about and one of our
informants up there told us that Pizzani had been pissed in the pub one
night and, sick of everyone giving him heaps about his flash car, sprouted
that he’d won the money on a nag at the Melbourne Cup.”

“Follow it up?”
“Sure, that’s when things got interesting. Pizzani had been in Melbourne

for the cup. You can’t really trace anything that’s not through the TAB, so
no chance of checking the story. But, Pizzani did stay with his cousin, bloke
called Angelo Zoccolo.”

Steve burst out laughing.
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“Yeah I know, his last name sounds like slut in Italian,” Tony said, with
a pained expression. “Zoccolo, zoccola.”

They only ever spoke in Italian together if it was an emergency. English
had always been the language that they used together.

Tony shook his head, and continued. “Mr. Zoccolo has some interesting
connections with the Melbourne Mafia.”

Steve raised an eyebrow.
“Hey! You still do that!” Tony laughed, and then continued. “We checked

Pizzani’s bank account. Nothing. But then, Post Office records showed an
extraordinary number of registered letters posted to him for collection at
Townsville.”

“Money in the mail?”
“Looks like it. We can’t prove anything though – according to the records,

the senders’ names were different for each letter – but it is highly suspicious.
Especially since our informant in Ingham told us that he thought that Pizzani
was on the take.”

“What for?”
“Wasn’t sure, we think it was drugs, but he seemed pretty certain that

Pizzani had been turning a blind eye to some illegal activity or other, and
was getting a kickback. And, before you ask, we didn’t find anything.”

“This informant reliable?”
“The best. We’ve got heaps on him.”
Steve pondered for a moment, and then asked, “You said he’d been

investigated twice, what was the other thing?”
“Another dodgy one. This time recent. Looks like Pizzani visits a knock

shop in Mackay regularly. That’s his own business. But one of the girls who
worked at the brothel was busted for drug dealing in a local pub the other
day. Reckoned her supplier was not a local, didn’t know his name, but her
description of him matches that of Pizzani. She reckoned that she thought
he was a cop. Didn’t say why, but that’s how I got to hear of it.”

“She was charged and released on bail. After that, her info got to me, and
I asked them to call her in to have a look at a photo of Pizzani that I sent
to them.”

“She turn up, or do a runner?”
“Found dead of an overdose. She’s in the morgue in Mackay now.”
“Suspicious?”
“Don’t really know, Stinga. It’s only recent.”
“When did this happen?”
“Two days ago, mate. That info, combined with the flag that went up
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when Mike Savage opened Pizzani’s file, has brought me here.”
Steven sat back in his chair and mulled over the information.
“I’m here strictly undercover, mate,” Tony continued, “Won’t be able to

socialise with you where anyone might put two and two together, unless it
looks like an accidental meeting. But we can be in touch, either on the
phone, or here, or some other place that’s out of the way. My cover is that
I am taking a holiday. I’m just a tourist. That will allow me to take a few
‘holiday snaps’, if you know what I mean?”

Steven certainly did. That meant that Tony had bought the whole kit
andcaboodle with him. Everything he might need for day or night time
surveillance.

“How can I help? Or, should I say, should I help?”
“Well, Pizzani is obviously a man who has access to a Glock – so do the

other officers at the station, by the way – so he is going to be part of your
investigation, even if it is to rule him out of the equation.”

Steven nodded. “We checked everyone’s guns last night – all clean.”
“There is one thing you could do for me, as part of your research.”
“Sure, mate. If I can, I will.”
“Your boss is sending you a copy of the photo of that bloke you found in

the murder victim’s house, using the highquality reproduction system at
Mackay Police Station. You’ll have to go there and collect it.”

“Sure, but how does that help?”
“Maybe you could call in and have a word with Pizzani’s regular at the

brothel, see if you can find out anything?”
“I can do that. Any details?”
“The other worker, the one who is now dead, only said that he used to

see “Chris” every time he visited. Nothing more than that. Just be careful,
Steve. Don’t go in uniform and try not to stir the possum too much, just
find out what you can. You have a photo of Pizzani?”

“No, sorry, mate.”
“Here, take this with you then.” Tony reached into his briefcase and pulled

out an envelope. In it were two photos of Pizzani, obviously taken with a
good quality camera, from a distance. In the first Pizzani was standing
outside his house, watering his garden.

The second shot caught his attention. It was Pizzani and a few men
dressed in running shorts, muddy, as if they had been playing footie.
Unmistakeably, standing at the edge of the shot, was Warwick.

“Where was this one taken, Tony?”
“Pizzani plays touchfootie with a few of the locals. Wasn’t hard to get a
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quickie of the match.”
“When was this taken?”
“Why, Steve?”
“Just interested, that’s all.”
“Last week, mate, if you really want to know.”
“Then you were here last week, before all this blew up?”
“Not me, mate. But we have ‘friends’ everywhere,” he said with an

enigmatic grin.

* * * * *

Steven pulled his car to the side of the road and turned off the engine.
“But Sergeant, Mrs. Marchant’s house is further up the road, around the

corner.”
“Yes, I know that, Nathan. But I just wanted to have a chat with you first.

Ok?”
Nathan Massport nodded, fearful that he was about to get a dressing

down for something he might have mucked up in the investigation.
“You’re a local, aren’t you, Nathan?”
Nathan nodded.
“So you pretty well know everyone and everything that goes on in Packer’s

Reef?”
“Keep to myself, Sir.”
“You can call me Steve when we are alone, Nathan.”
“Yes, Sir. I mean, Steve. As I was saying, I keep pretty well to myself.

Don’t have many pals. They all seemed to have up and left over the years.
I don’t get to hear anything, really, of what goes on in town.”

“Live alone? Girlfriend, I suppose?”
“I still live at home – can’t afford to move out on a constable’s pay. Mum

is pretty lonely since Dad died, and it’s sort of convenient, you know how
it is, at home, I mean?”

“Sure. You don’t have to buy takeaway, the house is cleaned for you and
all your clothes are washed and your shirts ironed, free of charge. Close?”

Nathan blushed, laughing.
“Spot on, Sir.”
“Steve.”
“Sorry, Steve. It’s just that Sergeant Pizzani is such a stickler for protocol

that I’m not used to being friendly with a senior officer.”
“There are times and places, Nathan. As I said, when we are alone, it’s
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Ok to call me Steve. Then having a girlfriend must be a bit hard if you still
live at home?”

“No, its not. I haven’t got one – never seemed to have the time. Most of
the girls around here are not my type anyway. Why do you ask?”

“No, real reason. I just want to get to know you better. I am looking for
someone I can trust, to talk things over with, from time to time. Let’s say
another cop who isn’t such a ‘stickler for protocol’, shall we say?”

“Sure, Steve. But why me?”
“Because I trust you. You are honest with me and, as far as I can, I will

be honest with you.”
“Thank you, Steve. I am flattered.”
And he was. Steven could see that in his face.
“Do you think of yourself as a good cop, Nathan?”
“Of course I do. I can’t bear things that are shonky in life. It’s why I

joined. I believe in what I feel is right. I wanted to join the Force for as long
as I can remember.”

“Then your first priorities are to the Force, not to individuals?”
“Of course. But then again, I’ve never been in a situation where I might

have felt tempted to bend the law. Say, if a friend was in trouble, or
something like that.”

“I should hope not, Nathan. But sometimes we have to do things that
may seem at odds with our jobs.”

Nathan was silent for a moment. “What do you want me to do, Steve?
Has all this ‘friendship’ stuff just been a leadup to ask me to do something
that I might not like?”

Steven laughed softly. He was really beginning to warm to Nathan now.
“No mate, nothing like that. I was just seeing where your allegiances lay,

that’s all.”
“To what I believe is right. As simple as that.”
“I believe you, Nathan. What I’m going to tell you I want you to keep

just between you and me. I need a ‘buddy’. Someone I can really trust and
turn to, should I need help in any sticky situation. I have decided that person
is you.”

“Me?” Nathan said, eyes wide with amazement.
“My gut instinct tells me you are a decent man, with more than an ounce

of integrity, so I want you to help me. You must tell no one else about this,
no matter how much they might lean on you and try to get to you talk. Ok?”

“Of course, Steve.”
Nathan was astounded. He admired Steven – he had admitted that to
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himself at their first meeting. The man had a wonderful sense of command,
firmness and control of the situation, overlaid with a sense of friendliness
to those who did not rub him up the wrong way.”

“Ok, Steve,” he said, after a moment, “I guess I’m your man. Tell me
what you want me to do.”

“This is going to be difficult, and I don’t want to get into details right
now. But, I promise that I will fill you in before too long.”

Nathan nodded, his face serious, as he listened.
“I want you to keep an eye on Sandy Pizzani for me, Ok?”
Nathan’s head snapped around to look keenly at Steven.
“What’s he done? Surely you don’t suspect… ?”
“I don’t suspect anything at the moment. I just want to keep Pizzani

ignorant of some aspects of the case. Please don’t ask me why, I can’t tell
you right now. I’m going to have to be away for a bit now and then, and I
need someone to keep an eye on Pizzani’s movements. I don’t want you to
ruin your own life by tailing him day and night, that’s not what I want.
Once he’s gone home and it looks like he is there for the night, do whatever
you need to. But, I need to know what Pizzani is doing and where he is
whenever I am not here. Ok?”

Nathan grinned. “Easier said than done, Steve. Too easy actually.”
“How’s that?”
“My aunt Tessa lives opposite the Pizzani house. She sits in her living

room, at the front of her house, nearly all day. I never ask her about anything
that goes on, because I get a minute by minute account of the movements
of everyone who lives in the street. She once even rang me at two in the
morning to tell me that Pizzani’s wife, Maria, had been breastfeeding one
of their children out in the front yard at halfpast one in the morning.”

“Hasn’t she got a life?” Steven asked, with a broad grin.
“No one in Packer’s Reef has a life,” Nathan replied, somewhat sadly.
“Well, I’m about to change all that in your case, Nathan. You’re now

officially my ‘buddy’. “’Unofficially’, that is,” he said, laughing.
“I am honoured. Thanks, mate. I appreciate it.”
“It’s Ok, Nathan. Nothing less than you deserve.”
He felt a bit how Mike Savage must have felt, when he told Steve about

his promotion, he imagined. He had forgotten how good it felt to give
someone else pleasure. He promised himself that he would continue to try
breaking the patterns of the recent years of his life.

* * * * *
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Irene Marchant hobbled to her front door, her walking stick clunking noisily
on the polished floors of the hallway.

“Keep your shirt on! I’m coming,” she yelled, before opening the door.
With a small smile of pleasure she said, “Why, it’s you!”
Steven stood on her front doorstep, immaculate in his uniform, police

hat tucked under his arm. He was astounded. It was the large women in
the flowery dress, the one who had taken Tanya to task in the airport on
the day that he had arrived.

“Promotion, too,” she added, eyes quickly flicking to the new epaulets
Tony had delivered in Mike Savage’s parcel earlier that morning. “You’d
better come in, Senior Sergeant!”

“Thank you, Mrs. Marchant,” he said, as she craned her neck over his
shoulder.

“What’s he doing here?” she snapped, catching sight of Nathan, who was
standing, head down, waiting to be invited in.

“I’ve brought Constable Massport along with me to apologise to you, Mrs.
Marchant.”

“Hope you haven’t brought that thug, Pizzani, with you too.”
“No, Mrs. Marchant. It’s just Constable Massport and me.”
“Then I suppose you’d better come into the kitchen and have a cup of

tea,” she said, with a smile, to Steven. “You’d better wait in the living room,
Nathan,” she added, eyes blazing.

“He can hardly apologise from another room now, can he, Mrs. Marchant.”
“It’s Irene.”
“Very well, Irene, I’m Steven Miles.”
“I know that already! Follow me!” she said, brusquely.
She turned quickly on her heel and limped into the kitchen at the front

of the house, leaning heavily on her cane.
“How do you manage to keep the house so clean, Mrs. Marchant, with

your leg the way it is? The house is immaculate.” Steven said, noticing how
shiny her kitchen floor was, and also trying to make a good impression.
Women of her age were always proud of their cooking, baking and cleaning.

“I have two ladies, who come in every so often to help, since my
accident!” she said, scowling at Nathan.

She stood silently, waiting for Nathan to speak.
He was about to open his mouth, when she brought her walking stick

up between his legs with a slam that made Steven’s eyes water in sympathy.
“Know what’s between your legs, Nathan? They’re called ‘balls’,” she

said, coldly, “Trouble is, you’ve been working with Sandy Pizzani too long.
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You’ve forgotten what they’re for.”
She let her walking stick fall to her side and then walked to stand in front

of him, leaning to give him a kiss on the cheek, her anger completely gone.
The annoyance replaced by a look of care and concern.

“Nathan. You were always such a good boy – my brightest student.”
Turning to Steven, she explained. “I was the local headmistress, only retired
two years ago.” She turned back to Nathan. “I knew then that he had you
by the balls, on the day that you and Pizzani came to assess the damage to
my ceiling, after I got out of hospital. I can’t understand how you let such
an impossible man stop you saying that you were sorry for what had
happened,” she said, hurt and betrayal strong in her voice.

Nathan stood quietly, head down, redfaced with shame.
Irene lifted his head with one hand and said, “I am not an idiot, Nathan.

I know Pizzani told you not to apologise. That man has you running around
in circles, for God only knows what reason. It’s none of my business, but
keep clear of him, Nathan. You are too good a boy to go down his path.”

Nathan nodded, tears in his eyes, and said, “I am so sorry, Mrs. Marchant.
He just ordered me not to apologise. I am so sorry for what happened to
you. He even ordered me not to visit you in the hospital, nor to send you
flowers.”

“I know, Nathan.”
“You do?”
“Your mum told me. You are forgiven. But just look up at my ceiling, both

of you!”
The kitchen ceiling was of an old design. The house had been built

simply, with the plaster sheets that made up the ceiling, held in place by
wooden mouldings. A large hole in the centre sheet had been roughly
plastered and sagged alarmingly.

“That’s what eighty dollars worth of compensation buys, Steven,” she
said with no malice.

“It’s a dreadful job, Mrs. Marchant,” Nathan observed, turning his head
one way and another, as he looked up.

“Put the kettle on, Steven,” she said with unembarrassed intimacy, “and
make us a nice cup of tea, there’s a pet.”

Steven did as he was told. This was one woman he didn’t think he’d like
to cross, until he knew her better.

“You’d know, of course, Nathan.”
Then, to Steven’s unspoken question, she said, “Put himself through

years eleven and twelve, didn’t you Nathan? His mother couldn’t afford to
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keep him in school once his Dad died. So he studied at night – topped the
State, she added with obvious pride – and worked as a plasterer’s apprentice
at the same time to earn his keep.”

Steven nodded as he filled an ancient brown teapot with water from the
jug.

“I think that the Department could afford to replace the ceiling properly,
Mrs. Marchant,” Steven suggested, as he opened the cupboards above the
stove, looking for cups and saucers.

“They’re at dicklevel,” she indicated, with her head, and drawing an
amazed look from Steven. “You’ll have to get used to my language, Steven.
I’m not just your average ‘old biddy’, Senior. I don’t believe in pussyfooting
it around things that are easier to explain in simple language,” she said,
smiling at her own audacity, “Your boss is my little brother, by the way.”

“I didn’t take you as your ‘average old biddy’, Irene. Not from our first
meeting, that’s for sure,” he said, remembering Irene’s use of ‘fuck’ to him.
“But, Mike Savage is your little brother?”

“No, not him. Your real boss. Colin Marchant.”
“Chief Superintendent Marchant is your little brother?”
“Of course, dear,” she said, with a sly smile, “why do you think you are

here? I suggest that you give Nathan some time off work to come and fix
my ceiling. You could do that in a trice, couldn’t you, Nathan?”

Nathan nodded, still somewhat embarrassed.
“Oh, go outside and shake yourself, Nathan!” she commanded. “Then

come back in here and be charming to an old woman who likes to be flirted
with by comely young men. We’ll all have a nice cup of tea and talk about
Domenico Campanile, shall we? I presume that’s really why you’ve come?”

She smiled sweetly at them as she started to lead the way into her sitting
room.

“One more thing, just while I remember it, Irene.”
“Yes, Steven. Follow me and talk while I hobble into my chair.”
“These two women who clean for you – were they here when you were

away in Brisbane or Townsville?”
“They must have been. The house was clean when I got home. They have

their own key and let themselves in if I’m not here.”
“Where can I find them, do you have a number?”
“No, my dear. They’re cousins of Silvia, who owns ‘Wendy’s’ around

from the police station.
“I know Silvia.” Steven said, smiling.
“I bet you do!” Irene said, with a chuckle. “Just ask her how to get hold
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of them, she’ll tell you.”
Steven made a mental note to ask Silvia next time he visited. They may

have noticed something while they were cleaning the house.
Nathan helped her into her chair and sat on the sofa opposite her, next

to Steven. They drank their tea and passed the time, as some people do,
chatting about the weather.

Their tea almost finished, Irene started her story.
“He was a sweet man, in a funny way, really. Used to pop in and have a

cuppa and a chat every so often. Something funny about him, though. I
could never put my finger on it. But, so many people have something hidden
in their past. Even me!” she said, with a saucy look in her eyes.

“I can just imagine,” Steven replied.
“No, you can’t dearie, not in your wildest dreams, but that’s another

story. Now, as I was saying, Derek kept to himself mostly. No visitors.”
“Did you know his car was missing?”
“No I didn’t. Derek loved that car. How strange. But it was a rare model.

Maybe he decided to sell it? He was always complaining that he was broke.”
“Do you remember his sister’s name, by any chance?”
“No, dear. Cancer, he had said. Very sad, really. He told me he had

another, younger sister somewhere in this area, and visited her every so
often. He often told me about how much he loved his nephew.”

“Did you see Derek come back home?”
“No, I didn’t. That’s strange too. I just imagined that he had decided to

stay in Toowoomba longer. I assumed something had gone wrong with his
sister. There is one thing I am sure of though, Steven. Derek was not the
sort of man who would commit suicide. He loved life too much! That’s why
I called my brother. I was afraid that the case would not be investigated
fully. It’s sometimes easier to choose the obvious, rather than the obscure.”

“Make a note please, Nathan, to do a follow up on Ringer’s sister. Check
both surnames in hospitals in Toowoomba, also the police station, the
morgue and the local undertakers,” Steven said, briskly.

“Sure thing, Steve.”
Irene had noted the casual way that Nathan had used his senior’s officer’s

name, pleased to see that Steven actually seemed to trust him.
She was pleased for Nathan. It had been a cruel blow for her when he

had been forced to leave school. She’d expected him to be the highest
achiever of her teaching career. He still didn’t know that she had sent
amounts of money to his mother, to help with the cost of his education. His
mother had been extremely reluctant at first to accept the money, but had
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gradually acquiesced as she realised that their income could never allow
Nathan to buy all the necessary text books that he needed for his studies.

That boy has a wonderful mind, she told herself. With help from someone
as smart as Steven Miles, he could free himself from the blinding ignorance
that Sandro Pizzani believed was every man’s lot.

“Irene?” Steven asked, quietly.
“Sorry, I was miles away. Where were we? More tea, gentlemen?”
“No thank you, Irene.” Steven shook his head.
“No thanks, Mrs. Marchant.”
“How old are you Nathan? Twentytwo I believe?”
“Yes, that’s right. Just turned twentytwo last Sunday.”
“Same birthday as me,” Steven smiled, giving Nathan a highfive.
“Really?” Nathan grinned broadly, proud to have another connection to

his new buddy.
“When you two boys are quite finished,” she said, calmly observing their

interaction.
“Sorry, Mrs. Marchant.”
“You are twentytwo, Nathan, and no longer my pupil. You may call me

Irene, if you wish.”
“I’ll try… Irene, but it will be hard. I’m so used to calling you Mrs.

Marchant, that’s all.”
“Well, maybe a smack in the balls with my walking stick every time you

get it wrong may help your memory?” she smirked, pouring herself another
cup.

“I think it might, Irene,” he said, with a cheeky grin.
“Good that’s settled. Now before you go any further, Steven. I have already

worked out what you need to know.”
“You have?” Steven asked, somewhat surprised.
“I’m no novice with police procedure, my dear. My brother is a

Superintendent, after all.”
She took a sip of her tea, grimacing at its bitter, overstewed taste.
“I heard no shots. I was away at the time that Derek was killed, visiting

Colin and his wife in Brisbane. Then, as you must already know, I was on
the same flight as you but continued on up to Townsville to visit my niece.
I arrived back here yesterday at twelvethirty.” She reached into a large
purse that was sitting on the floor next to her arm chair and handed Steven
a letter.

“What’s this, may I ask?”
“My statement, dear. You’ll find it in order, typed in the correct police
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procedure style. All you need to do is sign it.”
“Thanks, Irene, but it doesn’t work that way.”
“I know that dear, but I thought it might save that halfwit snoop, Colleen,

who works as your receptionist, the effort of checking the spelling of every
word with more than four letters in her fortycent dictionary.” Colleen was
not to be admired in her books, obviously.

Steven smiled to himself, and then said, “Now Irene, she’s not as bad as
all that.”

“Don’t kid yourself Steven. She was hopeless at school, couldn’t spell her
own name, and next thing I know she’s working as the receptionist at the
police station.”

“Maybe they didn’t have any better applicants?” Steven suggested,
hopefully.

“None that didn’t open their legs as easily for Sandy Pizzani, you mean.”
“You’re not suggesting that he acted improperly over the employment of

a civilian staff member, I hope, Irene.”
“That’d be the least of his transgressions, I am sure. Tell him, Nathan!”
Steven looked at Nathan and raised his eyebrow.
“I caught them in the staff room, Steven.”
“Doing what?”
“Fucking, of course,” Irene snapped, “what do you think, Steven? Doing

the cryptic crossword together in Swahili?”
Steven tried to ignore her coarseness, somewhat unsuccessfully, and,

with a smile on his face, asked Nathan, “What did they say when you
disturbed them?”

“Sergeant Pizzani just laughed and told me to watch how a real man
fucked a woman. Excuse me, Irene.”

Irene Marchant hooted with laughter, coughing as some tea caught in
the back of her throat.

“And I bet you learned a lot from that, Nathan!” she laughed, tears in
her eyes, “he’s probably got a dick on him like a gherkin and shoots after
four shoves,” she added, beside herself with mirth.

Nathan could not help himself and grinned, saying, “Something like that.”
Her eyes suddenly became cold. “He’s an evil one, that Pizzani. I

wouldn’t be surprised if he was a pervert.”
Both Steven’s eyebrows shot up instantly.
“No, I don’t mean gay, Steven. I love gay men. They’re just like everyone

else. No one can help who they fall in love with. I mean that the man has
such violence in him, I am sure that he is a sadist, probably hurts people
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while he has sex with them, to make himself feel more of a man. Nathan,
be a dear, and get my scrapbook from the top drawer of my desk, the one
in the corner, will you, please?”

Nathan retrieved the book and handed it to Irene, who immediately
passed it to Steven.

“What’s this, Irene?”
“Just have a look, dear. I don’t want you to think that I am some fragile

old woman, living in the bush on her own, not able to look after herself.
We all know a murder has been committed, just across the road, and you
probably think I am scared.”

Steven opened the scrapbook and began to flick through the pages, his
eyes wide with amazement.

When he had finished, he sat back, blowing the air from his lungs,
through pursed lips.

“Until two years ago, Steven, you can see that I was Queensland’s woman
pistol champion. Beat everyone, even those a third my age.”

“Irene, there are certificates in here for firsts in the Commonwealth
Games,” he said, totally astounded.

“The medals are in the school assembly hall. They belong to everyone,
not just to me.”

Steven looked at Nathan, his face clearly confused.
“She’s a crack shot, Steve. That’s why Pizzani doesn’t like her much.”
“Tell him the story, Nathan. I always enjoy someone else telling it.”
“Well, Steven. Last year the local gun club had a oneshotround

competition. You know, every contestant has his own target and one shot.
The closest to the dead centre wins.”

Steven nodded.
“Well, Pizzani and Irene – who had been invited as a guest competitor –

both got the centre.”
“And?”
“Well, there was an argument about whether it should be a tie or not. It

was all getting very ugly, Pizzani claiming that it was unfair and that he
should have won. That’s when Irene solved the problem.”

“Why do I feel that this story is going to end in Pizzani’s humiliation? Go
on, Nathan, finish the story.”

“Well, Irene just picked up her pistol and walked to Pizzani’s firing line and
shot a perfect circle of six bullets precisely around Pizzani’s single bullet hole.”

Steven whistled, in appreciation of the feat of marksmanship. “I bet he
didn’t like that much, then?”
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Irene butted in. “Not much,” she said with a huge grin, “Especially when
I blew the smoke from the barrel of my pistol – cowboy movie style – and
told Pizzani to equal that, if he was man enough to, that was. I was pretty
damned angry at the man’s adolescent behaviour. I felt that he needed a
good lesson in sportsmanship.”

“That was playing with fire,” Steven said, despite the mirth in his voice.
“The man’s a fool. At school I bet he was a rotten little shit, and he’s

grown up to be an even bigger turd!” she flashed at him.
“I have a registered Smith and Wesson 22S at hand all the time,” she

continued, “I just wanted to assure you that I can look after myself. I also
have a spare room, if you ever want to stash anyone too.”

“Thank you, Irene,” Steven said, with no small measure of admiration.
“But, I don’t think that will be necessary. At least, I hope not.”

“Well, the offer is there, Steven. Nathan, would you mind giving us a
moment alone, please? Go out and water the daisies, or whatever it is men
do when they’re out in the garden. I need to speak with Steven alone, if
you don’t mind.”

Nathan looked at Steven to see what he should do. Steven nodded assent,
and Nathan left the room, going out into the garden for a smoke.

Once he had left them, Irene looked intently at Steven and asked, “Been
to the brothel in Mackay yet?”

Despite himself, Steven was taken aback.
Irene smiled at him. “I didn’t come down in the last shower, Steven.

Pizzani visits the brothel there, regularly. I thought that the information
might somehow prove helpful in your investigation, that’s all, so I passed
it on to people who needed to know.”

“How do you come to have that information?”
Steven was somewhat relieved to discover that there had not been a leak

in the system. She seemed unaware that he already knew of Pizzani’s visits
to the brothel, and had imparted the information as if it were new
knowledge.

“Simple, Steven. I am a friend of the owner.”
He sat, waiting quietly for her to continue.
“Sure you don’t want another cup?”
Steven shook his head, and held up his hand, to indicate that he did not.
“One of my exstudents. Natalie Simons, is the owner. Colin rang me out

of the blue telling me that Natalie had been arrested for turning tricks in a
highclass hotel on the Gold Coast. So, next time she was up here, I invited
her for tea and we had a friendly girltogirl chat.”
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“I bet,” Steven thought. “Probably like throwing a dead chook to a hungry
croc.”

“Well, one thing led to another and I decided to make a business
investment.”

“You did?” That one really knocked him back in his chair.
“Yes. Natalie was never any one’s fool. She’s got a head on her. I knew

that the license for a brothel was available in Mackay, so I backed her until
the business got on its feet. She paid me back, with interest, in the first
year. She’s a good businesswoman.”

“But your brother could be in strife if anyone found out, Irene,” Steven
interjected.

“Why? It was a personal loan to an exstudent. It had nothing to do with
Colin.”

“I see.”
“I know that you will visit Natalie’s, now that I have told you Pizzani is

a regular. So, if you have any problem, just mention that you are a friend
of mine. You can’t miss Natalie – she’s the plain faced girl at the counter
with the big tits. She doesn’t work there any more, not as a prostitute, that
is. She’s happily married and just manages the place, keeps it clean and
keeps an eye on things. When you go, you’ll need to speak with Chris.”

“Chris?”
“You’ll find out,” she said, eyes glinting with amusement.
Steven became acutely aware of the information that Tony had given him

that morning about the prostitute that had overdosed.
Casually he asked, “Spoken to Natalie lately?”
“Yes, just before you arrived. Why?”
“Oh, nothing. Just curious to know if you were still in touch.” He was

relieved that the dead girl was not Natalie or Chris, for Irene’s sake. But,
then again, she had told him that Natalie wasn’t ‘working’ any more.

“I keep in touch with all the ones who really count. That’s why I was so
upset about Nathan. That boy is really special. I hope things turn out well
for him.”

“I am sure they will, Irene. I will do my best to help him, as much as I
can.”

“I know you will, dear. That’s why we’ve become best friends so quickly,”
she said, confidently.

“Have we?” he asked himself. “I do believe we have,” was his internal
reply.

“Well, we had better get going, Irene. Thanks for the tea, and the
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statement, and the information and especially, the friendship.”
“No, thank you, Steven, for bringing Nathan back into my life.” She stood

and kissed him on the cheek.
“Jesus!” she swore softly, “You are the most handsome man I ever saw

in my life. I am glad that you have someone in your life.”
Steven looked up at her in amazement.
“It’s as plain as the day is long, dear. Just look at your face in the mirror

sometime.”
As they drove back into town, Steven looked at himself briefly in the

rearvision mirror of his car.
Everyone had been telling him that there had been some change. How

could they tell? He could only see a darkhaired man smiling at himself in
the mirror. Smiling? That’s what it was. He couldn’t clearly remember
smiling much for years, before coming to Packer’s Reef, that is.

* * * * *

Steven knocked at the door of Tony’s hotel room. He was shagged. It was
very hot. The storm that he thought may have come about yesterday
afternoon had fizzled. Thick, grey clouds and the rumble of thunder, but
there had been no rain.

“Coming!” Tony’s voice called, from inside the room.
The air was hot and thick with moisture, sweat making Steven’s shirt

cling to him, as he leaned against the door jamb, waiting for Tony to open
the door.

“Hi! Come in!” Tony said, as he opened the door. “Sorry, was having a
crap.”

“Too much information, mate! Phew!” he said, in mock indignation,
holding his nose, as if the room smelled.

“Fuck off! My shit doesn’t stink.” Tony said, jokingly.
“Then it must be your dick I can smell,” Steven quipped.
“Why don’t I get it out so you can have a nice, close sniff, Stinga?” he

asked, with notsosubtle innuendo.
“I’d sooner sniff your arsehole, you loser!” Steven flung back at him, as

he playfully pushed his friend’s upper arm.
“That could be arranged too, if you really wanted to, mate!”
“Fuck off, Tony! It’s good to see that some things never change. How’s

your day been?” Steven asked, with a laugh, throwing himself on one of
the twin beds in the room.
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“Not bad, mate. Had a swim in the pool downstairs and went for a wander
around town, to find out where things were.”

“Pizzani?”
“He was at the Post Office for a bit, then back at the station for most of

the day. Went home for lunch. There’s an old girl, lives opposite, think she’s
the local snoop. She pulled the curtains back to have a look at who was
coming and going.”

Steven smiled internally. Nathan’s aunt.
“Then, after halfanhour, he walked back to the office. I came here for

a quick snooze, now here you are! How was your day?”
Steven quickly filled him in on the details of the day, briefly mentioning

what Irene had told him about ‘Natalie’s’ in Mackay and telling him that
he intended make an appointment with ‘Chris’ in the morning, after he’d
picked up the photo that had been electronically sent to the station there.

“So, dinner tonight, downstairs?”
Steven shook his head. “Sorry, mate. Been invited to a game of touch

footie.”
“Hmm. Might be nice to come and have a perve myself.”
“Hmm. You might get busted if you did, mate. I thought you were

undercover.”
Tony sighed and turned onto his stomach on his own bed. “You’re

probably right.”
“So what will you do?”
“Probably eat in the hotel restaurant, and then go out tomcatting,” he

said, with an evil grin.
“What? In Packer’s Reef?”
“Hey mate! Don’t scoff. I’m not promiscuous, like you think, but I might

as well have a look. It’s been a long time between drinks, mate, and any
town that has a population with more than four male members has someone
who likes to play.”

“You’re impossible,” Steven said, clucking his tongue and shaking his
head.

“Like I said to you before, mate, no use saving it up for a rainy day.
Anyway, half the fun is in the hunt.”

“Whatever, Tony. Just be careful.”
“Always take a franga with me mate, you don’t need to tell me to be

careful.”
“I didn’t mean that. I meant, blowing your cover.”
Tony looked him squarely in the eye and said, bluntly, “You don’t need



124 Stinga

to tell me that either, Stinga.”
“Yeah, I know. Sorry. I’m just hot and need a shower and have to be at

the game soon.”
“It’s Ok, mate. You have a good one.”
“Ta. You too.”
“Yeah. I know, it’s not likely to happen, but it’s nice to think that I might

get to meet someone really nice, sometime,” Tony said, his voice unusually
quiet.

* * * * *

Steven breathed a sigh of relief as he parked his car at the edge of the
football ground. He wasn’t too late. He’d been held up, talking with Mike
Savage about the dealings of the day. He hadn’t even had time to have a
shower – he’d just thrown on his footie gear and hurried to get there.

“Hey! Steve!” A familiar, tousled blond head appeared out of the car next
to his.

“Hi! Woz!” Nice car, he thought. He glanced at the Lancia and back up
to Warwick who was smiling broadly at him.

“Great car, Woz. Didn’t really know what you drove.”
“Only the best for me,” Warwick said, staring into his eyes with an

enormous grin.
“Thanks, Warwick,” he said, in a quiet voice.
“Hey! No thanks needed. As I said – only the best for me.”
Steven smiled back at him, quietly aware of his need to touch Warwick

in some way. He hesitated, and then put his arm around Warwick’s
shoulders, as they walked to the club house.

“Nice to see you.”
“You too, Steven – you too.”
“Come on you guys! Hurry up!”
Steven smiled with pleasure. Nathan was playing as well. Removing his

arm from Warwick’s shoulder, he shook hands warmly with Nathan. “You
know Warwick, I presume?” he asked.

“Everyone knows Wozza, Steve. Hiya Woz.”
“Gidday, Nuts. How ya been?”
“Nuts?”
“It’s a long story, mate. Ask Nathan to tell you,” Warwick said, indicating

that the story was going to be anything but ordinary.
“I’ve been well, mate. Didn’t know you knew the Senior, though.”
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“Mr. Hughes kindly invited me, Nathan. I mentioned yesterday that I liked
to play.”

“Ok. Good. See you both in a minute, then,” Nathan called over his
shoulder, as he ran out onto the field, and began to warm up.

“Like to play, do you?” Warwick said, his lips barely moving, but with
mirth in his voice.

“Given half a chance, yes, Warwick. I think that I’d like to.”
Steven grinned at Warwick brightly, showing his strong white teeth,

giving his friend his best and cheeriest grin.
“Might take you up on that one day soon.”
Steven did not reply. He just kept smiling at Warwick who, despite

himself, burst out laughing and landed a punch on his shoulder.
“You dag!” he said, then turned and ran into the changing room.
The game was a good one, despite his dismay to find that Pizzani was

one of the players. The man was a mean, selfish player, running with the
ball, when a better option would have been to pass it to someone who had
a better chance of scoring. But the other guys who played on the team
seemed to get on with him well enough.

Pizzani came across as a nice guy at first, Steven remembered. Maybe I
have just been seeing the worst of him.

“My God, you’re a good player, Steve,” Warwick said, as they sat outside
the changing room after the game, smoking.

“Thanks. You’re not half bad yourself.”
“But mate, you can run! I’ve never seen anyone run so fast.”
“I was born that way, Woz. Long legs. Had no say in the matter.”
“I never noticed,” Warwick said, with a tone that indicated that he had

indeed spent some time looking at Steven’s legs and thighs.
“You guys having a shower?” It was Pizzani, standing in the door of the

changing room, lighting a cigarette.
“Yeah, be in there in a moment,” Warwick said, with little friendliness in

his voice.
“No worries,” Pizzani replied, turning and walking back inside.
Steven took his tobacco from the seat next to him and offered it to

Warwick.
“Want another?”
“No thanks, Steve. You go ahead, I’m happy to sit here with you until it

clears out a bit inside.”
Steven looked at him. Of course Warwick knew why he was procrastinating.
He didn’t want to go through the old ‘cop the size of the dick on Miles’
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routine, once again. He knew that it was bound to happen. It happened
every time that he took his clothes off somewhere, in front of other men
who did not know him. That’s why he had rolled another smoke, to give
the other guys a chance to finish their showers.

“Thanks, mate,” he said, giving Warwick’s knee a quick, but firm squeeze.
“See ya!” called Nathan, as he ran out of the changing room. “I’m off!”
“Not coming for a beer at the ‘rissole’, Nathan?”
“Nah. Mum’s got dinner in the oven. I might call in later, to see if you

guys are still there or not. If not, catch you in the morning.”
Nathan ran off, bag over his shoulder, waving, as the two men bid him

goodnight.
“He’s a nice bloke, that Nathan.”
“You must have been talking to Irene,” Warwick said, with a small

chuckle.
“Well, as a matter of fact, I have been. But, I can make my own decisions

about people. I know when someone is genuine or not.”
“I hope so,” Warwick said, his eyes slightly troubled.
“No doubts at all in your case. I rather hoped I’d shown you that.”
“Yes, you did, Steven. I just didn’t appreciate it at the time, that’s all.”
Before Steven could reply, most of the men poured out of the changing

room.
“You guys coming for a beer, or what?” Sandy Pizzani called out, with a

hard sound in his voice.
“Yeah. Be with you in a minute, just finish my smoke and have a quick

rinse.”
“Ok, don’t be long. See you soon,” Pizzani replied, as he left with the

group of other men.
“What’s his case anyway, Warwick? I can tell you don’t like him.”
“No, not much.”
“Why?”
“I decked him once.”
”Really? What’d he do?”
“Grabbed my arse in the shower.”
“What? You think Pizzani’s a fag?” Steven was genuinely surprised.
“I don’t care what he is, Steven,” Warwick said, with steel in his voice,

“I just don’t like being grabbed, that’s all.”
“Sorry, mate. I didn’t realise that.” Steven’s voice sounded flat.
“Not by you, Steve. That was different. By a loser like Pizzani. He thinks

I am his best buddy. I always seem to bump into him. It’s like he is following
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me or something. It gives me the shits – that’s all.”
Steven sat quietly for a moment, looking at his nearlyfinished cigarette.
“Steven?”
“Yes, Woz?”
“When I said I didn’t like being grabbed, I didn’t mean by you. I hope

you understand that.”
“Yeah, whatever, Woz.” Steven stood, and then said, “Ok. Let’s hit the

showers.”
As Steven walked into the changing room, his eyes glanced around him.

He smiled to himself, thinking that every changing room he had ever used
seemed to follow the same design. A large room, slatted benches along its
walls, and then an open shower room, partly hidden by halfwalls that broke
the open space, and then, beyond that, another changing room, its entrance
chained and locked.

Only one entrance and exit, he thought, somewhat surprised at his own
observations. Without thinking further on it, he followed Warwick to the
far changing area where they chatted, as they undressed.

They both stood naked in the empty room for a moment, Steven smiling
broadly, as he noticed Warwick’s eyes rove over his body.

“Everything still there, Woz?” he asked, saucily, rubbing his thicklyfurred
chest with one hand.

Warwick blushed deeply, a red stain spreading over his face and upper
body.

Steven laughed and flicked Warwick with the end of his towel, partly
horseplay, but mostly to cover Warwick’s obvious embarrassment at being
caught looking at him.

“Woz?’ he said, as they both grinned at the towelflick, “Don’t be shy
about looking at me. I know I like looking at you.”

“Sorry, mate, I just didn’t realise that I was being that obvious.”
“You weren’t being obvious, Woz. I wouldn’t have even noticed if I hadn’t

been hoping you’d still want to check me over.”
“Really, Steve?”
Steven nodded, and to indicate that he was telling the truth, allowed his

eyes to run from Warwick’s eyes down to his toes, stopping briefly to glance
at his friend’s palebrown, softlyhanging cock.

Warwick’s reaction showed by a slow lengthening of his dick.
“I think we’d better have a shower, Steve,” he said, as he turned quickly

and went to turn on one of the four shower heads, in the wet area of the
changing room.
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Steven smiled, as he watched Warwick turn and leave He sighed deeply
and closed his eyes, willing his own cock not to start to turn upwards, to
look at him in the face.

“Down, boy! Down!” he whispered to himself. He shook himself briskly,
and then went to join Warwick under the showers.

As they stood, a metre or so apart, under the warm, gushing water, Steven
started to question himself again. Warwick had just told him, not long ago,
that he didn’t like being grabbed. What if I have really assumed something
that is not what I think it is? Maybe this is his way of telling me, without
being rude, he argued with himself.

“Warwick, you have done it again,” Warwick told himself. “You’ve done
the wrong thing. He thinks you are rejecting him again. Fuck! What can I
do now? There’s no other thing for it, he decided, it’s my turn now to make
a move.”

Steven’s thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the feeling of a pair of
hands gently massaging his back. The room was filled with steam and the
smell of soap, mixed with the odour of men’s bodies. His back tightened.

“It’s Ok, Steve. You just have a bit of mud in the middle of your back. I’ll
rub it off for you.”

Steven relaxed, accepting Warwick’s lie, as firm hands kneaded the
muscles of his back. He put his arms forward and leaned on the end wall
of the shower room, spreading his legs apart for balance, as he pushed his
back into Warwick’s strongly kneading hands.

“Feel good, Steve?”
Steven nodded and grunted his approval.
The strong kneading gradually turned into a caress – a caress that

travelled over his back and shoulders, and then down, to stop at the top of
his tensed buttocks. When they reached his clenched arse, he felt Warwick’s
hands hesitate, as if deciding whether to continue, or to start to move back
upwards, towards his shoulders once more.

“No, don’t stop! It’s Ok, Warwick, just keep your ears open, that’s all,”
he murmured in a low, confidential tone.

In a moment, Warwick’s hands were back on his buttocks, this time
newlycovered with soap.

Warwick trembled as his hands kneaded Steven’s arse. He did not know
what to do – he was mesmerised by the feeling of the tight muscles as he
massaged them. Then Steven provided the answer. He readjusted his weight
and opened his legs wider, bending forward slightly at the waist.

Warwick’s hands slipped between Steven’s legs, gently massaging his
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inner thighs, firmly, but with purpose.
Steven moaned softly, as he lowered his head. “Go on, Woz! Do it!

Please.”
Warwick swallowed hard and then, before he knew what had happened,

found his hands cupped around Steven’s balls, massaging, gently fondling
them.

Steven turned quickly to face Warwick, and taking his hands, placed
them on his cock as he leaned forward, his mouth parted, inviting a kiss.

Warwick’s heart pounded in his chest – his breath tightly caught in his
throat, as the feeling of Steven’s cock in his hands reached his brain. He
wanted this, he realised. He wanted this so badly, he couldn’t believe it.
His hands continued to slide over Steven’s nowhard dick, as he began to
tremble violently.

He stared into Steven’s eyes and leaned forward to accept the promised
kiss.

They broke apart quickly. A car had just pulled up outside.
Steven quickly rinsed himself, turned off his shower, and moved quietly

around the corner of the shower room, into the far changing area where
they had left their clothes, leaving Warwick under the shower to finish his
wash.

Steven started to towel himself off rapidly, his heart pounding, excitement
mixed with the sudden fear of realising how close they had been to being
discovered. How had they been so stupid? They had been so caught up in
each other, he realised. They had started something in a place that was too
public. It could have been a disaster for them both.

Mercifully, he realised, his dick had gone down, almost instantly.
His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of footsteps and then a harsh

voice, speaking rapidly in Italian. It was Pizzani.
“Where’s your friend, Wozza?” Pizzani asked bluntly, his voice blurred

with emotion.
“Do you mean your boss, Senior Sergeant Miles, Alessandro?” Steven

asked, with a neutral tone, in the same language.
“I thought you two might still be here, having a cosy shower together and

continuing whatever you where whispering about, outside,” Pizzani threw
back at him.

“Just what are you suggesting, Sergeant Pizzani?” Warwick said between
clenched teeth, his voice raw with anger.

“Anything I can do, Sandy?” Steven asked, nonchalantly, in English,
appearing from behind the changing room wall with a towel wrapped around
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his waist.
Pizzani’s face dropped in amazement, he had not expected Steven to still

be there – that was blatantly obvious.
“Nothing, Steve,” he said, with false friendliness, “just forgot my bag,

that’s all.”
Pizzani walked behind Steven, moving quickly to retrieve his change

bag, obviously hidden back under the seats, so no one would notice it had
been left there.

Steven winked at Warwick and moved one finger in front of his lips,
indicating silence.

Pizzani returned to the shower area, to find Warwick still washing
himself, and Steven leaning against the wall, towel still around his waist.

“See you guys for a beer?”
“Sure Sandy, be with you in a minute,’ Steven said, with a false, hard

smile spread across his face.
Pizzani turned to Warwick as if he was about to leave, but stopped and

spat angrily, in Italian. “I thought you were my friend, Wozza. What’s going
on between you and this city smartarse? What’s he got, that I haven’t got?”

“Sandy?”
Pizzani turned, his face now a picture of goodnatured goodwill, “Yes,

Steve?”
Steven slowly took his towel from around his waist and draped it casually

over his shoulder, fixing Pizzani’s eyes with his own.
“I don’t think it is nice to talk a foreign language in front of those who

don’t understand,” he said with a smile, as he stood naked, subtly pushing
his hips forward to draw the man’s eyes down to his cock, exposing exactly
what he had, that Pizzani did not.

“Sorry, I forgot. It won’t happen again,” Pizzani said, as he turned, his face
showing amazement at what he had seen dangling between Steven’s legs.

Red with anger, he left the changing room, swearing under his breath.
Steven and Warwick stood quietly, waiting for Pizzani’s car engine to

start and the sound of the car being driven off.
Warwick started laughing, softly at first, then clutching his stomach as

he leaned against the shower wall, roaring with laughter.
Steven walked quickly over to him and, ignoring Warwick’s laughter,

kissed him deeply.
When the long kiss had finished, Warwick, now calm, said, leaning on

Steven’s shoulder, “Why did you do that, Steve?”
“Basically, just because I wanted to, Wozza. Also, to shut you up. I think
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that we have just made ourselves a very dangerous enemy.”

* * * * *

A short while later on, both men sat at the bar of the RSL, drinking their
beers.

“Pizzani is a very disturbed man, Warwick.”
“I think that I realise that, mate.”
“If he ever tries anything again that upsets you, promise me you’ll call

me right away.”
“Something you’re not telling me?”
“Nothing that can’t wait, Woz. I just don’t want you involved with

anything to do with Pizzani.”
“Don’t worry. I’ve got to the point of telling him to fuck off. That’ll sort

him out.”
“Trust me, Woz, it won’t.” Steven rested his knee gently against Warwick’s

thigh and nudged it surreptitiously. “You’re better off just ignoring him.
Believe me.”

“What happens if he starts snooping and finds out about you and me?”
“Then I’ll do whatever I have to, to make him keep his mouth shut.”
“Ok. Steve. I’ll do whatever you say.”
“We’d better go and join every one else for dinner. Look I’m beat. Do you

mind if I head off home straight after? I have to go to Mackay early in the
morning, but I’ll be back for five. I’m looking forward to meeting your sister
and her friend.”

“Steve?”
“Yes, mate?”
“You don’t have an early one on Friday morning, do you?”
“Not that I know of Woz, why?”
“It’s just that Janie and Freddy will have to leave by eight, and I thought

you might like to stay for a bit and have a chat, or something.”
Steven noticed the slight emphasis on the ‘or something’.
“Sure, Wozza. It’d be nice to catch up. It’s a deal.”
At that moment they both knew that there was no turning back.
An unspoken agreement had been made, and both of them, each with

his own fears and doubts, was committed to start to discover what it was
that was going on between them.

That unnamed thing – a thing that had turned both of their lives upside
down in the matter of a few days.
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5

Steven smiled to himself, as he left Mackay Police station.
He’d met the Inspector in charge of the Mackay CIB, John Hammond,

and had spent some time with him, talking confidentially about the murder
investigation, avoiding any mention of Pizzani. He didn’t want there to be
any inadvertent leaks.

He’d also taken time to check through the arms registry, looking for
unexplained weapon discharges, and for unaccounted ammunition. All had
been in order, so after picking up the photo of Stuart Foley – it had arrived
the day before – he’d said goodbye to Inspector Hammond, and was now
driving in the direction of the Industrial area, to keep his appointment with
Chris at Natalie’s.

He’d phoned and made the appointment the night before, when he’d
returned to his hotel room from the RSL.

His smile had been about his breakfast with Tony, earlier that morning.
Tony had sauntered down to the breakfast bar, a light step in his walk,

cheerily joining Steven at the table, where he was sitting by himself.
His mind ran through their conversation:
“You look cheerful enough. How was your big night out on the town last

night?” Steven asked.
“Excellent, my friend. Couldn’t have been better,” Tony said, tucking into

his bowl of fruit salad.
“Don’t tell me you scored?”
Tony nodded into his spoon, and grinned like the proverbial Cheshire cat.
“What? Here in Packer’s Reef? I don’t believe you!”
“Believe what you like, Steve. But it was the best – the absolute best.”
“Well, bugger me dead, mate! Who’d have thought it?”
“Thanks for the offer, Steven. But it would only be secondbest after last

night.”
Steven was shocked. It wasn’t like Tony to leave any opportunity to flirt

with him unfilled.
“That good?”
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“Amazing, mate – fucking amazing.”
“Where’d you meet him?”
“The RSL.” Tony replied, an amused gleam in his eyes.
“The RSL? You’re kidding me!”
“No – for real.”
“Tell me more, I can see you are busting to anyway.”
“His name’s Michael.”
“A local?”
Tony nodded.
“What’s he do?”
“Don’t know, Steven – didn’t get around to asking him. He’s probably a

tradesman, by the look of his hands – a nice, normal bloke.”
“Seeing him again?”
“You bet. We’re going into Mackay tonight to a restaurant that I was

recommended, on the waterfront.”
“Serious stuff, mate.”
“You bet, Steve. I’m not going to let this one get away, if I can help it.”
“How did it happen?”
“What?”
“How did you meet?”
“Ah, that! I thought you never wanted me to tell you the nittygritty.”
“I know that I’m going to hear it, whether I want to or not.” Steve grinned,

broadly.
“Not this time, mate. Not this time.”
“Fuck! You are serious!”
“You bet your boots I am!”
“Well, I am very pleased for you, Tony – and about time too!”
Tony blushed. Steven found that even more extraordinary, because he

couldn’t ever remember him doing it before.
“Well, tell me all about how you met this… Michael?”
“Yes, Michael. I went to the RSL after dinner, around ninethirty, and sat

near the pokies having a drink, when this guy comes in, looks around for
a bit, then sits at the table next to me. He was exceptionally cute, so I
thought to myself, nothing ventured, nothing gained. When I finished my
beer, I passed his table on my way back to the bar and asked him if he’d
like another one.”

“And he did, I presume?”
“Yep, so I asked if he minded if I joined him.”
“So you did.”
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“Yup. We chatted and chatted – I don’t really know what about, and
suddenly I knew he was it – he was the perfect man for me. Don’t ask me
why, you’d probably never understand. There was something that just
‘clicked’. Not a sex thing either, despite what you’re probably thinking. It
was something deeper, something I’ve never felt before. You must think I’m
losing it, Stinga. But it was there in the flash of an eye, one moment he was
a stranger and the next, he was the man I knew I wanted to spend the rest
of my life with. Can you even begin to imagine what that felt like, mate?”

Steven began to feel uncomfortable. Of course he had some idea. He’d
had that feeling of a ‘click’ with Warwick, that first day that they had met
on the beach. As for the person he wanted to spend his life with? That was
another question. But as for that instant attraction, that was something with
which he was only too familiar, since meeting Woz.

“Not really, but go on,” he said, looking down at his toast, in case he
gave anything away in his eyes.

“Well, it was getting on, and Michael asks me where I am staying. I told
him and he said that he’d never been here. So I asked him if he wanted to
come and see my room for a minute, then we could have another drink at
the bar, here, after he’d seen the room.”

“I gather he said yes?”
“He thought about it for a bit. Me sitting there like a goof, with my heart

in my throat, and then, mate, it was like he had made some sort of a big
decision, and he said he wanted to see my room.”

“And?”
“What’s with you? You never ever wanted to hear the juicy bits before,

and as I told you, this one is different. I’m keeping last night to myself. I’ll
just tell you it was everything that I have never had before. He was gentle,
scared, yet at the same time afraid that I wouldn’t like him because he had
never done it before.”

Steven started to get a feeling in the pit of his stomach. This was a bit
too familiar, he said to himself.

“Anyway, to cut a long story short, he stayed until about halfanhour
ago. Then he had to go home to get ready for work. We’re meeting up at
about five tonight.”

“Mate. I am very happy for you, Tony – I really am. You’re a great guy,
you deserve the best. I hope this thing works out with Michael.”

“I do too, Steven,” Tony said, his voice swamped with truth. “I have never
wanted anything more in my life.”

Steven sat in his car, outside ‘Natalie’s’, grinning to himself over Tony’s
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confession. He was genuinely pleased for him. In the back of his mind he
knew that most of Tony’s stories of his sexual escapes were imaginary. The
guy was too proud of his job to risk everything, by being promiscuous. But
now, the thought of his friend finding a partner left him feeling satisfied.

The woman at the front counter could be noone other than Natalie.
Irene’s description was perfect – a plainfaced girl with big tits.

”Can I help you, Sir?” she asked, flirtatiously.
“Yes, I’ve come for an appointment that I made last night for Chris.”
Her eyes opened widely.
“Anything wrong, Miss?”
“No, sorry, Sir – just didn’t take you for the type, that’s all.”
Didn’t take you for the type? What was that supposed to mean? He hoped

he wasn’t getting himself into some weird S&M scene here.
“It’s a hundred dollars for the hour,” she said, holding out her hand.
“Yes, of course,” he replied, giving her his new platinum American

Express.
She glanced at it with a raise of her eyebrow.
Does everyone do that in this part of the world, he wondered?
After swiping his card and asking him to sign, she pointed down the

hallway and said, “Chris is waiting for you. First door on your left. Enjoy!”
He smiled at her and followed the direction of her pointing finger.
“Lucky Chris,” she said to herself, giving him the once over. “What’s a

bit of class like that doing in a place like this?”
Steven opened the door and walked into the room, turning to close it

behind him.
He gaped in amazement. Chris was a Christopher.
His gape of amazement was similarly returned by the young man who

sat on the edge of the bed, in the far corner of the room.
“Chris?” he asked, holding out his hand.
“Yeah, that’s me,” the young man replied, standing and shaking Steve’s

hand.
Steve chuckled softly, “I’m sorry, I’ve never done this before.”
He could not judge what the young man was thinking – his eyes seemed

to run through a quick succession of conflicting emotions.
“It’s Ok. Take your time, you paid for it.”
“Yes, well, I really just want to talk, if that’s Ok?”
Steven immediately saw the rush of disappointment run over the young

man’s face.
“Thought you looked too good to be true,” Chris said, his eyes suddenly
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filled with blankness. “Talk on.”
Steven sat on a chair next to the bed, and then took out his wallet. He

opened it, and showed the young man his badge.
“Fuck me!” the young man said loudly, “You can’t bust me. This is a legal

place!”
“It’s Ok, I’m not here to bust you – I’m here to ask for your help.”
“You are?”
Steven nodded and smiled at the young man. He hoped that Chris could

help him.
Chris started to laugh.
“What’s funny?” Steve asked, puzzled at the young man’s reaction.
“Just thinking that yelling out “Fuck me!” in a brothel is hardly going to

bring people running – if you’d turned out to be a weirdo.”
Steven laughed too, realising how funny it really was.
“So, how can I help you… er?”
“Sorry, manners – Steve. Senior Sergeant Steven Miles.”
Steven took the picture of Pizzani, watering his garden, from his wallet

and turned it to show Chris.
“Do you recognise this man?”
Chris drew back on the bed, his face twisted in fear. “No, I didn’t do it.

That bastard set me up.”
Steven tried to hush him. “That’s why I’m here, Chris. I’ve got

information that leads me to believe that this man’s done something wrong.
That’s why I’ve come to see you. I hope you can help me with some
questions that I’d like to ask you about him. I know he’s a regular of yours.”

Steven watched Chris’ mouth tighten into a strong, firm line, as if trying
to stop words from escaping. A tear fell from his eye, splashing onto his
jeans.

“Hey! It’s Ok. I want to help,” Steven said, moving onto the bed to put
his arm around Chris’ shoulders.

“Did he hurt you?” he asked, gently.
Chris nodded, and then started to sob uncontrollably, throwing his head

onto Steven’s shoulder and crying loudly, as Steven patted his back and
tried to calm him.

Inside, his stomach gripped with anger, this young man looked terrified.
What had Pizzani done to him?

“You want to go somewhere else to talk?”
“No, it’s Ok here. I’ll be Ok – just give me a minute,” Chris said, through

his tears.



137Stinga

Christopher Warren fought a losing battle. He looked at the man sitting
next to him on the bed. It certainly didn’t seem like he was trying to set
him up. His voice was too honest and he sounded genuinely concerned.
He knew in his heart that his situation was impossible. It was only a matter
of time before things got completely out of control. Fear built up in his body,
knotting tightly in the base of his throat. He hadn’t admitted to himself how
scared he really was. He’d have to try to trust this man. He realised, coldly,
that maybe his life depended on it.

He stared around the room that had been his workplace for the past year
anda half. He’d joked with Natalie about how tasteless it was, but that’s
what the punters expected in a knockshop. How he hated what he did.
Maybe his ‘out’ had just turned up in the shape of this copper? He decided
he trusted him, so he blurted it out.

“I’m frightened, Sergeant. I’m scared stiff of the man. He threatened to
kill me if I said anything to anyone.”

“Hey! He’s not going to hurt anyone – I’m here to make sure that nothing
like that happens. I suppose you live in Mackay?”

Chris nodded.
“Anywhere else you can go, where this man can’t find you?”
Chris started to get upset again, shaking his head. “No. He said that if I

ever ran away, he would find me wherever I was, and then he would kill
me when he found me.”

“You know who he is?”
“Yeah. He’s a cop and his name’s Pizza, or something like that.”
“How do you know that?”
“Because he threatened to bust me, and showed me his badge, if I didn’t

do whatever he asked me to.”
“You sure you don’t want to talk about this somewhere else?”
Chris shook his head. “Where else could I go, mate? Tell me that!”
“The police take a very dim view on officers who do not behave in

accordance with the law. We’ve got ways of offering you protection,
anonymity and a new life, Chris – somewhere with a new name and in a
new town. We can even help you learn a new trade. You can’t tell me that
you’re happy being a hooker?”

“No I’m not – I sort of fell into it by accident. But, all this stuff you just
spoke about – you’re not going to do all that for me without something in
return now, are you?”

“It’s not a perfect world. I am sorry, but if you’re prepared to help us, by
giving evidence, if a case ever came to court, then you will be protected
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and all those things I told you about are guaranteed. You have my word on
it.”

Chris sat silently, thinking about what Steven had just said. Steven sat
back in the chair next to the bed, waiting, as he summed the boy up in his
mind.

Christopher appeared to be about twentyone or two, about Nathan’s
age, he guessed. The man was slim, but goodlooking, in a boyish way,
with longish fair hair and bright, intelligent eyes. His right eye was
discoloured, as if it had been bruised recently, and was now starting to heal.

Steve reached up and gently touched the corner of Chris’ bruised eye.
“He do this?”
“That’s not the worst he’s done to me.”
“Fuck! Pizzani is a bastard,” Steven swore, under his breath.
“But, I’m really frightened. He’s getting worse and worse.”
“Want to tell me?”
The young man shook his head violently.
“Chris, do you mind me asking you if you’re gay?”
“What’s that got to do with it? Just because I might be gay, does that

mean that someone can do the things that creep has done to me?”
“No, Chris. I didn’t mean that at all. I’m just concerned for your welfare.

I rather hoped you might have a boyfriend or someone who could help you.”
”If I had a boyfriend, then I wouldn’t be here now. That’s why I looked

so disappointed when you said you just wanted to talk.”
“Can you explain that to me? I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
“I’ve been here two years now, and I keep hoping that one day someone

will walk through that door and he will take me away from all this.”
Steven sighed, and then sad, gently, “It doesn’t work that way, Chris. I

know that you must understand in your heart of hearts that it isn’t going
to happen like that. It doesn’t mean that your ‘knight in shining armour’
isn’t out there somewhere, but I doubt if you are ever going to find the kind
of respect you deserve from some trick in a brothel, are you?”

Tears started to come back into Chris’ eyes as he shook his head.
“Sorry, mate, for being blunt. But things come to you in your life when

you take control of it. I know you feel as if you are in a difficult position
here, maybe even trapped. But you’re the one who has to seize the reins
and make decisions that will benefit you. No one else is going to make your
happiness – you have to make your own first.”

Chris broke down and started to cry into his hands.
Steven began to feel like a real shit, and began to stand, to sit next to the
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young man to comfort him, when his phone rang.
“Shit!” he said, realising that he had forgotten to switch his mobile off.

He checked the number, it was Nathan. “Excuse me, Chris. I apologise, but
I have to take this.”

Chris waved one hand, a gesture that said “go ahead”.
“Can’t talk at the moment,” he said quietly, as he took Nathan’s call.
“Sorry Steven, but it’s Pizzani.”
“What’s up?”
“He’s just told me he’s talking the afternoon off, has to go into Mackay

for business. Thought that you should know, that’s all – want me to follow
him?”

“Can you?”
“No worries – there are things I need to do in town anyway.”
Steven smiled at the use of ‘in town’ – country people always called the

nearest large settlement ‘town’, even if it was two hour’s drive from where
they lived and had ten more people than their own village.

“Ok. But be careful – keep out of sight.”
“Will do. Call me when you are free.”
“Thanks – bye.”
Steven hung up. A nasty feeling crept over him.
“When’s this man due for his next visit, Chris?”
Chris wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, his face hardening as he

replied, “He should be here in about two hours.”
Steven’s mind raced for a moment, and then he asked, “Chris, is he

meeting you here?”
Chris shook his head.
“At home?”
The young man nodded, his eyes staring, but obviously frightened.
“Chris, look at me!”
He raised his eyes to look at Steven.
“I have reason to believe that you might be in danger, mate. I know this

man, and I know that he is in a foul, aggressive mood at the moment. Do
you have a number? Can’t you somehow get in touch with him and tell him
you’re sick?”

His mind raced over the possibility of calling Pizzani and giving him
some chaseyourtail job to keep him away. But he might get suspicious.
He filed the option in the back of his mind for use, if he could not think of
something else.

It was too soon in the case, he told himself, he didn’t want Pizzani busted
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on some other charge before he could investigate whether he was involved
in his own case. He was starting to be convinced that Pizzani was up to his
armpits in something to do with Ringer’s murder.

“He wouldn’t care if I was sick, he’d fuck me if I was halfdead, and then
kick me for not smiling and thanking him.” Chris continued, not noticing
Steven’s momentary blankness as his mind went over options.

“Jesus, what can I do?” Steven thought, wildly searching for a solution.
“Don’t you understand? That bastard is blackmailing me! He set me up,

and now he threatens to kill me if I don’t do whatever he wants. He even
held a gun at my head last time he came and told me to say things while
he pumped away.”

“He held a gun at your head?”
“Yes. I’m terrified of what he might do to me.”
Steven suddenly thought of a plan.
“Chris, I am going to take you away from Mackay for your own safety.

Somewhere very secure for the time being – with a person who I trust will
look out for you, and make sure that you are safe. You don’t have to promise
to go to court or anything, but I think that this man might seriously injure
you, knowing the mood he is in.”

“I can’t do it. He’ll find me and kill me!” The young man was petrified.
“I’ll arrest you if I have to on some trumpedup charge, Chris! But you

are not going to stay here! I am serious now. Do you live far away?”
Chris shook his head.
“Anything at home that you want to collect – keepsakes, photos, anything

like that?”
“I’ve got nothing, mate. Don’t you understand? Fucking nothing! I can

barely afford to eat, what with the rent, and then the money I have to give
this shit every time he comes.”

“He asks you for money?”
“Yeah. Four hundred a week I have to pay him to keep his mouth shut,

plus the humiliation of being fucked by an animal.”
“Get on your feet!” Steven had heard enough.
Chris swallowed and looked up at him. “Where are we going?”
“Somewhere that will be the start of a new life for you. I don’t care if I

have to pay for it myself. Come on, let’s go!”
As they tried to leave the brothel, Natalie yelled, “Where do you think

you are going, Mister? – Chris? What’s going on?”
Steven flashed his badge.
“I am taking Chris away. Do you owe him any money?”
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“No I don’t! He got his wages this morning, just before you arrived. This
is a legal business, officer. You have no right to bust one of my workers.
Has he done anything wrong?”

“The only wrong thing that he has done wrong is to not stand up for
himself, Miss. If I were you, I would just say that he has done a bunk and
not turned up, if anyone asks.”

She reached for the phone.
“By the way,” he said, as he hustled Chris out the door, “While you’re

talking to Irene, tell her that Steven was here. That was who you were
calling, wasn’t it?”

Natalie nodded slowly, eyes wide with astonishment, suddenly very
afraid for what Irene might tell her.

Steven drove quickly out of town, Chris sitting next to him, nervously
pulling at the fabric of his jeans,

“It’ll be all right, mate. Just tell me if there is another road north, apart
from the highway.

Chris thought for a moment, and then said, “Not just yet, but a few
kilometres further up you can take the old highway. You can’t miss the turn
off. I’ll point it out when we get there.”

“It’s just that I don’t want to cross paths with Pizzani as he drives into
town, that’s my concern.”

“Pizzani? That’s his name? I never really remembered it exactly. It was
sort of funny, wasn’t it? Me thinking his name was like Pizza, or something
like that.”

Steven smiled at him, flicking his eyes briefly from the road ahead, and
noticing that the young man was starting to relax. “How far now?”

“See that shop up there, on the left? Chuck a left there.”
Steven slowed the car and indicated that he was to turn, then swung the

steering wheel around, to continue towards Packer’s Reef on the old
highway. After a minute or so, he could sense that Chris was really starting
to unwind.

“I guarantee that you’ll be safe for the time being, until I can make
arrangements for you to go somewhere else. Anywhere you’ve always
wanted to visit?”

“Darwin.”
“Darwin? Why Darwin?”
“It’s where I originally came from.”
“So is there any chance you might have family up there that you could

stay with?”
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“No.”
Steven sat, waiting for Chris to continue.
After a short silence, Chris said, “I was adopted. Don’t know who my

folks are.”
“So was I, and ditto.”
“You were adopted?”
Steve nodded. “Yes, when I was only a baby. The family who brought

me up are my real parents to me. I’ve never asked who my biological parents
were. It’s something that I thought could wait. My fosterparents loved me
and looked after me as if I was their own kid. It never really bothered me.”

”Not my experience, Steve.” Chris said, suddenly remembering Steven’s
first name. “I went from fosterhome to fosterhome all my life.”

“So how did you end up here?”
“One family I lived with moved to Rockhampton when I was about twelve.

I went to school there and then ended up here – nothing very exciting.”
“Want to tell me how you ended up working at ‘Natalie’s’?”
Chris shook his head. “Maybe sometime later, but not now.”
“Ok. No worries, Chris. But I do need you to fill me on Pizzani. Mind

telling me what’s been going on? This is off the record. I can’t make notes
and drive at the same time now, can I? Let’s just pretend this is your
opportunity to tell the story to someone who really cares.”

Chris leaned back against the headrest of Steven’s rented fourwheel
drive, as they wound their way through the low, coastal ranges. He
swallowed, and then began his story.

“He turned up at Natalie’s about eighteen months ago, just after I started.
There was a rumour going around amongst the girls that he was someone
to know if you ever needed a bit of ‘fixingup’, if you know what I mean.”

Steven nodded. It could only mean drugs.
“One day Natalie told me that he had seen me arrive and had asked

whether I was a worker or a client. He’d been very happy to book me for
an hour straight off when he’d found out that I worked there. It was fine
for the first few visits. He was a quick cummer and usually only wanted a
blow job, then a fuck – not always in that order,“ he added, with disgust.
“Once he got it in, it was all over in a minute. I didn’t mind that at first,
because I didn’t really like him. It was good to earn the money and to have
it all over and done with in a hurry.

“When he first came in, I thought he might have been the one I hoped
would turn up – a bit like you, earlier on. But he was so full of himself. I
could see him preening, showing off his body – the guy was a narcissist.
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He just wanted me to tell him how fantastic he was. Probably thought he
was the only person I had ever met who was like that. I got news for you
though – the world is full of prats like him. That’s why I never liked him –
he got off on using me as a way of getting off with himself – it was written
all over him.

“So, gradually, it all began to change. He would turn up with a bag full
of dildos and want to fuck me with them while he jerked off. I finally said
no one day.”

“Why?”
“He brought this really long black thing, that looked like a truncheon,

and wanted to stick that in me, but I said no.”
Steven was revolted. “What was his reaction?”
“At first he looked really angry, and then he suddenly changed and started

to be nice to me for the next few visits. One day he asked me if I’d like to
earn some extra money.”

“Doing what?”
“Asked if he could come to my place and spend the night. I thought it

over and over, but finally agreed. He’d offered me more money than I had
seen in years – five hundred bucks for one night.”

“Weren’t you suspicious?”
“Not really. I didn’t like the guy – the thought disgusted me, frankly –

but it was enough money for me to really boost my savings. I wanted to
get out of that place. Don’t get me wrong, Natalie is very kind, it’s just that
not once, in all that time, did anyone ever give me any pleasure for myself.
Can you imagine that? Dozens of blowjobs, hundreds of faces that I
watched, as they stuffed me, and not one of them ever offered, or seemed
interested, in whether I wanted to blow or not. It made me feel filthy.”

“I can understand.”
“Can you really, mate? Can you imagine what it is like to have some fat,

ugly, unwashed old bloke sprogging up your bum, with his bad breath
making you want to vomit, and then having to say nice things to him, just
because it’s your job?”

“No, that I can’t imagine Chris. I hope you used condoms?”
“Every time, mate. I have never had sex with anyone that involved

penetration without a condom.”
“Even with Pizzani?”
“Even him.” Chris wound down the window and spat onto the roadside

as they drove further north.
“So tell me what happened when Pizzani arrived at your place.”
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“Well the first thing I noticed was the ‘bag of tricks’ in his hand. I told
him that I didn’t want to do that stuff. He just smiled and chatted a bit and
wandered around the room, while he talked to me. Then, he stops near my
bookcase and takes out a book. He opens it and holds up a little clear bag
with white powder in it and says, “What’s this?” I told him that I’d never
seen it before in my life, and then he pulls out his wallet and flashes his
badge and tells me he’s going to bust me.”

“If you don’t go along with his games.” Steven added, in a quiet, serious
voice.

Chris nodded.
“That’s when it all started. He threatened to turn me in if I didn’t do what

he wanted. He’d always come into ‘Natalie’s’ first and make me blow him.
Then he’d wait for me to come home so he could have his real fun.”

“I’m sorry, Chris, I really am. This is the worst thing I have heard in
years.”

“I’m not finished yet.”
Chris started to grit his teeth, working his jaw back and forward, and

then, with a burst of anger, shouted. “I want to kill the cunt! I want to kill
him for what he did to me! I want to fucking kill him!”

Steven quickly pulled the car to the side of the road, and then held the
man as he sobbed his heart out, holding him tight in his arms until the
younger man eventually ran out of energy.

“Sorry, Steve,” Chris said, as he pulled himself away and fell back in his
seat, exhausted.

Steven eventually pulled the car back out onto the road and continued
to drive.

“You Ok?”
Chris nodded. “I need to tell you this all now and get it off my chest.”
“When you’re ready, I’m a good listener.”
“So I noticed, mate,” Chris said, flashing him a halfsmile.
“He started tying me up to the bed and sticking his toys in me while he

made me suck his dick. Then, if I ever protested at how much it hurt, he’d
hit me hard and then fuck me brutally. Sometimes he stubbed his cigarettes
out on my back as he blew.”

Steven sucked in his breath hard, shaking his head sadly, eyes on the
road.

“He was putrid, that man! One time he came, he cried and cried, and
then he made me lie in the bath and pissed on me, screaming in some wog
language. It was on that visit that he told me that he wanted money. He



145Stinga

threatened to tell Natalie that I was turning tricks on the side, taking clients
away from her place. I would have lost my job. But it was always the threat
of busting me for drugs.”

“Two weeks ago, I’d had enough. I stood up to him and told him to arrest
me, that I’d had enough. If he wouldn’t leave me alone, I told him, I’d to
go to the cops and tell them everything.”

”What was his reaction?”
“That’s when he pulled this gun out of his pocket and threatened to kill

me. He made me lie on the bed and held the gun to the side of my head.
This time he didn’t cum quickly. I just closed my eyes and prayed that he
would get it over and done with, but he just stabbed me with his stinking
cock, over and over again, calling me every filthy name he could think of.”

Steven’s eyes became hard.
“You must have been very frightened, Christopher.”
”You called me Christopher. No one has done that for years.” Chris said,

sadly.
He fell very silent, some internal processes working behind his closed

eyes. Steven knew he should not pry.
“Where are we going, anyway?”
“I’m taking you to stay with a friend, until I can find you somewhere

safer to go. I know you said you wanted to kill him, but that’s not true is it?
Chris shook his head. “I just want him to go through what he did to me.

If I ever got the chance I would love to humiliate him, make him realise
that he’s not the ‘man’ he thinks he is.”

“Well, I am sure that is not going to happen.”
“He used to say someone’s name a lot when he was fucking – and wog

stuff too.”
“What was the name, Chris?”
“Jay. Do you know who that is?”
“Could be anything, mate. An initial or a name – I don’t really know.”
Then after a moment’s silence he said, “I have to make a few phone calls

now, if you don’t mind.”
“Go ahead, Steve. I am just starting to feel a bit relieved.”
Steven reached over with his left hand and, as he drove, squeezed the

younger man’s shoulder.
“You’re going to be Ok. I promise you.”
He dialled Nathan on his handsfree.
”I’m glad you called. I was getting worried.”
“I’m fine. Where are you?”
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“Just driving into Mackay. Pizzani’s just four cars in front of me at the
moment.”

Chris opened his mouth to say something, but Steven held up his finger
in front of his lips and shook his head.

“Stay with him. If he does anything unusual, ring me. Otherwise, follow him
back if he leaves early enough. If it looks like he has decided to stay the night,
let me know and I’ll give the locals a quick call, they can take over. No need
for you to spend the rest of the day on this. I’m going out later on for dinner.
If you get back before four this afternoon, call me. I want to talk with you, but
not at the station. We can meet somewhere else. Ok?”

“Sure thing, Steve. Catch you later.”
“Another cop?” Chris asked.
“Yeah, but don’t worry, someone I trust. I am going to assign him to look

after you, as well as the person I am taking you to, so there’s no need to
be afraid.”

“You trust him?”
“With my life, Chris, with my life,” Steven replied, surprised that it was

true.
Before he could continue, his phone rang. He glanced down and, not

recognising the number, pulled the car to the side of the road and, taking
his mobile from its cradle in his car, answered the call as he walked to the
side of the road into the trees, to have a quick piss.

“Steven?”
He instantly recognised the voice. “Irene? How did you get this number?”
“Nathan, of course. The room is ready, just bring Christopher here.”
”How did you know that I was bringing him to you?”
“Where else would you take him, Steven? I don’t want to know any

details. You will only tell me as much as I need to know, I understand that.
But I know how a good cop’s mind works, don’t forget that. He’ll be safe
with me. He knows me.”

“Shall I tell him?”
“No, let’s make it a big surprise, just humour an old lady. I love surprises.”
“No worries,” he said, glancing at his watch. “We should be there in

about fifteen minutes.”
”I’ll put the kettle on. By the way, Steven? There is a back entrance to my

property. You can’t miss it – it’s about two kilometres before you reach my
house. There is a white gate across the driveway. It’s the only gate you’ll
see on the right, once you turn off Bargo Road.” She hung up.

Steven shook his head and unzipped his pants, pulled his dick out and
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then sighed, as he relieved his bladder. He tilted his head back, luxuriating
in the feeling of having a piss that had been held in for far too long.

A few seconds later, just as he let the last few drops empty out, a voice
from beside him said, “A dick like that is going to get you into trouble one
day.”

He turned his head and shook his cock, before stuffing it back into his
pants.

Christopher was standing just near him, both hands on his hips, dick
out and pissing in a long stream as he looked out through the trees in front
of them, avoiding Steven’s stare.

“I hope not, mate,” he said, “Not the sort of trouble you’d be interested
in, that’s for sure.”

He hoped his reply was enigmatic enough to satisfy some response,
without giving Chris any unwanted encouragement.

His lie made him feel uncomfortable. He was sure that Chris would be
only too interested in the type of trouble that might happen between him
and Warwick. He remembered that the young man had been interested in
having sex with him at the brothel – but his cock was for one man only, he
said to himself, and with a bit of luck, later that night, he’d see whether
that is what he truly wanted or not.

As they got back into the car and continued their journey, Chris suddenly
asked, “Where’s this guy, Pizzani, from, anyway?”

“Melbourne, I think.”
”No, I don’t mean that. What language does he speak? You know?”
“Italian, why?”
“It’s just funny. I always knew when he was going to blow – he’d mutter

this word over and over again. I always was curious as to what it meant,
that’s all. You speak any Italian?”

“Some,” Steven replied, neutrally. “What was the word?”
“Funny word – Woz.”
Steven’s stomach gripped tightly as a spear of cold fear iced through his

body.
“Know what it means, Steve?”
“Yes, I do, Chris. It means trouble, big trouble.”

* * * * *

As the car appeared out of the thick trees behind her house, Irene Marchant
hurried to her back door, gripping her walking stick nervously.
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She watched as Steven got out of the driver’s side. A blond head, barely
discernible over the car roof, bobbed up briefly as Chris pushed open his
door and stood next to the car, stretching.

“Christopher!” she called, opening her arms, her voice full of anguish.
In a moment, the young man was hurtling across the open space behind

the house and into her arms.
Steven arrived to find them in a close embrace, Chris blubbering on her

shoulder, as she comforted him and stroked his hair.
“I see you know each other reasonably well then, Irene?”
“Just leave us a bit, Steven. Be a nice boy and make the tea. We’ll be in

shortly.”
Once more Steven found himself in Irene’s kitchen, this time making the

tea and finding the cups – at dick level, he reminded himself – almost
automatically.

He took the tea tray that Irene had left on her kitchen bench, not fully
prepared, but seemingly interrupted by their arrival, into the living room
and waited.

In a few moments Irene limped into the room and fell heavily into her
armchair, followed by a happy looking Christopher.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were bringing me here, Steve? I can’t believe
that I’m here with Granny.”

“Granny?” he said.
“Yes, dear – that’s what all the workers at Natalie’s call me. I take a

personal interest in all of them. I visit regularly to see if they are happy, and
bring them little presents every so often. Christopher is my favourite,” she
said, indicating with her walking stick that he should pour the tea. “They
all know me as their ‘Granny’. I look after them as well as I can. I am afraid
that I may have failed miserably with Christopher, seeing that you brought
him here.”

“He’ll tell you what has happened in his own way, in his own time, Irene,”
Steven said. “But, for the next few days, until I can find somewhere safer
for him, I’d be grateful if you could just keep him hidden and look after
him. It’s important that no one knows where he is. Especially not Pizzani,”
he added, coldly.

Irene said nothing, her eyes hardening as her smile straightened to
become one thin, rigid line. She nodded.

“I’m going to ask Nathan to call you every hour. If you don’t respond,
he’ll be here immediately. You sure you can cope?”

“Yes, Steven, I can cope,” she said, reaching into her handbag and drawing
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out her Smith and Wesson.
Steven looked at her sternly. “I hope that will not be necessary, Irene.”
“So do I, Steven. You know what a good shot I am.” Her thoughts were

transparent to him. “But don’t be afraid – I am positive that it won’t come
to that.”

“Pizzani lives in this town?” Chris asked, his voice unsteady.
“You’ll be all right, Chris. It’s only for a few days. Hopefully we might

find somewhere for you, even as soon as tomorrow. Just stay inside and let
Irene look after you, mate. You need a bit of TLC.”

“He’ll be just fine, thank you, Steven. Tell you what, give Howard Ellis
two day’s leave and send him here. He can sleep in the other bed in
Christopher’s room. Then you can rest easy.”

“I don’t know Howard, Irene. This is too sensitive for anyone but we few
to know about for the moment. I don’t want to let anyone else know that
Chris is here. I’m a bit afraid that Pizzani might find out. What makes you
think I could trust him anyway?”

“Howard hates Pizzani, and he is completely trustworthy.”
Steven raised his eyebrow.
“Go to your room for a moment, Christopher. There’s a parcel on the bed

for you, there are shaving items and everything else you might need. Blue
pyjamas – I thought that colour would suit you – and some clean clothes.
Just sort it all out and put things where you want them. I’ll let you know
when I have finished here.”

Steven thought that this woman must have a house full of stuff stashed
away for ‘just in case’. Otherwise how could she get these things organised
so quickly?

He was impressed by the quiet, stern sound in her voice, and watched
Christopher take his tea with him, to do her bidding, as he left the room,
closing the door behind him.

“Who do you think told Internal Investigations that Pizzani was a regular
at ‘Natalie’s’, Steven?”

“I assumed you told your brother, and then he passed it on.”
She shook her head slowly, looking at him with fierce intent.
“No, my dear – the same person who took the photo of Pizzani at football

– the one you have in your pocket right now, I imagine.”
Howard Ellis? Steven surmised that it could be no one else. Tony had

said, “Not me, mate. But we have ‘friends’ everywhere” when he had asked
if he had been in town last week, and whether he had taken the photo
himself.
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Howard Ellis was working undercover for Internal Investigations, while
at the same time being a Constable in the regular Force?

“Well, I’ll be fucked!” he said, aloud, forgetting that Irene was still staring
at him.

“You’d better be, Steven, and pretty soon. You’ve had that ‘fuck me’ look
on your face ever since I first met you.”

“I have?” he said, astounded at her directness.
“Yes, dear. You have.”
“I’m starting to believe that you know more about my own case than I

do, Irene. Anything else I should know?”
“I have told you all I know about Derek Ringer. That is your case,

Sergeant, isn’t it? Or are you suddenly investigating something else?”
“Pizzani is part of my investigation, Irene. He is becoming my number

one suspect at the moment, and anything that he does is part of my brief.
Please don’t tell me what my job is.” His voice held a hint of anger.

“Steven – trust me. I know nothing that will help you with Pizzani. If I
did, you would have been the first to know. Now, let me give you a bit of
advice. Have a sip of your tea first, dear. Don’t let it get cold.”

“I’m sorry, Irene. I had no reason to speak to you as rudely as I did.”
“That’s all right. It’s your testosterone speaking. You’ll feel better once

you get laid.”
“I suppose you’re going to tell me who it is I’m supposed to be sleeping

with then, next?” he snapped.
“Temper, temper. I do like a man when he’s fired up. No, I don’t know

who you are sleeping with, or are planning to sleep with. But, believe me,
I am old enough and wise enough to know when a man is on heat. I can
see it in your eyes. I can only believe, from what I know of you, that the
person must be very special – I am sure you would never settle for second
best,” she said, gently, but firmly.

Steven did not answer, but sipped his tea, his eyes still blazing.
Irene chuckled softly, and then leaned forward in her chair.
“Steven?”
“Yes, Irene. What is it?”
“Don’t be so cross with me. I know that you feel that I have been hiding

something from you, but you would never have needed to know about
Howard, except in an extreme emergency. I think Christopher’s safety and
the need to keep him protected, might qualify. I can always call my brother
and check with him first, if you want?”

“No. That’s fine. I understand,” he replied, coldly.
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Irene’s face started to flush with annoyance.
“No, you don’t understand. You think I’m some funny old woman who

is interfering with your case, and my information has just threatened your
masculinity in some weird way. You also probably resent the fact that I have
told you about Howard, when your friend Tony Sobrocchi didn’t. You are
no doubt pissed off with him now too. And then there’s the fact that I said
that I might call my brother. You are sure to think that I am interfering in
everything. Am I right so far?”

“I am angry with Tony, I’m his mate after all, and he should have filled
me in. But, I do not feel that my masculinity has been threatened by your
information. I’m far too secure a person to let something like that undermine
my own sense of who I am. As for your brother, if I felt that he was
interfering in my case, I’d tell him to go jump! I don’t care if he’s Chief
Superintendent or not!” he shouted.

Irene clapped her hands before her face.
“You tell ‘em, Steven! A bit of true anger at last! Look at me!”
He looked up at her, his eyes still glinting with fury, at his loss of self

control.
“Anger can be a powerful tool, Steven, if properly channelled and put to

good use. I don’t know what this enormous internal struggle you are having
with yourself is all about. But use that anger to confront your fears. Seize
them with both hands and shake them with that rage, only then will you
understand what is tearing you up inside – and then that understanding
will allow you to make decisions that are clear, not clouded with selfdoubt
and illperceived value judgements of how you think the world will see
you.” Her voice rang with excitement and encouragement.

“Am I that transparent, Irene?” he asked, with undisguised vulnerability.
“No, you are not transparent, far from it! Carpe diem! Seize the day! Go

with your feelings, don’t fight them. The only person you should consider
when you make decisions is yourself – or people you care for,” she added,
as an afterthought.

“It’s none of my business. You can ignore what I just said. But, whatever
it is that is fighting for resolution in your mind cannot be ignored! It will
get in the way of the case. Decide what is right for you, and then go for it!
The quicker the better! You are one of the best cops I have ever met, Steven.
Believe it or not – I don’t care. You also are one of the nicest and most
honest men I have ever had the pleasure to meet.”

“Thank you, Irene.” Steven said, quietly, working her words through his
mind. “I appreciate your compliments.”
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“The truth is the truth, young man. Only fools ignore the truth and twist
the facts to suit themselves.” She staggered to her feet with a small groan
of pain.

“Come here and give me a hug. I’ve been hard on you. But it’s only
because I care.”

He stood from his chair and embraced the large woman as she squeezed
him tightly, her words blazing with startling clarity in his mind.

“Dear Steven,” she said, her voice muffled as she pressed her head against
his chest. “Do an old lady a favour and sort it out. I can see you are confused
about something. Make a decision. Go with it, and then solve this case. Let
Sobrocchi deal with Pizzani, unless you find that it is him who killed Derek.
Something I greatly suspect is untrue. The man’s a coward. He wouldn’t
have the guts to do it.”

She patted his back.
“Now I think you’d better get going. You have things to arrange. I’ll get

the other bed ready for Howard. That will let Nathan off the hook to do
more important things for you. It’s the best solution, don’t you agree? Keep
him busy, I don’t want him turning up out of the blue to fix my ceiling while
Christopher is here.”

Steven nodded, feeling somehow railroaded into agreeing.
He sighed as he moved out of Irene’s motherly embrace. “You are right.

And what you said to me was good advice. I do have decisions to make,
you’re spot on there, and I’m the only one who can make them.”

He kissed her on the cheek and left the room, shouting farewell to Chris
as he headed out to his car.

* * * * *

Arrangements were made quickly. He phoned Howard Ellis’ mobile, from his
car phone and told him to meet him at the football ground in fifteen minutes.

He had no sooner hung up on that call, than his mobile had rung. It was
Nathan.

“Yes, Nathan, where are you?”
“Still in Mackay. Pizzani has booked into a motel and looks like he is here

for the night.”
”Ok. Nathan. I’ll call Mackay and get them to watch him. They’ll contact

me if he heads back. Thanks for that. You can head off home now. I’ll call
you in a bit to let you know what’s happening for tomorrow. Sorry we can’t
meet in person when you get back, but I’m going out for dinner at five.”
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“That’s Ok, Steve. I have a few personal things that I need to do while I’m
in town. I might eat a bit later on myself and then head off home after that.”

“No worries. Thanks for that. I’ll speak with you soon.”
He called Mackay and spoke with Inspector Hammond in CIB, asking

him to keep an eye on Pizzani’s movements for him. The Inspector was
instantly suspicious and asked if Pizzani was being surveilled for anything
in particular. Steven had lied and told him that he wanted Pizzani watched
from a distance as the man was having personal problems at home, and
that he didn’t want him getting into any trouble. The Inspector probably
thought that it was a lame excuse as well, Steven suspected, but was
professional enough not to pry further. He made a mental note that the
Inspector would have to eventually be brought into the story. He didn’t like
deceiving fellow police officers.

He made another call to Tony and filled him in with what had happened
in Mackay. Tony had not responded when he told him that he was placing
Howard as Chris’ bodyguard. But Steven had reacted strongly to Tony’s
suggestion that he might try to talk to Chris himself, to try to get him to
agree to make a formal statement of the story that he had told Steven in
the car, during their trip to Irene’s from Mackay.

He had argued that the boy needed space, and busting Pizzani too early
for something else, might jeopardise Steven’s own investigation.

They agreed to let Pizzani run, for the time being, to see whether his
own actions might provide any clues on Derek’s murder.

Tony suggested that Steven should go to Ingham and talk to the
informant, to find out if the photo of Stuart Foley could be linked somehow
to Pizzani, or at least to find out why Ringer had a photo of the young man
in his house. The informant was the gay man who had provided accurate
and important information on the underground in Ingham, and who had
accused Pizzani of being on the take.

They agreed to meet the following morning, over breakfast in the hotel,
as Tony was getting ready for his date with Michael and had to leave soon.

As he waited at the football field for Howard Ellis to arrive, Steven called
Mike Savage and talked though the happenings of the day with him.

“Are you sure Chris Warren won’t make a statement on Pizzani? At least
then we’d have something in reserve, if we ever needed to run him in.”

“No, Mike. The man’s terrified of Pizzani. Once you find him a safe house,
we might be successful, but until then he just needs space and somewhere
as far away from Pizzani as he can get.”

“Ok, leave it with me, I’ll sort it and call you back. I agree, however, that
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your decision to let Pizzani run for a bit might be wise. I don’t think that
he should feel that he’s under suspicion. In fact, I might call the man myself
and have a bit of a friendly chat with him, pat him on the back a bit, so
that he thinks he’s not a suspect. But your first priority, Steven, is to find
out what motive he may or may not have had to kill Ringer. I’ve got
Townsville investigating the weapon issues, from there up to Cairns.
Rockhampton are taking care of their own area, down to Bundaberg. Don’t
worry – it’s all very hushhush now that we suspect that a service pistol
may have been the murder weapon.”

Steven agreed and told Mike that he would ring him back, as he noticed
Howard turn the corner at the end of the block.

He rolled a smoke and wandered casually into the changing block, where
his confrontation with Pizzani had happened the night before. He sat on
one of the wooden benches that lined the first changing area and waited
for Howard to join him.

“Hello, Sergeant,” Howard Ellis said, wondering why they were meeting
in the changing room of the football field instead of in Steven’s office.

“Sit down, Howard. Smoke?”
Howard shook his head. “Gave it up years ago, Sir.”
“Howard, I asked you to meet me here, away from the station, as I have

a special job for you.”
“Anything, Sir. My pleasure.” Howard grinned at him.
“I am ordering you to take two or three day’s leave. Effective

immediately!”
Ellis sat back, confused, “Why, what have I done?”
Steven’s eyes hardened as he replied, “You have not been entirely honest

with me, Howard. I appreciate honesty and you have hidden something
from me that makes me very angry.”

Steven did not like the idea that Howard had not taken him into his
confidence. He could only trust people who were team members and were
totally honest with him.

Howard began to protest, but Steven held his hand up, stopping him in
his tracks.

“I have an important witness in the Pizzani case, in hiding, here in Packer’s
Reef. I want you to stay with him, until he can be moved to a safe house. It’s
vital that this man be protected night and day. Do you understand me?”

“Not totally, Sir,” Howard stared at his boots as he twisted his hat in his
hands. “I think you mean the Ringer case, didn’t you, Sir?”

“No, Constable Ellis! I said the ‘Pizzani’ case!”
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Howard’s confusion fell away, as Steven continued. “I have told Sergeant
Sobrocchi that you will be looking after the witness. Go home and pack
things for a few days, and then get over to Irene Marchant’s house. She will
fill you in with whatever you need to know. You are to call me at the
slightest hint of trouble. I do not want Pizzani to know that we have this
possible witness under protection. Understood!?”

Howard Ellis paled visibly as Steven’s speech became louder and angrier.
He nodded.

“I’m sorry, Sir. I wasn’t informed that I should tell you.”
”A good officer will know when information should be passed on without

having to be told. I need to trust every man under my command. Is that
clear? How do you think I can trust you when you’ve withheld an important
bit of information from me?”

“But I haven’t withheld any information from you, Sir,” Howard protested,
his face red with emotion.

“Are you, or are you not working for Internal Investigations, Constable?”
“I am, Sir.”
“I consider that important information, thank you, Howard. I expect total

trust from everyone who works with me, a trust that I will return. Without
that, you are not part of my team. Learn to rely on your own judgements,
Constable. I would have kept my mouth shut if you had told me. You now
have a lot to do to prove that you’re really part of my team. I hope we
understand each other!”

“Yes, Sir. I’m sorry, Sir,” Howard mumbled.
“You are forgiven, Howard. Now fill me in on what you’ve leaned, since

you’ve been here, about Pizzani. Then you can go to visit Irene, for a few
nice days of peace and quiet.”

From the look on Howard’s face, Steven knew that Howard’s visit would
have nothing to do with peace and quiet. He actually looked quite frightened
of the prospect, Steven noticed with an internal grin.

* * * * *

Alessandro Pizzani glowed with pleasure.
“Yes, of course I’d be delighted to come down to Brisbane tomorrow for

the day, Detective Inspector Savage. Lennon’s is perfect. No, I know the
hotel well. No, it’s no problem, I am sure that Sergeant Miles can get on
without me. I’m flattered that he spoke so highly of me.”

“He’s been very impressed with your work, Sergeant Pizzani. I thought that
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you might like a day here, so I can show you how head office works. You never
know, one day you might be working here. The ticket has been arranged and
will be waiting for you at the airport. The flight is at ten in the morning. Are
you sure you can arrange to get away from home at such short notice?”

“Yes, Sir. No problem. I’m in Mackay for the night, but I’ll be home early
in the morning. That’s plenty enough time for me to make arrangements
with my wife.”

Mike Savage knew how to punch Pizzani’s buttons. He had decided to
get him out of the way while Steven was out of town, to assure the safety
of the possible witness. He had arranged a safe house for the young man
in Darwin, but couldn’t get him there until Saturday. He was furious with
Pizzani’s obvious sycophancy – he had detested the man’s tone of voice
with its unctuous fawning. At least with Pizzani in Brisbane, he could relax
with the idea of Steven being away in Ingham for the night.

He hoped he’d thought of all possibilities, arranging Pizzani’s return flight
to arrive oneandahalf hours before Chris Warren left for Darwin. He’d cursed
not to be able to get the young man out earlier, before Pizzani arrived.

He called Steven and told him his plans. He then rang John Hammond
in Mackay and filled him in, somewhat sketchily, of the reasons for the need
to keep an eye on Pizzani.

He sat back in his chair, at his desk, still worrying over the case. At least
Steven had sounded brighter since he’d been in Packer’s Reef. That was
one good thing to come out of this complicated web of overlapping
investigations, he told himself.

* * * * *

“He’s not such a bad guy, after all,” Pizzani told himself, as he looked in
the minibar for something to drink. “I’d imagined that Miles didn’t like
me. How wrong can a man be? Fancy him talking about me to the big boss
in the city the way that he did. Reckon I’ll have to call in and see him at
his hotel in the morning before he goes to work, and thank him in person,
before I fly out to Brissie.”

He opened a can of beer, his disappointment and fury at first not finding
Chris at Natalie’s and then not at home, forgotten for the moment, as he
sat in the chair next to the bed in his motel room, congratulating himself
on his good fortune.

* * * * *
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“Nathan?”
“Yes, Steve. Any problems?”
“No. A few developments, however. Make sure you get a good night’s

sleep tonight – you’re coming with me to Ingham tomorrow for the day.
We’ll drive back on Saturday morning. I’ll introduce you to my family, you’ll
love them.”

“I’ll look forward to it, Sir.”
“Ok, Nathan. Meet you at the station at about nine.”
“No worries, see you then, Steven.”
Steven sat on the edge of his bed, glancing at his watch. It was only three

in the afternoon. He couldn’t believe it. He’d thought it would have been
at least four, and he had started to panic about being ready for dinner.

He made one last, quick call to Colleen at the station. He told her that
Pizzani would be in Brisbane for the day tomorrow, and that he and Nathan
were driving up to Ingham, to return on Saturday. He also told her that
Howard Ellis was taking two or three day’s leave. He asked her to put him
through to Gina Feretti and told her that she would be in charge of the
station while everyone was away.

The young Constable’s voice was filled with amazement and gratitude,
and promised that she would contact him if anything important came up.

All loose ends tied up, he fell back on his bed, exhausted for the moment,
closing his eyes and clearing his mind.

“Carpe diem,” Irene had said. “Seize the day.”
He smiled to himself, realising that he had made a decision – he had

faced the internal problem and had decided that his intuition had been
correct. He’d have to have a try at sorting it out. Sorting it out with Warwick,
he admitted to himself. Not with anyone else.

“Carpe diem. Carpe diem. Seize the day,” he repeated in his mind, and
then with a wicked smirk asked himself if he was going to be brave enough
to seize anything else later that night.

“Who gives a shit about whatever anyone else thinks of you, Steven,” he
said, softly to himself. “Go with the flow, mate. Go with the flow.”

He grinned and then got up and started to get himself prepared for
whatever the night held in store for him.
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6

Steven drew up outside Warwick’s house, parking his car behind a hired
Lexus, obviously that of Jane, Warwick’s sister, and her friend Freddy.

He looked quickly into his rearvision mirror, giving his teeth a swift
inspection and a rub with his forefinger, before grabbing the two bottles of
wine that sat on his passenger seat, and then got out of the car.

He hoped he looked all right. He didn’t really know what to wear.
Warwick had not explained how casual it was going to be. He was a bit
concerned that he would arrive overdressed, to find everyone else in shorts
and tshirts.

He brushed his white cotton shirt, smoothing it down over his black
casual trousers as he walked up the stairs to the front door. It was his
favourite shirt – a thick, Indianlinen, long sleeved, collarless shirt – rolled
up twice at the sleeves. It hung outside his pants and he hoped that the
effect would cope with either semidressedup or complete casual.

“Hey! Gorgeous,” he said, scratching Rosie’s ears. She had pounded down
the hallway and had tried to jump onto his shoulders with excitement,
barking loudly.

“Rosie! Shut up!” came Warwick’s voice, as he hurried down the hall to
greet Steven.

“Hey! Steve. You look fantastic, mate. Nice shirt!” Warwick said, as he
beamed hello to Steven.

“Didn’t know what to wear, mate, sorry. Hope I’m not too overdressed.”
Warwick was in kneelength, tailored, fawn shorts, and smart sandals,

a paleyellow, shortsleeved shirt hung out over his shorts, exactly the way
Steven wore his.

“No, not at all. You look wonderful! Come in! Come and meet Janie and
Freddy, they’ve only just arrived and I was about to get us all something to
drink.”

The two men walked down the hallway, chatting about their day, and
into the large, open living room area.

“I tell you, darling, I hope this hotel is at least five star…” Jane Hughes’
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voice trailed off, her sentence unfinished, as she caught sight of Steven
entering the room.

“Steven, this is Freddie Hawkins, and this is my sister, Jane. Shut your
mouth, Janie, you might swallow a fly,” he said, with a grin, happily noticing
Jane’s amazement at Steven.

Steven smiled and shook hands with Freddie, introducing himself with
his full name.

“Well fuck me rigid,” Jane said, shaking Steven’s hand slowly, and then
smiling broadly as she noticed his face flush with embarrassment.

“But we’ve only just met,” Steven quipped, trying to cover his discomfort.
“That wouldn’t stop her,” Warwick said, as he took Steven’s bottles and

moved to take them to his kitchen worktop. “Moet! Nice! A bottle of Yarra
Valley. Excellent!”

“Jane!” he called, “stop gawking and be polite, you’re embarrassing
Steven.”

“I’m sorry, Steven. Warwick’s description of you has fallen far short of
its mark. You are slipping, little brother,” she called in Warwick’s direction,
embarrassing him as well.

Jane Hughes was, for once in her life, literally speechless. This was
Steven? The straight cop Warwick was interested in? His handsome, dark
looks had stunned her when he walked into the room. The man was too
perfect, far too perfect. She became instantly protective of her brother. This
was the type of man that would draw men and women to him, like moths
to a flame. If they ever got it on together they would be the most stunning
couple in the world, she thought, not without some pride in her brother’s
striking looks.

“I’m sorry, Steven…” she started to say.
“That’s the second time you’ve apologised, Jane. You are as lovely as

Warwick has described. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Steven said, gallantly,
knowing that his charm would disarm her piecing stare.

She flushed hotly, despite herself, to Warwick’s extreme amusement.
“Haven’t seen you do that since Bobby Smith showed us his dick at the

pictures, when you were ten,” Warwick said, teasingly, as he handed them
all a glass of white wine.

“Call that a dick, Warwick? Looked more like a birth defect to me at the
time.”

All three men laughed at her retort, and raised their glasses, in an
unnamed toast.

“Here’s to our host,” Freddy said, his first words in five minutes.
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“No, darling,” Jane said, winking at Warwick, “Here’s to happiness!”
Warwick reddened, catching Jane’s meaning.
“What is this?” Freddy said, laughing, “Redfaced city? Everyone’s blushed

but me!”
“I can fix that. Did I ever tell you, Warwick, about the time…”
Freddy interrupted her silliness by kissing her in the ear. She squealed

and slapped his arm.
Music played softly in the background while they started smalltalk, the

way that strangers do, to find something each had in common, in the hope
that they could begin to relax, with the knowledge that they were as normal
as every other human being.

“So, Warwick tells me you’re a policeman,” Freddy was saying, taken by
the man’s natural charm and ease. He was still feeling uncomfortable –
meeting Jane’s family for the first time.

“Yes – based in Brisbane, but up here for a case.”
“Anything interesting?”
“Every case is interesting…” his voice became quiet and his eyes closed

as he listened to the music intently.
“Everything Ok, Steven?” Janie asked.
“Yes everything’s fine, Jane. It’s just that the cadenza is getting close.”
Jane looked at him, hard. “What cadenza?”
“The violinist’s cadenza,” he explained, “It’s the Tchaikovsky D major

and the cadenza is a bitch. Turn it up for a minute, please Woz?”
Warwick smiled at the look on his sister’s face. It was obvious that she

had thought that Steve was some goodlooking, but uneducated cop. He
had quickly learned not to make assumptions about anything that had to
do with Steven Miles.

The room filled with melody for a moment and then the orchestra reached
the dominant chord preceding the cadenza, and held it. A short vacuum of
sound preceded the soaring arpeggios and accented downbowings that
flowed, growing in intensity, turning into frenzied, emotionallycharged
musical shapes that solidified into an almost screaming, musical orgasm.

Slowly everyone in the room noticed Steven’s closed eyes, his lips pulled
inwards as he clenched his jaw at the evergrowing crescendo that led to
the climax that would signal the reentry of the orchestra.

A pair of tears fell from his tightly shut eyes and his body shuddered
with a few quick pulses of repressed sobbing.

As the orchestral entry seized the last notes of the cadenza and continued
into the stirring theme of the concerto, Steven suddenly relaxed the built
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up tension in his body and sank back into the sofa, eyes open and face
streaked with tears.

“You got it! You bloody got it right, Giorgio! Way to go!”
“Giorgio? You knew that was Giorgio Ventimiglia? But this is a tape of a

live performance from last night! How could you possibly know that this
was Giorgio Ventimiglia? Only his violin teacher could possibly know that!”
Freddy was astounded.

“Or his brother,” Steven said, smiling, as he wiped the tears from his eyes.
“Giorgio Ventimiglia is your brother?” Jane asked, in awe.
“Yeah,” he said, now really embarrassed at his outburst. “I knew it was

him after four notes. Sorry, it was all I could do not to be rude and ignore
you all right from when I first recognised his playing. But I have heard him
practice that cadenza over and over again for the past two years, and he
has always had problems with it.”

He turned his head quickly to Freddy. “How did you get this recording,
Freddy? Does Giorgio know you have it?”

Freddy nodded, and then said very quietly, “I’m his agent. That was his
debut last night at the concert hall in Brisbane.”

“It was awful that I couldn’t be there, but I sent him flowers, a huge
bunch, you couldn’t miss it.”

“There was only one big bunch. White lilies, with proteas?”
“They were from me.”
“I read the card for him. They came from someone called Stinga.”
“That’s me too.” Steven said, now suddenly aware of his loss of control.
Warwick looked deeply into Steven’s eyes, something inside of him

growing, as he slowly shook his head in admiration.
Jane stood quickly, and holding out her hand, shook it before Steven’s

face.
“On your feet! I want you to show me the garden! You can explain all of

this later. Quickly!”
Warwick sighed, and said to Steven, “You’d better go – otherwise she’ll

drag you off kicking and screaming, mate.”
“I’m sorry,” Steven said to Freddy, as he stood, “I...”
Freddy cut him off, waving his hand, as if to say there was no problem.
Steven and Jane walked out the front door and onto the eastern veranda,

the one with the view.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Steven said quietly, leaning on the balustrade and

looking over the sea, his eyes still glistening, moistly.
Jane leaned next to him and nodded.



162 Stinga

“Smoke?” she said, offering him one of hers, holding out the opened
packet.

“Ta. Thanks.”
They both leaned on the veranda rail and smoked quietly, as their eyes

wandered out over the ocean.
“I love my brother,” she said.
“I love mine too.”
”Then you’ll understand it when I say that all I want is his happiness.”
“Me too.”
“Your own brother’s happiness, or Warwick’s?”
Steven felt the trap that she had laid for him, in the way that she phrased

the question.
“Warwick is my mate. Of course I want him to be happy.” He had weighed

up the alternatives, and had chosen his path.
“He must be your ‘mate’ – I am the only other person in the world who

calls him by his full Christian name all the time.”
“He’s a great bloke, Jane.”
“Not much different from you.”
“How can you say that, we only just met?”
“Yes, Steven, we only just met. But, in that time, you have shown an

enormous number of your qualities. The first of which is that you have
taste. The shirt – it’s a Dolce e Gabbana, isn’t it?”

Without waiting for him to say yes, she continued. “Expensive, hand
made shoes, as well.”

“Clothing isn’t everything.”
“No. But there is more to you than clothes, Steven. You are a man who

has exceptional looks, pardon my honesty – you are a stunner. You dress
better than most men I have ever met. You are obviously a man who is
respected in his profession – otherwise you wouldn’t have been sent here,
some other local could have done the job, I’m sure. You have a sense of
humour, you’re cultured and you speak well. To top it all, you’re charming
into the bargain.”

“So?”
“You’ve shown me that you’re a man who’s also not afraid to show his

feelings in front of strangers. That’s a rare find, my friend. I hope that being
a ‘mate’ with Warwick gives you as much happiness as you profess to wish
for him.”

“Do you think I have some hidden agenda? Speak freely, if you want. I
won’t be offended.”
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“I believe you, Steven, when you say you want Warwick to be happy and
that you won’t be offended if I speak freely. Your wish for Warwick’s
happiness has no selfishness in it. You’re only saying it, because it’s your
truth. That’s what is so damned alarming about you! You speak with your
soul. Few men are brave enough to do that.”

“Warwick is honest. It’s not that rare!” he protested.
“Bullshit!” she said, loudly. “I always thought Warwick was one of a kind.

You’ve given me hope. I mean that in a good way. I now feel that there are
other Aussie men who can be open and honest and sensitive and feeling.
It gives me renewed hope in the future of our country – and that’s what
you and Warwick have in common.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“It was meant as one.”
“What was this talk all about?”
“Just seeing if you were suitable, that’s all.”
“Suitable for what?”
“Suitable for… whatever.”
“Whatever? That’s the sort of thing that Warwick says all the time,”
“It’s the sort of thing you’d say, too. Wouldn’t you?”
“Yeah, I suppose so,” he said, flicking his cigarette butt over the balcony.
“Guys like you and Warwick don’t have to be specific about lots of things,

Steven.”
“What do you mean?” He was now very confused.
“Most of the time neither of you need to be. Open and vulnerable men

show what they’re not saying through their eyes.”
Steven instantly became very nervous.
“Relax. If what I had seen in your eyes had not pleased me, then we

wouldn’t be here having this little chat,” she said, as they started to go back
into the house.

She stopped at the front door and standing on her tiptoes, reached up
and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

“The problem is that when two people who talk with their eyes get
together, they sometimes forget that they need to say things out loud to
each other – important things. If you really care about being Warwick’s
friend, then you must make an effort to speak with your mouth sometimes,
not always with your eyes.”

She turned quickly and walked down the hall, calling ahead of her, “Ok.
Who’s stolen my drink?”

Warwick and Jane stood behind the kitchen halfwall, watching Steven



164 Stinga

and Freddy talk about Giorgio.
“Well, Sis, what do you think?” he asked, under his breath.
“You guys done anything yet?”
Warwick shook his head, looking down at the fish he was preparing for

dinner.
“Then you’re a fool, Warwick Hughes!” she spat, in a quiet hiss, “And

so’s he! What are you waiting for? The instruction manual to arrive by post?”
“It’s difficult, Janie. I am still not sure.”
“Sure of what? You told me he’s what you wanted. Christ! I never expected

him to be so dropdead gorgeous! Not only that, but he’s a man in a
million!”

“I’m sure, but I’m not sure if he is sure, if you know what I mean.”
“Remember your story about Blind Freddy?”
Warwick nodded.
“Well, I think I’d better rename him Blind fucking Warwick!”
“What do you mean?”
“The man’s besotted with you. He eats you up with his eyes – any fool

can see it, except you, obviously!”
“It’s just sex, Jane! Hormones! That’s all.”
Jane stood back suddenly, her eyes wide with astonishment.
“If you really think that’s all it is, then you really are a fool, Warwick,

and you will lose him as quick as that!” She snapped her fingers in the air,
dramatically.

“Sshh!”
“I think I should go and join both of them right now!”
“Why? What have I done?” He sensed the anger in her voice.
“Because you are so fucking stupid that if I stay here one instant more

and listen to you sprouting ignorant bullshit, I’m going to smack your stupid
face! That’s why! I am really angry with you!” she hissed, through clenched
teeth.

She slapped her paring knife down on the counter top and stalked over
to join in Steven and Freddy’s conversation.

Warwick lowered his head in confusion, stuffing the cavities of the gutted
fish with lemon grass and lime leaves from his garden.

He could feel Jane’s accusations down in his guts, gnawing away at him.
Sex! It’s only sex! Nothing else, he argued to himself, trying to deny her
insinuations.

He angrily cut another slice of lemon grass and slipped with the knife,
nicking the end of his finger. He put it quickly into his mouth, the warm
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salty tang of his blood clashing violently with the gentle palate of the white
he was drinking.

“Oh, fuck me!” he said, in his mind, “I can’t stop what’s happening,
now.”

He took his finger from his mouth and looked at it. The nick was tiny –
it was the wound of Janie’s suggestions that was stinging the most.

Warwick continued to prepare the meal, trying to separate his physical
attraction for Steven from another emotional one that he could not
comfortably face – if it really existed, he wondered.

What if he really had fallen for Steven, as Janie had suggested, over
dinner in Brisbane? He understood his sexual feelings for men, but the idea
of having a relationship with a man that functioned at another level had
never been an option for him.

He genuinely believed he was basically a straight man. But the word
‘straight’ meant heterosexual. What he’d been hoping would happen with
Steven could certainly never be described as heterosexual. Steven was his
mate. His friend. Sex was too intertwined with whatever it was that he
actually felt for Steven. He didn’t know whether what he felt was lust or
mateship or something else. His body was giving him messages that
overwhelmed any other consideration at this point.

He knew himself too well to know that he wouldn’t be able to suppress
it if it was not just sex. He would have to face that at a later date, after, and
if they ever were able to get into bed together.

“Ok. Sex first,” he said to himself. “Then after that, we’ll see.”
The four of them sat around the dining table, a short time later, eating

dinner.
“This is delicious, Warwick,” Freddy said, “Is it a local fish?”
“Yes. Redthroat emperor. The best white fish from the reef.”
“Catch it yourself?”
“No. I don’t really like boats.”
Steven couldn’t help himself – he raised an eyebrow. “Just like me.”
Janie burst out laughing.
“Don’t tell me you do it too?”
“What?”
“Raise your eyebrow. Woz drives me crazy doing it.”
Warwick poked out his tongue at her, playfully.
“Save if for later, Woz,” she retorted, her voice still showing how cross

she was with him.
The three men at the table blushed, the doublemeaning clear.
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“Nice wine!” Freddy offered, trying to change the subject.
“Nice try, Freddy!” she laughed, patting his confused face, and smiling

at Warwick’s and Steven’s discomfort.
Freddy smiled grimly, really embarrassed now. “I still don’t understand,

Steven. You said your name was Miles, didn’t you?”
Steven nodded.
“And your brother’s name is Ventimiglia?”
“Ventimiglia can be translated as ‘twentymiles’,” Warwick answered for

him.
“Yes, sorry. I should have explained,” Steven said, wiping his chin with

the crisp, white linen napkins that they all had beside their plates.
“Ventimiglia was a bit too hard for everyone to spell when I joined the police
force, so I ‘anglicised’ it. I’m just plain Steven Miles now.”

“Nothing plain about you, Steven! Sorry, I am getting rude. It’s a sign of
being tired. We have had a long day, haven’t we darling?” Jane said, patting
the back of Freddy’s hand. “I can’t tell you how much I am looking forward
to our break, Warwick. It’s been ages since I had some time away from the
city.”

“Then you should visit more often, both of you,” he answered. “This is
your home too, don’t forget.”

“Thanks, little brother,” she replied, no longer angry at him. She had
calmed enough to realise how difficult the situation must be for both of
them. Men are so blind when it comes to anything other than money and
their careers, she thought, as she breathed for her next sentence. “But you
and I both know that’s not strictly true. I appreciate your offer, and I’m sure
that I’ll see you two more often in the future.”

“Just to save a bit of question and answer time, Steven,” she continued,
“When our parents died, Warwick bought my share of our family home. I
have a nice unit in St. Lucia, in Brisbane that I bought with my money.
Warwick loved this house, and I know our parents would approve whole
heartedly with what he has done here. It’s a dream.”

Steven sensed the warmth in her voice when she spoke of Warwick. Her
‘citybitch’ façade was just that – a façade. Underneath, he got the impression
that she was still a country girl. Fiercely protective of her brother, but her
intentions no doubt honest ones.

She caught his glance as he examined her, and winked as she raised
another forkful of fish to her mouth.

He smiled at her. She knew. She knew about him and Warwick. He now
understood that their talk had all been about her concern for her brother.
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He always knew when women were interested in him. That wasn’t it with
her. She was interested in who he was, in the interests of her brother.

That’s when he decided that he really liked her.
“Freddy, I left my handbag in the car. Would you be a sweet and get it

for me, please?”
“Of course, Janie.” He stood quickly, recognising her wish to speak with

the two men alone.
“Janie, you are so obvious,” Warwick started to say, after Freddy had left

the room.
“Shh! Warwick, just let me speak.” She raised her glass in the air. “Here’s

to a new friend. Steven!”
Warwick shrugged his shoulders and followed her toast.
“What was that all about, Sis?”
“Nothing, Woz. Nothing at all! Just a family welcome to a new member

of our little group.”
“But what about Freddy?” Steven asked.
“People like Freddy come and go, Steven. I have a feeling you are going

to be in our lives for quite some time. Anyone who is a mate of Warwick’s,
there are so few of them – you’re it, is a mate of mine.”

“Thanks, Janie,” Warwick said, taking her hand.
“Thank you,” Steven added, quite moved by her sincerity.
Rosie barked under the table, making them all jump in fright and then

laugh noisily, as a curious Freddy came back into the room with Jane’s
handbag.

* * * * *

Steven and Warwick sat next to each other, sprawled on one of the
comfortable couches in the living area of the large room.

Empty wine glasses and dirty plates were stacked on the kitchen bench.
The room was only marginally untidy, but Steven noticed that each
misplaced item stood out, a contrast to the stark simplicity of its
surroundings.

“Want a hand clearing up, Woz?”
“You in a hurry to go?”
“No. Wasn’t planning on it – unless you want me to, of course.”
“Go figure!”
Steven chuckled. “I just didn’t want to leave it all up to you.”
“Don’t worry, mate. The two zitelle will be here later tomorrow morning.
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They can clean up.”
“The zitelle?” Little old ladies?
“Yeah! You surely don’t think I’ve got time to clean this sized house, as

well as run a business, do you?”
“Never thought of it, to tell the truth. You’re so capable, I thought you

could do anything!”
“Compliments now? You’re improving,” he said, teasing Steven. “Want

another drink?”
Steven looked at his watch – it was only eightthirty. Jane and Freddy

had left just halfanhour ago.
“Don’t know mate, I have to drive.”
“Do you?”
Steven thought for a moment, and then said, “Fuck it! Let’s open the

Moet!”
The die was cast.
Warwick went to the fridge to get the bottle and opened it, returning

with two champagne flutes in one hand and the bottle in the other. He
poured them both a glass and sank onto the sofa, placing the bottle on the
floor between them.

“To mates!” he said, raising his glass.
“Mates!” Steven clinked his glass lightly against Warwick’s and then

leaned his back on the armrest of the sofa, turning and drawing his bare
feet up in front of himself, knees apart.

“Come here, Woz,” he said, opening his legs and patting the sofa between
them.

Warwick hesitated, and then turned, leaning back between Steven’s legs
to rest the back of his head against Steven’s chest. Steven’s arm snaked
under Warwick’s and rested on his chest, his fingers playing idly with the
hair that his fingers found there, protruding from Warwick’s halfopened
shirt front.

They sat, quietly sipping their champagne, Steven’s hand now laying flat
on Warwick’s chest, inside his shirt.

“I’ve never done this before, Woz,” he said, uncertainly.
“What, Steve? Never rubbed someone’s chest before?”
“Never one with hair on it – that’s for sure.”
The two men laughed nervously, and then Warwick relaxed, and snuggled

back closer into Steven’s embrace, his free hand moving up to cover Steven’s
own. Their fingers slowly fed through each other, until their hands were
interlocked.
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“Nervous?”
“Yes, Woz. Very – you?”
“I’m only not shitting myself because I’ve got new shorts on.”
Steven squeezed him.
“There’s something I have to tell you.”
“Go on. I’m listening.”
“It’s nothing serious. I just wanted to tell you a bit more about me.”
“You don’t have to.”
“Thanks, mate. But I have to tell you – for my own peace of mind.”
Warwick nodded.
“I never told you that I was married.”
”Are you still?” Warwick’s voice betrayed nothing, although Steven could

feel the slight tension build in his back.
“No. Anne’s dead, actually.”
Warwick squeezed his hand, but said nothing.
“She’s been dead just on six years now – she and our two children.”
“Christ, Steve!” He sat up quickly, and then turned to look in Steven’s

eyes, concern clearly showing in his face.
“No, Woz. Come back, please.” He patted his chest. “It’s a bit like me

wanting to talk about stuff over the phone. Remember? I just need to tell
you, but I can’t look at you while I say it.”

Warwick settled back unsteadily into Steven’s embrace.
“I can’t go into details right here and now. I’ll tell you what actually

happened sometime later. It’s just that I had to get it off my chest, before
you and I, you know?”

Warwick grabbed Steven’s arm and pulled it tightly around himself,
turning on his side, to rest the side of his face on Steven’s chest, their legs
twisted together.

“I don’t feel guilty or anything like that. It’s just that she is the only other
person I’ve ever been close to, physically, I mean. I don’t feel that I’m
betraying her memory. But I had to tell you. I haven’t really spoken much
about it with anyone else.”

“Why haven’t you, mate? It might have helped you a bit.”
“I never met anyone before who I trusted as much as you, Woz.”
Warwick lay quietly on Steven’s chest, listening to the heart that pounded

inches from his ear.
“Thank you, Steve. I am very moved, and very flattered.”
The outside sounds of the tropical forest that surrounded the house

filtered softly into the room. Insect clicks and quiet bird calls suddenly
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became amplified in the silence that fell between them.
“Bed time?” Steven whispered softly, over Warwick’s head.
Warwick nodded and the two men untwined and stood in front of the

sofa.
“Are you sure? It’s Ok, you know – after what you just told me. I

understand if you don’t.”
Steven nodded his head and smiled.
“I need to have a quick shower. Do you mind?”
“No, Steve. Use the one in my bathroom, there are fresh towels on the

vanity in there. I’ll lock Rosie in the laundry. You know what they say,
three’s a crowd.”

Steven chuckled softly, despite the churning sensation in his guts. There
was no turning back now.

He walked slowly into Warwick’s bedroom and took his clothes off
unhurriedly, folding them neatly and placing them on the wickerseated
chair that stood next to the bed.

He went into the ensuite and turned on the water, without turning the
light on first. He stood underneath the warm water, turning under the spray,
not really needing to clean himself, but to think under the shower, in the
dark.

He wasn’t all that nervous, now the time had come. The ritual of the
shower was not for cleanliness, but was a symbol for him, of washing away
memories of the past. Everything that was about to happen was new.

“Carpe diem,” Irene had said. That’s what he intended to do.
He got out of the shower and dried himself off, placing the wet towel

into the linen bag he’d noticed Warwick use, a few days before.
Very slowly he walked into the bedroom.
Warwick was in bed, the top sheet pulled up to his navel. The sheet

glowed white in the reflected moonlight that lit up the bush outside. He lay
on his back, arms behind his neck, with his eyes closed.

Steven slid under the sheet and lay next to Warwick, on his side, looking
at his closed eyes.

Suddenly Warwick’s eyes flicked open, catching Steven’s gaze and staring
back into it. He could feel Steven shivering, almost imperceptibly, as they
lay under the sheet.

Steven looks so nervous, he thought. The man seems so brave at times,
but now here he is, looking at me like a little boy, his eyes darting back and
forward into my own, as if seeking reassurance. He has some need to know
it is all right.



171Stinga

Who was he to say what was right? The man did something to him that
was uncompromisingly undeniable. Warwick’s cock became rigid under
the sheet, as his fear of the unknown turned into something else.

Before he could act, Steven’s hand moved slowly from his side and onto
Warwick’s chest, rubbing the thick, golden hair for a moment between his
fingers, before moving in a sidetoside motion, downwards over his body.

His flattened hand reached Warwick’s pubic bone and hesitated for a
moment.

“Don’t stop, Steven. Please don’t stop.”
Steven’s hand slid around the base of Warwick’s erection, to his balls,

and then between his legs, to caress his inner thighs. He moved it back up
onto Warwick’s cock, slowly stroking his fingers along its length until he
gently cupped the flared head of Warwick’s rigid dick.

Warwick could bear the intensity of the feeling no more, nor could he
ignore the trembling that he felt growing in Steven’s body. He turned quickly
on his side and pressed his body firmly against Steven’s, their lips finding
each other in a confused, but urgent meeting of mutual need.

Steven’s hand moved from Warwick’s cock as their bodies collided with
a rush, sliding it up behind Warwick’s back and drawing him closer into
his embrace, as their mouths opened and Warwick’s tongue slid into his
mouth.

He groaned loudly and moved his knee up between Warwick’s legs, their
cocks pushed close together, as they explored each other’s mouths with
urgent, searching tongues.

Steven moaned louder in the base of his throat as he sucked Warwick’s
tongue deeper into his mouth, his dick pushed hard against his friend’s,
their bodies grinding against each other as they writhed with the intensity
of the sensations that their collision provoked.

He pulled his mouth away from Warwick’s and moved it over Warwick’s
Adam’sapple, sucking softly.

Warwick threw his head back, eyes tightly closed, softly whimpering at
the exquisite agony of the man’s mouth on his throat.

He pushed his head forward, and finding Steven’s mouth with his own,
invited Steven’s tongue to fill his own.

His hips ground his cock hard against Steven’s. Their physical pleasure
building incrementally as their dicks rubbed against each other.

With a sudden shock of surprise, Warwick realised that he was already
close to cumming.

He pulled his mouth away and tried to move his body back to avoid the
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tooquickly reached peak of sexual excitement. It was too soon, they had
only just started.

“Wait, I’m getting too close,” he panted, his voice softly pleading.
Instead of stopping, Steven quickly pulled him closer, resisting his token

struggle, and thrust his tongue deeply into Warwick’s mouth, grinding his
cock against Warwick’s with everincreasing speed, his arms drawing the
man closer to him, to hasten Warwick’s mounting excitement.

Warwick could hold back no longer, and began to build a slow moan in
the base of his throat as Steven’s body matched his own thrusting, goading
him towards his climax with an empathetic understanding of his body that
astounded him, and thrilled him at the same time.

Steven could feel Warwick’s body tense as his orgasm built to its climax.
He disengaged his mind from the sensations that built in his own dick, and
concentrated on giving Warwick what he instinctively knew would provide
him the most pleasure.

The power of the sensation of drawing Warwick to ejaculation thrilled
him. He was giving this other man pleasure at the expense of his own. He
revelled in the joy of it, thrusting his tongue further into Warwick’s mouth
as he felt it being sucked deeper towards the groan that was about to turn
into a sob.

He felt Warwick’s body tense and moaned loudly, to encourage Warwick’s
incipient orgasm.

Hot, thick fluid erupted into the space between their bodies. Steven
removed his tongue from Warwick’s mouth and moved his hand between
them to grab Warwick’s dick, milking it as it spewed forth its load of flooding
cum, rubbing it through the hair that coated his own abdomen. He had
wanted to see Warwick shoot – he had wanted to see him pour forth his
semen over his body.

Warwick had spurted what looked like an enormous amount of cum.
The sight sent delicious waves of excitement through his body.

He gritted his teeth and grinned ferociously with the sexual arousal that
the sight evoked in him. Then, noticing Warwick’s unfocussed and pleading
eyes, he forgot his own pleasure once more, and closed his mouth over
Warwick’s.

They lay quietly for a moment, Steven slowly massaging cum over his
stomach with one hand, his other gently stroking his friend’s back as they
kissed gently, teasing each other’s tongues with their lips and teeth.

“I came,” Warwick panted, whispering, his voice filled with awe, as he
rested his head against Steven’s forehead.
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“I noticed,” Steven replied softly, chuckling at the astounded look that
he saw in Warwick’s eyes. His hand slid over Warwick’s cock, now slippery
with cum, and he glided it gently up and down – murmuring softly to
indicate how nice it felt in his hand.

“Did you blow?”
Steven shook his head, his eyes gleaming brightly as he smiled through

a feeling of arousal mixed with complete satisfaction.
“Why not? Did I do something wrong?”
Steven laughed and kissed him deeply, before replying, “No. You didn’t

do anything wrong, mate. Quite the contrary. You did everything right.”
“Then why didn’t you?”
“Because I was too busy looking after you, Warwick. I was getting off on

how much you were enjoying yourself.”
Warwick searched his eyes for some other information, but only found

the truth.
“You dag!” he said, rolling on his back and drawing Steven on top of him.
He wound his legs behind Steven’s and reached around to clasp his

buttocks, urging him to thrust his cock against the wet slipperiness that
coated his stomach.

“Your turn, now, mate. It’s my turn to give you what you need.”
“You already did that, Woz,” Steven said, as he gently nipped the tip of

Warwick’s nose with his teeth.
“No mate, you don’t understand. I want you to blow all over me. I want

to feel how you cum, so I can find out how to make it good for you the next
time we do this.”

“What makes you think there will be a next time, Woz?” Steven said,
mischievously, his voice filled with lust.

“Well, if there is not going to be another time, then I just need to know
what it is like when you spurt on me,” Warwick said, barely opening his
mouth and licking his lips as a invitation for Steven’s tongue. “Come on
mate, do your stuff,” he added, with a small laugh. “See if you can squirt
as much as I do.”

His mouth closed over Steven’s, aware that his words had turned Steven
on.

Steven closed his eyes as his tongue explored the inner wet softness that
was Warwick’s mouth. A shudder rippled along his spine as he felt
Warwick’s mouth mould itself around his tongue, sucking it gently and
massaging it with his own tongue.

Warwick’s hands worked on his arse, kneading his buttocks, pulling
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them closer to Warwick’s body to urge the intensity of his thrusts, as Steven
slowly slid his cock up and down in the slippery space between their tightly
joined bodies. He could feel Warwick’s heels pressing against his calf
muscles, pulling them down, so that his hips ground hard against the tightly
muscled body that lay beneath his own.

Warwick’s mouth urged him, sucking his tongue and moaning softly as
an encouragement for him to increase the speed of his rhythmical thrusts.
Steven’s body responded, not urgently at first, but with long, slow lunges
as the head of his cock slid over Warwick’s stomach and across the slippery,
thick fur of his abdomen.

His balls banged with a soft thump against Warwick’s.
“Hmm,” Warwick moaned softly, “Come on, mate, show me how you do

it.”
Steven leaned his head against Warwick’s, his body and mind falling into

a deep conscious awareness of Warwick’s words and the feeling that
gathered along the length of his swollen cock.

“Come on, Steve. Shoot your cum on me, I want you to. I want to feel
your hot cum on my body, mate,” Warwick whispered, urging Steven on,
as he felt Steven’s body move in response to the softly spoken, but erotic
images that his words had evoked.

Warwick closed his eyes and revelled in the realisation that his whispered
encouragement had only excited Steven more. He wants me to tell him how
much I need him to enjoy himself, he silently realised.

The fact that Steven was so turned on by what he had said, excited him
anew, and his cock became stiff, crossing over Steven’s as it thrust between
their bodies. He became amazed to realise that he was almost ready to blow
again. This time, he would time his own orgasm to coincide with Steven’s.
He wanted to shoot at the same time as the man who lay on top of him,
now moving faster as he felt Warwick’s cock harden against his own.

“I’m going to blow with you, Steve. Come on, mate, faster!”
He gently bit Steven’s shoulder, overcome by the sudden rush of pleasure

that coursed through his body. His hips moved up, matching Steven’s
thrusts, grinding his cock against Steven’s, as his hands clenched the arse
of the man above him, grasping it firmly and guiding it into a figureofeight
motion that collided with his own rotations.

Steven felt as if he was losing it. His mind clouded, his thought processes
overcome by the heat that he felt in his cock. The movement of Warwick’s
body, and the knowledge that Warwick was about to cum again, aroused
him to a point that he did not know existed within him. He quickly wound
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both his arms around Warwick and pulled him in a tight squeeze as he
began to pump in earnest.

Warwick’s soft whimpers grew into a crescendo of guttural moans, his
body responding automatically, but in unison with Steven’s growing thrusts.

This was what it’s all about, Warwick told himself, as his body took over.
He had no further need to try to match his body’s needs to Steven’s.
Something had taken control of his actions. Their mutual need had
spontaneously ignited a process that joined them at some basic level. Their
bodies understood each other and began to move involuntarily, fulfilling
the requirements that would lead to a mutual eruption.

He gazed at Steven’s tightly clenched jaw, at his furrowed brow, at the
deep concentration that he identified as the beginning of Steven’s orgasm.
He threw his head back and began to pant loudly, squeezing his eyes tightly
shut as his face flushed with heat.

Steven began to gasp – Warwick’s obvious arousal stirring him to plunge
harder against his body, the head of the bed banging noisily and
rhythmically against the wall behind them.

He roughly pushed his mouth against Warwick’s as their mutual thrusting
grew in intensity. He wanted Warwick’s tongue in his mouth and sucked it
in greedily as he started to cum.

Both rigid cocks simultaneously spewed their loads over their bodies in
long, pulsing jets of semen. They clung to each other, panting hard into
each other’s mouths as they slowly pumped out their warm, white seed.

After a few moments, Steven pulled his mouth away from Warwick’s
and let his head fall onto Warwick’s shoulder, gently nuzzling it as he gasped
for breath.

He slowly surfaced from his state of semiexhaustion, as he felt Warwick’s
hand running through the hair on the back of his head.

Slowly a quiet laugh erupted in the base of his stomach.
“What’s so funny, Steve?” Warwick asked, in a gentle tone.
“I think we just came, mate,” he said, his laughter becoming a little louder.
“I think we might have too,” Warwick answered with a smile as he felt

their mutually pooled semen running across his belly and over his hip, to
drip onto the bed.

Steven moaned as he raised himself onto his elbows and gently kissed
Warwick once more.

“Uncomfortable?”
“No. Not in the least.”
“Want me to move?”
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Warwick shook his head, smiling into Steven’s eyes.
“You Ok, Woz?”
“Never better. You?”
“Mm.” Steven murmured, as his eyes shone out his pleasure. “I think I

must have bruised your balls, though. Sorry I was rough.”
“I think I just discovered that I like your version of rough, mate,” Warwick

said through a broad grin.
“What? You gone kinky on me, or something?” Steven asked, teasingly.
“Nah! But I think I could easily become addicted to this.”
“Could you now?” Steven asked, with a big grin. “I’ll have to see if I can

find you a few other blokes to try it with first. Just to make sure I measure
up, that is.”

Warwick rapidly moved his hand between their bodies and squeezed
Steven’s cock firmly.

“Not measure up, like there, you dag!”
“Yeah, I know what you meant. I was just teasing.”
“Woz?” Steven asked quietly, his face still smiling at Warwick.
“Yes, Steve?”
“That was a first with me.”
“Me too.”
“That’s your story and you’re sticking to it?”
Warwick nodded, grinning at their game.
“Then how come you knew what to say? You were turning me on, you

know.”
Warwick nodded again, his smile increasing in its intensity.
“I’ll talk dirty to you anytime, Sergeant Miles, if that’s what I have to do

to get a repeat performance.”
“That’s Senior Sergeant to you, mate!”
They both laughed loudly and rearranged themselves on the bed, lying

side by side as they looked at each other.
“You look like someone tipped a jar of mayonnaise all over you,” Steven

kidded.
“Half of this is your fault, Steven,” Warwick replied, gently rubbing their

cum over his chest and stomach, eyes halfclosed in a satisfied, but still
semiaroused, postcoital haze.

“Want me to get you a towel?”
Warwick shook his head.
“Feel that good, huh?”
Warwick nodded, smiling.
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Steven laughed and leaned forward to kiss him.
“You are one sick puppy, did you know that?” he said.
Warwick nodded again, this time raising both eyebrows in affirmation.
“What am I going to do with you, Woz?” he laughed louder this time, at

Warwick’s game.
“I think you just found out, mate,” Warwick said, bursting into laughter.
“You dag!” Steven said, trying to throw another mock punch at Warwick’s

shoulder.
Before he knew it, they were in each other’s arms again, their mouths

softly investigating each other, once more.
“Don’t know about you, Woz. But I need a smoke.”
“Here mate, got a packet in the drawer beside my bed.”
Warwick rolled over and opened the draw, fumbling for his cigarettes.

He withdrew the package of condoms instead.
“How long have they been there, Woz?” Steven asked, goodnaturedly.
Warwick peered closely at them in the halflight that shone through the

open French door on the eastern wall of the room, turning them in his hand.
“Expiry date, June 1998.”
“Been waiting that long?”
“I always lived in hope.”
“Is that what you wanted to do?”
“What?”
“Fuck?”
Warwick found the cigarettes and sat up, leaning against the wall behind

the bed as he lit two, then passed one to Steven.
“Don’t know, to be honest. Janie gave them to me when I was sixteen.”
“And never been used?”
“And never been used!”
Warwick got off the bed and wandered out onto the balcony as he puffed

at his cigarette.
In a moment, two strong arms encircled him from behind, and he leaned

back into Steven’s embrace.
They stood quietly rocking from side to side, as they finished their

smokes.
“You sorry?”
“About what, Woz?”
“About what we just did?”
“Go figure!” Steven said, nuzzling Warwick’s shoulder.
“I was so frightened, Steve.”
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“So was I.”
“We’re a pair of dicks aren’t we?”
Steven let one hand fall slowly down, and gently caressed Steven’s

hanging cock and balls between his fingers.
“Let’s talk about it in the morning. No ‘deep and meaningfuls’ right now.

I just want to enjoy what happened.” Steven said.
“Anytime mate, anytime. Just give me the nod and I’ll be there.”
“I know you will, mate. I know you will.”
Steven turned and led Warwick by the hand, back to bed.

* * * * *

Small dust motes swirled thought the air, illuminated by the early morning
sun that shone through the open French door of Warwick’s bedroom,
reminding Steven of Ringer’s living room four days ago. Had it only been
four days ago that he had arrived in Packer’s Reef? Such a lot had happened
in those four days, his life had literally changed, Steven realised, as he gazed
at the ceiling above him.

A few moments before, he had woken up, slowly opening his eyes,
momentarily disoriented before remembering where he was.

He carefully dislodged a strand of blond hair from the corner of his mouth
with his tongue, a strand of blond hair from the head that lay on his
shoulder.

Warwick was still asleep, one knee across Steven’s legs and his arm
draped across the chest of the man who lay on his back, cradling him in
his arms.

Steven smiled softly, feeling the hard warmth of Warwick’s body pressed
against his own, the smell that was Warwick filling his nostrils, as he lay
contented, thinking of the events of these past few days.

Smiling, laughing. If he had to describe his four days in Packer’s Reef,
those were the two words that he would use. He couldn’t remember smiling
and laughing as much as he had done since Monday – since meeting
Warwick.

They sparked off each other in a way that had never happened with
anyone else. Warwick’s smile made him smile, and when he laughed
himself, Warwick always joined in.

Last night had been amazing.
He felt sad at the thought that he had never had a sexual experience to

equal that of last night, in the five years that he had with Anne. What would
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she have thought, if she could see him now from wherever she was? Lying
in a bed, his arms around another man – more contented than he had felt
in his life.

Unlike most other men, he imagined, his sexlife had been nonexistent
before he was married. It had been nonexistent after her death, until last
night.

With a man.
He could not believe that it was wrong. It had felt so right. Strange, exotic,

far from what he expected. He was afraid that it would have been very
awkward, almost becoming embarrassing for them both. Instead, it had
been the most natural thing he could have ever imagined.

His sexlife with Ann had been uncomfortable, if not discouraging for
them both. Somehow they had managed to satisfy each other despite
extremely infrequent penetration. It just hurt her too badly – her pain had
made him unable to continue. He cared for her too much. She had wanted
children so badly. He had never told anyone that their two children were
conceived by artificialinsemination.

He cringed when he remembered his shame at having to masturbate into
a vessel at the clinic.

It was not really a matter of his size, although she convinced herself that
it was. It was because she had a deepseated fear of being penetrated. She
would clamp up tightly whenever they tried, and despite her conscious
wish for him to enter her, her unconscious mind would always keep him
out. She had never spoken of anything in her past that could have led to
this condition. He was sure that she would have confided in him. He would
never really know, now that she was dead.

Warwick shifted at his side, drawing his thoughts away from his past to
his present. He carefully adjusted his arms to allow Warwick to snuggle in
closer to him, trying not to wake him.

Last night, after getting back into bed after their smoke out on the
veranda, they had not spoken of what had happened. They had curled up
and had chatted about other things for a while, before falling asleep,
Warwick lying behind Steven, arms around him, their bodies spooned
together closely.

Steven remembered that just before he dozed off, he had thought how
pleasant it was to be held by someone else – it had always been he who
had done the holding.

“You awake?” Warwick muttered, softly clucking his tongue against the
roof of his mouth as he woke.
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“No. You?”
“Nope.” Warwick replied, shaking his head as he rubbed Steven’s leg

with his own.
“Goose!” Steven said softly, caressing Warwick’s back.
“Goose’s better than a dag?” Warwick asked, his voice still thick with

sleep.
Steven reached down and poked Warwick in the arse with a finger,

eliciting a sudden “Ouch!”
“You tell me, Woz, is a goose better?”
Warwick propped himself up on his elbow and looked at Steven, his eyes

still half closed.
“Dunno, mate, I’ve never been goosed by a naked man in my bed before,”

he replied, cheekily.
Steven leaned down and kissed him gently on the mouth.
“Good morning, Woz.”
“Good morning, Steve.”
“Sleep well?”
“Mm.”
“Mm?”
“Mm.”
Steven slid down the bed and rolled over, drawing Warwick into his arms.
“That’s more like it,” Warwick said, kissing Steven. “What time is it?”
Steven looked over Warwick’s shoulder at his watch.
“Sixthirty.”
“Sixthirty? I have to have coffee.”
“Hey! I’m here – coffee can wait!”
“So can you!” Warwick said, biting him gently on the nipple and then

springing out of bed. “I’ll bring us both a cup, you wait here.”
“Sure you don’t want me to come and help?”
“No, Steve – humour me. I just want to know what it is like to walk into

my bedroom and find a naked man in my bed,” he said, stretching his arms
up into the air.

Steven rolled over on his stomach as Warwick left to make coffee. He
closed his eyes and allowed his mind to clear, listening, for a few minutes,
to the noisy birdcalls from the bush outside. He pressed his head into the
pillow next to his head and inhaled. It smelled of Warwick – a nice,
comforting smell. Memories of what they had done last night came into his
mind, evoked by the smell.

Jesus! It was so good, he said to himself. He had been was so turned on.
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His hand found a rough, starchy patch on the sheet. “I have never seen so
much cum as when Warwick blew. I never shoot as much as that. The guy
just poured it out of his cock for ages. I didn’t think that he’d ever stop.”

He rolled back onto his back, his cock sticking up hard into the air with
the mental image of Warwick’s cock, cumming, in his hand. “That was
really amazing,” his thoughts continued, “but what really did it for me was
the kissing – Warwick’s tongue in my mouth and the softness of the inside
of his.”

“I see Junior’s woken up, mate.”
Warwick was standing in the doorway, an espresso cup in either hand.
He moved to the side of the bed.
“Here, hold these for me will you?”
Steven sat up and took the cups from him, watching in amazement as

Warwick leaned over the edge of the bed and closed his mouth over the
head of his upright cock.

“Hey! No fair, I’ve got my hands full,” Steven laughed, as he tried to
steady himself, so as to not spill the coffee.

Warwick ignored him, and ran his tongue down the length of Steven’s
dick to his balls, before softening his lips and moving his mouth over it,
back up to the top.

He straightened up and then knelt on the edge of the bed and kissed
Steven, taking one of the cups from his hand, before flopping onto the bed
next to him, to take a sip of coffee.

”What was that all about?” Steven asked, his eyes wideopen in
astonishment.

“I wanted to try that last night. But I sort of somehow missed the
opportunity.”

“Anytime, mate! Feel free to try that as much as you like.”
“Not unless you do,” Warwick said, smiling wickedly at him.
“What’s this? Blackmail?”
“Something like that. Might make you interested in coming back again!”
“Try and keep me away, Woz!” Steven said, looking down at Warwick’s

cock.
He placed his cup on the floor next to the bed and leaned over Warwick’s

body. He had never been this close to Warwick’s cock, he thought, as he
moved down towards it.

It stood up from Warwick’s body, curving gently backwards towards his
navel, Steven observed. The large, darkerbrown, mushroomshaped head
was merely inches from his mouth. He shut his eyes and closed his mouth
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over it, hesitating for a moment before he lowered his head over the golden
brown shaft.

As it filled his mouth completely, he softened his lips to accommodate
as much of Warwick’s cock as he could swallow, rubbing his tongue along
the shaft as he caressed Warwick’s silkysmooth, shaved balls with one
hand.

It did not feel strange, not did it taste odd. He didn’t know why he should
think these things anyway, as he had never even thought of sucking another
man’s cock before just now.

Warwick’s soft moan urged his mouth and tongue to continue to languidly
suck, moving his head up and down, to give Warwick pleasure.

“My God. That’s amazing!”
Steven raised his head, “Want me to stop?”
“No, but I want to kiss you. Do you mind?”
Steven threw himself up the bed and gave Warwick his wish.
“Mate, I can’t believe you did that.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t really know. Except that I thought that you wouldn’t be into that

sort of thing.”
”What? Sucking your dick?”
Warwick nodded.
“Well, I have to tell you, that was the first time I have ever done it. Did

you like it?”
“Are you crazy? Of course I liked it. I just didn’t expect it.”
“I suppose we’d better talk.”
“Talk about what?”
“Listen, Woz. I came into your bed last night with my eyes wideopen.

What we did was fantastic. I have never had sex in my life that left me
feeling the way that I do now. I don’t think it is wrong or dirty or anything
like that. It was just too good to be anything but right. I’m not in the habit
of telling anyone anything about my private life. So, what goes on between
you and me is our business. I will try anything with you if it gives you
pleasure, because it seems that by me giving you pleasure I get something
from it too. Ok?”

Warwick nodded, and then said, ”I would never want you to do anything
that you didn’t want to do, mate. Believe me. But, I do believe in being
honest. Especially with you, because you are my mate. I have thought about
what it would be like to have sex with another man since I was sixteen.
Surprised?”
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Steven shook his head.
“I don’t see myself as gay, Steven. Don’t get me wrong. I have just always

been interested. I was frightened, before what happened last night, as I
thought that perhaps I had been lying to myself all my life and that I really
was gay and had been denying it. But I did it with you because it was you.
No one else – you. I can’t explain why, because I still don’t understand
myself. You told me that you were scared. Well, Steven, I was fucking
petrified. Because I knew that if what we had done last night had not been
right for you, then I would have spent the rest of my life wondering about
myself without ever being brave enough to try with anyone else.”

“I feel very honoured, Warwick,” Steven said, sincerely.
“Thanks, Steve. For the ‘Warwick’, as well.”
“It’s Ok, mate. Listen, I have to go to Ingham with Nathan for the day.

I’ll be back on Saturday. By then we’ll both have had a chance to think.
Then we can talk more, if you want to.”

“Sounds good to me.”
“Another thing, Woz. Don’t be ashamed of what we have done, or what

we might do down the track. That’s hopeless. Just trust me – I will go with
the flow. I don’t understand any better than you do. If you want to try
something, then just tell me. I’m very inexperienced, but willing to give it
a go.”

“Shake?” Warwick said, holding his hand out as a joke.
Steven pushed his hand aside and kissed him deeply, something much

more intimate and reassuring than a handshake.
His phone rang.
“Fuck! I meant to turn it off. Sorry, Woz!”
“Go for it,” Warwick said, taking his coffee from the floor and wincing

as its coldness touched his lips.
“Steve? It’s Nathan. I must have turned my phone off. Sorry. I just checked

my messages, and the bloke at Mackay had rung me to tell me that Pizzani
had left and was heading up the highway – looks like he was going straight
home.”

“When was the message, Nathan?”
“About an hour and a half ago, should be there by now.”
“No worries. It’ll be fine. Pick you up at nine?”
“Sure, Steve. See you then.”
“Trouble, Steve?”
“No, just work, Warwick. I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to make a

move. I have a breakfast meeting at eight and then have to pick Nathan up



184 Stinga

at the station to leave for Ingham at nine.”
“It’s Ok, Steve. I understand. I’ve got a big order on myself today. I’ll have

to get out there and start cutting pretty soon, before the sun gets too hot.”
“Tell you what. I’ll be back around lunchtime on Saturday, how about I

do some shopping in Ingham before I leave and then I’ll come round and
cook you dinner. How’s that for an idea?”

“Excellent, mate. A great idea.”
“I’ll bring my toothbrush, Woz.”
“I bought one for you anyway, mate – just in case.”
Steven jumped onto the bed, tousling Warwick’s hair.
“You’re hopeless, Woz! Ok, where is it? I’d better have a shower quickly.”
“Want me to scrub your back?”
“Yes, please. But not now, I have to go to work. I’ll take you up on that

offer before I cook your dinner on Saturday, though.”
“You’re on.”

* * * * *

Sandy Pizzani walked into the reception area of Steven’s hotel. He was very
pleased with himself. Shortly he’d be off to catch the plane to Brisbane.
How could he have ever got Miles so wrong? Mike Savage had almost floored
him when he called yesterday afternoon, telling him that Steven had been
singing his praises. It was nothing less than he deserved, he told himself.
He was good at his job, he believed.

“Good morning, Sergeant,” the young receptionist said, pleasantly, “May
I help you?” Everyone in Packer’s Reef knew Pizzani.

“Yes, could you call Steven Miles and tell him that Sandy Pizzani’s here
to see him?”

The young woman smiled. “Of course, I’ll just try his room.”
Pizzani paced in the lobby, organising his morning before his flight. He’d

have to hurry home, pack his things, and call into work before he left. He
glanced at his watch. Sevenfifteen, there was time enough.

“I’m sorry, Sergeant, there’s no answer.” She turned to look for Steven’s
hotel room key. It was still in his pigeon hole. “Looks like he didn’t come
back last night, Sandy. I was on duty until five. He handed his key in before
I knocked off. Maybe he got lucky?” she suggested, with a grin.

“It’s Ok. I’ll catch him later. Thanks, Marlene.”
Pizzani walked back to his car, wondering where Miles might have been

last night. Perhaps that bitch in reception, Colleen, was right? Maybe Miles
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was doing the dirty with Silvia. He’d drive past her place, if Miles’ car was
outside, then at least he’d know.

Silvia’s house was in between the hotel and his own house, so it wasn’t
out of his way. He drove past slowly. Silvia was there, in the front garden,
with a man. They were in each other’s arms. The man dressed and Silvia
still in her nightie. It was obvious that the bloke was just leaving. He peered
out his window to see if the man was Miles. It wasn’t.

So, he thought, if Miles didn’t spend the night with Silvia, where was
he? Suddenly he knew where he was. “That fucking slimy bastard,” he
cursed, as he threw his car into second gear, and screeched off in the
direction of Warwick’s house.

* * * * *

“I’ve just made fresh coffee, Steve? You got time for one?” Warwick called
into the ensuite from his bedroom door.

“That’d be great. Won’t be two ticks,” Steven replied, as he towelled
himself dry. He walked into the bedroom and started to unfold his clothes,
getting ready to put them on.

Warwick stood in the doorway, holding two hot cups of coffee. “Let’s
have them out on the front veranda in the sun. Come on outside, Steve.”

They walked naked out onto the front veranda.
“Don’t be shy, Steve. No one can see the house from the road. It’s quite

secluded here. There is one little spot just off the road, where you can get
a glimpse of the house. A big Poinciana used to block of any chance of a
view of the house, but we lost it a few years ago in a cyclone. Anyway,
who’s going to stop in the middle of the road, and clamber around in the
bush to look at my house? We’re miles away from anything.”

Steven nodded, and sipped his coffee, standing next to Warwick, naked
in the early morning sun.

Sandy Pizzani was one person who would stop his car in the middle of
the road and clamber around in the bush to look at Warwick’s house. He
had done it many times before. But now he stood, breathing heavily, as he
lifted his camera to his eyes, using the telephoto lens to focus on the two
naked men who stood, oblivious to the fact that he was watching them,
drinking coffee.

“Thank fuck, I picked up my camera yesterday in Mackay,” Pizzani told
himself. He had dropped it off the week before for repairs. He snapped a
quick few shots. Warwick and Miles naked together proved nothing, except
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a doubtful lack of propriety of becoming chummy with someone involved
in a case.

His anger grew in his belly, as he watched Warwick and Miles chatting,
his eyes drawn down to Steven’s hanging dick, over and over again. “It’s
not fucking fair,” he told himself, “I’m just a normal man. I haven’t got a
cock as big as that. Fucking Warwick! He’s a slut! If I think that all he’s
really been holding out for is a bigger dick than mine, then I’ll kill the little
shit!” he said to himself, shaking angrily.

He lifted his camera up once more to take another photo, but the men
started to walk into the house.

“Shit!” Pizzani swore, aloud. “That fucking dog will start barking if I try
to get any closer. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” he spat out.

He stood in the trees, hidden from view from the house, not knowing
what to do. “I’ll give it a few minutes more, and then I’ll have to go,” he
thought, glancing at his watch once more.

Steven dressed quickly as he told Warwick of his plans for the day.
“Give Rosie a scratch from me, mate,” he said.
“I’ll let her out after you’ve gone, Steve. She’s always a maniac when I

let her out after being locked up in the laundry.”
They walked out together onto the balcony. Steven dressed, and Warwick

still naked.
“Thanks for last night, Woz!”
“It’s Ok, mate. I’ll see you sometime on Saturday.”
“No worries. I’ll give you a bell before then, anyway.”
Steven pulled Warwick into his arms and kissed him deeply, before

turning and leaping down the stairs to his car.
“Catch you later, Woz!”
“See ya! Steve.”
Steven drove off quickly, waving from the driver’s window, hurrying to

catch Tony at the hotel for breakfast.
Sandy Pizzani sat in his car, in the hidden driveway, just up from the

entrance to Warwick’s house, his face contorted with anger.
“You pair of cunts!” he said to himself, his mind seething with cold fury.

“I’m going to make you pay, Miles. These pictures are going to make you
piss in my pocket for the rest of your life! You are going to do whatever I
tell you – otherwise your boss is going to get a little surprise in the mail
from me.”

He smiled grimly, looking down at the camera on the seat next to him.
Once he’d seen Steven drive off, he’d quickly run back to his car, crashing
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through the thick bush, and pulled it off the road, up into the hidden
driveway that he always used when coming to see what Warwick was up to.

“What a bit of fucking luck!” He had clearly caught the two men kissing,
and had snapped shots off rapidly.

He pulled his car out onto the road.
“What a pity I have to go to Brisbane today. I could have a bit of time

alone with Miles and sort things out, after I got these prints done, that is,”
he thought.

Then, as he drove, a better idea came to him.
He reached over and patted the camera with his left hand. He could use

the pictures for better things.
“Warwick Hughes, I finally got what I need. The photos in this camera

are the key to your arse. Otherwise your fancy new city friend is going to
pay, bigtime!”

He laughed to himself as he sped towards his house, his mind full of
vengeance and thoughts of what he would do to Warwick to reward his
infidelity.

* * * * *

“Come on Rosie,” Warwick said, as he opened the laundry door.
Rosie barked noisily and then ran in circles, yelping in a battle of whether

to jump onto Warwick or pee. Her bladder was too full. She’d come and
nip at him for locking her up overnight, once she relieved herself.

She rocketed out into the garden, and stopped under the Jacaranda, to
spread her legs, squatting and moving her behind quickly from side to side
as she sprayed on the lawn.

That’s when the strange scent hit her nose. She couldn’t ignore it, and
ran speedily through the bush towards the road.

A smell. Tobacco mixed with human being. Who had been invading her
territory? The person had been here not long ago. Puzzled, she raised her
head in the air, sniffing for signs of where the stranger might be.

A car sped from the driveway up the road and she barked at it twice,
before turning and running towards the house, to say good morning, in her
doggy way, to her master.
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7

Steven hurried through the reception area of his hotel, ignoring the young
woman at the counter, although she waved to get his attention. He was late
for breakfast for Tony.

“Stuff him,” Marlene said, under her breath. “If he’s going to be that
rude, he can forget it. Sandy Pizzani can get him at work, I can’t be bothered
telling him that he was looking for him.”

Tony was sitting back in his chair, drinking coffee and reading the paper
as Steven hastily pulled back the spare chair at the table, and sat down.

“Sorry, Tony. I got held up a bit.”
Tony gave Steven a quick once over.
“Bit dressed up for a trip to Ingham, isn’t it, Steve?”
“I haven’t changed. Drank too much last night and crashed in the spare

bedroom.”
“Likely story, mate,” Tony said, snorting in disbelief.
“Ok. I was out all night sucking some guy’s dick! Happy now?”
Tony laughed.
“I like your first version, better, Steve – as if!”
“If you only really knew the truth, Tony Sobrocchi,” Steven thought.
“I know you’re pissed off at me, and I understand,” Tony continued, “but

I thought it better that no one knew about Howard.”
“It’s Ok, it’s sorted now. It’s forgotten. But please trust me. You should

have told me that he was working for you.”
“He’s working for both of us, mate. I am sorry – there is nothing else I

am hiding from you.”
“How was your date?”
Tony smiled and said nothing.
“You and Michael have fun?”
Tony nodded.
“Ok. Quick change of subject. Tell me about the informant, then.”
“He’s fantastic!”
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“Who? The informant?”
“No, you dork! Michael!”
“I love the way my penetrating interrogation technique can wheedle

secrets out of the most resistant people!” Steven said, raising his eyes
heavenward.

Tony reached over and slapped him with the newspaper.
“Get a life! Michael is everything I’ve ever wished for, Steve. He’s kind

and gentle and….”
“You just keep talking while I go and get something to eat from the buffet.

I’m sure you’ll still be rhapsodising when I get back, not even having noticed
that I’d gone.”

“Go on! Piss off! You’re going to feel like this someday, and then the shoe
will be on the other foot.”

“Yeah, maybe it will, mate. But I’ll put it in a letter and post it to you, so
that I don’t bore your pants off!”

Steven stood and laughed, making sure that Tony knew he was joking.
He just didn’t want to hear about Tony and Michael while his head was so
full of Warwick.

He helped himself to some breakfast from the buffet, smiling as he caught
sight of Tony taking papers from his briefcase and sorting them into piles
on their table.

Steven ate as Tony explained, nodding as the information was given to
him.

“The informant is Alberto Moroni. He owns the bottle shop next to the
post office in Ingham, opposite the park. He was picked up on a minor
offence and was so shitscared about losing his license that he offered to
trade information, in exchange for us not prosecuting him. It was only luck
that the officer who spoke with him is straightasadie, workwise, and
rang Internal Investigations.”

“I remember Alberto, Tony. But his shop used to be a grocer’s. He was
always friendly with Giorgio and me. Mum and Dad knew him well. He
sometimes came around to our place for dinner.”

“That so, Steve?”
Steven nodded. “I haven’t seen him since I left Ingham. He would have

been in his midthirties then, I suppose.”
“Well, I visited Moroni, twelve or so years ago, when I had just started

in Internal Investigations, because his information led us to believe that
someone at the local police station was dealing drugs. He couldn’t pinpoint
the source, but gave us enough to intercept a decent deal at the local pub.
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We let him off – it was ridiculous anyway, he would have got off very lightly
and not lost his license. But, as I said, he was shitscared. He really dropped
his basket. Told me he was gay straight off and I filled a note book with
stuff that was of interest. It was Moroni who made the link with Pizzani.
We’d already looked into the story of the expensive car, and what Moroni
said pointed at him. We never got anything on him, of course – the local
bust was too public. We think that Pizzani went low then and we haven’t
been able to pin anything else on him since.

“I think that Moroni will be able to help you with some information about
this man who is missing – Stuart Foley. It’s a naked shot. Maybe for his
girlfriend, but in my queries since I’ve been here, I’ve discovered eight other
men missing in coastal towns, from Mackay to Tully, all the descriptions
sounding similar to Stuart Foley, and all missing in a two year period.

“It’s just a hunch, but I think there is some connection between Foley,
Ringer, Pizzani and the other missing men.”

Steven closed his eyes, having finished his breakfast, and leaned back
in his chair, running possibilities through his mind.

“You think they are missing, or dead?”
“I’m hoping that they are missing, mate. But for now, let’s assume that

this is all unconnected. I can’t be involved – this is your case – but I’ll help.
Anything. I don’t care if it’s a bit bent or not, as long as this gets sorted. I
can only get involved if we have some evidence of corruption on Pizzani.
The young guy, what’s his name? Chris? Is he likely to decide to testify?”

“Chris is due to fly out to Darwin about an hourandahalf after Pizzani
gets back from Brisbane tomorrow, Tony. Give the guy a break. I think that
once he’s well away from here then you might give it a go. But remember,
there’s no evidence, it’s his word against Pizzani’s.”

“I know that. But anything would help.”
“Look, Tony. I appreciate your offer of help. I hope I never have to ask

anyone to do anything that’s not legal. That stuff would never stand up in
court anyway. But I will remember your offer, if I ever need anything.”

“It’s fine, Steven. You are my mate after all.”
“One other thing, Tony. Does Pizzani know you? Has he ever seen you?”
“No. That’s the reason I’m here. He knows some of the other guys. We

thought it safer for me to be here.”
“Do me a favour, Tony. Keep away from the station. I don’t want you near

the place. It’s too dangerous for you to be seen anywhere near it. You never
know if anyone from Brisbane might arrive unannounced, and by chance,
blow your cover.”
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“I don’t intend to, Steven. I’m a tourist, remember. I’m going off to Hook
Island for the night while Pizzani is away. Just want to check it out.”

“Michael going with you?”
“No, mate. This is just for me. He was disappointed, but then I’m seeing

him on Saturday night. He’s got the day off on Sunday, so we’ll do a bit of
exploring.”

“Why Hook Island?”
“No ferry service. No airstrip. No way off or on, unless you like to swim,

that is. You can only get there once a week. Boat goes over on Friday, leaves
Saturday. So it’s either an overnight or you’re there for a week. Sounds
ideal. I need a day to do some thinking and I’m going crazy in the hotel.”

“Have a good one then, mate. I have to run and change now.”
“Thanks, mate. You too. I hope Moroni can help out.”

* * * * *

Steven called Mike Savage just before leaving his hotel to pick Nathan up
at work.

“Morning Steven – any news?”
“Nothing since I spoke with you yesterday afternoon, Sir. Pizzani leaves

at ten this morning. He’ll have to leave the station at nine for the airport,
and that’s what time I’m picking Nathan Massport up, to leave for Ingham.
Chris Warren’s safe while we are away, so I think everything’s in order.”

“Did Tony fill you in on the details?”
“Yes, Mike, we just finished breakfast and he told me about the informant

and the missing men. I hope this case isn’t just the tip of the iceberg.”
“Well, at the moment there’s no link at all. Tell me, Steve, is Pizzani being

around making it hard for you?”
“Not directly. But I’m finding it difficult to keep him just out of the loop

all the time. I think that it’d be a great idea to have him out of our hair for
a while, that’d give me a chance to really concentrate on the investigation,
without pussyfooting around him all the time.”

“I can’t really help you there at the moment, but if you feel it’s necessary,
go for it! I’ll back you whatever your decision. Send him on a training course
or something that won’t make him suspicious. We need to know what’s
going on all the time, as far as he’s concerned.”

“I’m still sure we have missed something in the house. Call it a hunch,
I’m not sure. I thought that when I found the glass, and then Stuart Foley’s
photo, that I had bagged everything. But something is still not complete in
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the picture. Maybe I’ll feel happier when the photo lab report is complete.”
“I should have it later today or first thing tomorrow. It’s taking time,

Steven. They’re running age comparisons on the Polaroid gel, and that can’t
be hurried. I’ll call you as soon as it’s in. But, I think you’re right. I’ll round
up an extensive forensic team and get them up there later today, while
Pizzani is here. I don’t care if they turn the house into a pile of rubble. But
at least you and I will feel happier knowing that the place is clean. Besides,
the owner has been pestering us to get access to the house. Wants to know
when we finish there.”

“Any connection with the owner and the case?” Steven asked,
suspiciously.

Mike Savage sighed loudly. “The owner is one Irene Marchant. Name
ring a bell?”

“Figures!” Steven said, with a chuckle. “How’s Tanya?”
“Why do you ask? Didn’t think you liked her.”
“I don’t much, but she’s very good at her job. Why don’t you put her as

backup on the forensic squad? She knows the area and the house.”
“What’s this with you? Complimenting Tanya?”
“Nothing, Mike. Just starting to realise what a bastard I’ve been to work

with over the past years. She’s a good cop.”
“Fuck me! I never thought I’d live to see the day – Steven Miles actually

being a human being.”
“With respect, Sir – fuck you!” Steven said, laughing down the phone.
“There’s another thing I haven’t heard from you in years, Steve – a laugh.

I hope you’re giving your dick a work out. That could explain your good
humour and generosity.”

“A gentleman never kisses and tells, Mike.”
“Gentleman? We’re talking about you, you sourfaced turd!”
Steven laughed along with his boss, pleased to find that he really was

feeling different. Mike Savage was starting to treat him like a mate, rather
than just a good cop.

* * * * *

Nathan was in excellent form, Steven noticed, as they left Townsville behind
them.

Pizzani had left for the airport at the same time that Steven arrived to
pick Nathan up. The man had smiled and waved cheerily – somewhat too
cheerily, Steven couldn’t help thinking at the time.
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Gina Feretti was nervous at being put in charge, but had been in the
office since seven in the morning, organising and checking things that may
have needed to be done while Steven was away. Her smile of gratitude had
made him feel very good. She would handle anything – he was confident
of that.

“You’re sparking on all fours, Nathan,” Steven said, surprised at the young
man’s humour and wit.

“I just feel good today. I’ve never been to Ingham and, to tell the truth,
it makes me feel terrific to have been asked to come with you – like I am
really part of the team. Does that sound silly?”

“Not at all. You are part of the team. You’re my ‘buddy’, remember?”
“Thanks, Steve,” Nathan said, taking a large, leatherbound book from

the overnight bag at his feet.
“What’s the book?”
“Criminal law.”
”Criminal law?”
“I want to go to university, and get a degree. I can’t help it – I just want

to study and get further in my life.”
“Way to go, Nathan! But criminal law! Why?”
“Because I love being a cop. I love doing a job that’s all about justice. I

think that my place in life is being able to help the police force in other
ways than just regular policing. Criminal law would be a great advantage,
don’t you think?”

“I think that you’d succeed in whatever you decided to do, mate. And
yes, a cop with a degree in criminal law could go a long way. Tell me, which
university would you study at?”

“I’ve done a bit of research, and I’ll probably choose one that offers it in
distance education. I can’t leave Mum alone, and I love my life here. I sort
of feel that I have to look after Irene, too. She’s not getting any younger.”

“I think Irene could take care of the whole of Queensland by herself
sometimes, Nathan. But I am sure your heart’s in the right place. Tell me
though, what happens if you fall in love and want to move somewhere else?”

“Then the person I fell in love with would have to make a choice. Either
me here or not me at all.”

Steven chuckled. “It doesn’t work like that, mate. When you fall in love,
your heart will take you wherever you have to go.”

“Maybe, Steve. Is that what happened to you?”
“No. I moved to Brissie to go to school. I met my wife, Anne there and

just stayed.”
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“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”
“That wasn’t prying, Nathan. Forget it. By the way – nuts.”
“Nuts?”
“Yeah. Nuts. Your nickname.”
“Oh! That!” Nathan blushed furiously.
“Come on! Out with it!”
“It was Pizzani’s fault.”
“How so?”
“We played a friendly with the blokes from Bowen and we won. So our

picture got published in the local paper.”
“And?”
“Well, nobody checked the picture before it was published, and there we

all were, posing after the match – with my balls hanging out the side of my
shorts.”

Steven roared with laughter.
“Pizzani took the picture on his youbeaut equipment, so it’s his fault

that everyone calls me ‘Nuts’.”
“Didn’t know Pizzani was a photographer.”
“Mate, he’s got everything that opens and shuts. You should see his

cameras. It’s always been his hobby. Does weddings and parties and stuff.
It’s excellent quality. The only time the man’s human is when he’s talking
about photography. He’s besotted with the subject. You should see the
studio in his home, he’s got the lot! Dark room with everything you could
imagine. He’s even won a few prizes in competitions!”

“Well, blow me! Didn’t take him for a man with a hobby – apart from
giving everyone the shits, that is!”

“There’s good in everyone, Steve. Sometimes it’s just harder to find in
some than in others.”

“I hope so,” Steven said to himself, as they drove towards Ingham.
“How far away are we now, Steve?”
“About fortyfive minutes, mate. You hungry?”
“That’s why I was asking. Lunch is on the back seat.”
“That’s what’s in that big bag. I was wondering.”
Nathan reached behind them and pulled the large brownpaper bag onto

his lap.
“I remembered you face when you talked to me the other day, when you

were eating your lunch. You were really getting into that food.”
“I like to eat good food, Nathan.”
“So I called Silvia yesterday and asked her to get something ready. I picked



195Stinga

it up this morning just before you arrived. Thought you might like some of
her tucker.”

“You’re a bloody miracle, mate! Thanks,” Steven said, as a wonderful
smell hit his nose. “She even gave you a vacuum flask of coffee?”

“Silvia is real nice, Steve. She likes you. When I told her it was for you
and me, she really went to town. She’d cut her tit off for someone she likes,
you know.”

“Check what’s on the focaccia before you take a bite,” Steven said with
a small chuckle. “Don’t know if ‘titonrye’ is my favourite.”

* * * * *

Alberto Moroni sat on a bench at a table in the park, next to Steven.
The man looked as if he was in his sixties, when in fact he had only just

turned fifty. His hair was grey, untidily plastered back over his head. His
eyes were darkbrown, almost black, Nathan thought, as he watched Moroni
and Steven in conversation.

Nathan glanced over the man as they spoke, making annotations in his
notebook of what they said, and of Moroni’s appearance. The man looked
haggard and had a deeplylined face, his mouth turned down at the corners
when he was not speaking. He wore a paleblue shirt – open at the neck,
to reveal a mass of white hair that sprouted from the base of his throat. The
shirt was not threadbare, but looked as if it would only last a few more
washes before disintegrating into its component pieces, Nathan thought.
He wore tightlyfitting shorts, unfashionably brief and black thongs. He was
not dirty, but had the air of someone who no longer cared about his
appearance.

Nathan sat opposite them at the table in the park, finally aware of the
situation, which Steven had revealed after their lunch in the car. They had
changed into jeans and tshirts, so that their meeting with Moroni would
not appear conspicuous.

“I’d like you to know that this isn’t an official interview, Alberto,” Steven
said. “My colleague, Constable Massport, is only taking notes for our own
private information. Anything that you can say that might help us would
be appreciated, I can assure you that.”

“Of course. I know your family well. The Ventimiglia family has been one
of my best customers, and also my friends, over the years,” Moroni said,
in Italian.

Nathan cleared his throat loudly.
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“I am sorry, Constable – forgive me,” the man said, shifting easily back
into English. “I’m still astonished at seeing Steven after all these years. You
know, he’s not so different from when he left here – when was it Steven?
– Fifteen years ago? I recognised him instantly. You have no idea how proud
I am to find out that he’s a Senior Sergeant.”

“Yes, I am sure you are, Mr. Moroni.”
Steven had warned Nathan that information from Alberto was bound to

be slow in coming about, as he remembered Moroni as being a chatterbox.
He allowed the man to ramble, knowing that once the pleasantries had
finished then Moroni would get to the point.

“You know, young man,” Moroni continued, looking at Nathan. “This
man sitting next to me looked just as he does now, fifteen years ago. Only
today, he is even more beautiful to look at.”

“Thank you, Alberto, but you’re embarrassing me,” Steven interrupted,
knowing that the smalltalk had almost come to an end.

“So, I don’t know why you’re here. But I was told that I might be able to
help you. What do you want to know, Steven?”

Steven took the reproduction of Stuart Foley from his pocket and gave it
to Moroni.

“Do you recognise this man?”
“Ma certo! But this must have been taken years ago. I haven’t seen Stuart

for almost fourteen of fifteen years – and never with his pants off!”
Steven hastily took back the photograph, noticing the look of interest in

the older man’s eyes.
“When was the last time you remember seeing him, Alberto?”
“God, I can’t remember. Wait a minute, yes – it was about fourteen years

ago, before he left to go up to Cairns.”
“Do you know where he went to in Cairns?”
“What’s this all leading to? I think that you should fill me in a little, so

that I can give you more information.”
Steven glanced quickly at Nathan, who lowered his head with a smile.

Nathan had also realised that Moroni was not going to give information
without getting a bit back in exchange.

Steven sighed and then said, “It’s to do with case that I’m working on.
This photo was found at the scene of the crime, and I’m trying to find out
if there’s any connection with Stuart Foley.”

“Stuart Foley and whom?”
“Does the name Domenico Campanile mean anything to you?”
“Sure, I know Dom. Haven’t seen him for a few years now. Why do you
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ask? What’s he done?”
“I don’t know what he’s done, Alberto, because he was found dead last

week. It appears that he shot himself.”
“Madonna mia! Domenico is dead? But this is terrible!”
Moroni slumped on the bench, his head down, pinching the bridge of

his nose tightly between his thumb and forefinger, completely stunned by
the news.

“I’m sorry to tell you this way, Alberto. Was he a good friend of yours?”
The man sat quietly for a minute or so, shaking his head. He ran his

hand over his hair, smoothing it back, before straightening up.
“I am sorry – it is a shock. Forgive me, Constable Massport, we Italians

can be very dramatic when we express ourselves.”
Steven rolled his eyes at Nathan, unconsciously almost proving the man’s

point.
“Sounds a bit like Domenico’s past caught up with him, in some way or

another,” Moroni said.
“Can you explain a bit more please, Alberto?”
“Did you know that Domenico was a junkie at the time that I gave the

Internal Investigations the information about the possible dealer at the police
station here, all those years ago?”

“No, I didn’t. Was it he who told you about the dealer?”
“He never said who it was, but I always suspected it was that showoff,

Alessandro Pizzani, who was his supplier.”
Steven and Nathan exchanged quick glances.
“Where’s he these days?” Moroni asked, curiously.
“Around,” Steven said, noncommittally.
“Well. Domenico went straight, and was so when I last saw him a few

years back. He used to rent a house out on the old Lucinda Beach Road, a
few kilometres from your parent’s house, Steven. The one with the green
roof, near the bend, just as you go over the hill. You remember it?”

Steven nodded.
“Well, anyway, I’m not really surprised that he had Stuart Foley’s

photograph.”
“Why not?”
“Because that’s what Dom did. He was a mezzano. How do you say it in

English?”
“Campanile was a tout?”
“Yes. He used to go up and down the coast, making friends with groups

of young people. He’d joke with them and figure out which of them might
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be interested in some money. Then he’d offer them some work up north if
they fitted the necessary requirements.”

“Necessary requirements? Can you be a bit more explicit, Alberto? This
may be important.” Steven said, as Nathan made copious and quick notes.

“Domenico used to look for young men, around Stuart’s age at the time,
late teens – early twenties, blond hair – surfie types. He was pretty good,
better than me in fact, at guessing which of them would be amenable to
sex for money.”

“Are you telling me that Domenico Campanile was gay?”
“No, Steven. He was not. He just recruited these men and then, as I said,

if they fitted the requirements, they ended up working in Cairns – for big
money too. At least that’s what he told me.”

“And Stuart Foley was one of these young men?”
Alberto nodded and then asked to see the photograph again. Steven gave

it to him, reluctantly.
“This was taken in the old baths. They’re not there any more. Did you

know that?”
Steven shook his head.
“They pulled them down a few years ago, and now there is a big Olympic

pool, all modern and without charm. Those old baths had some style about
them.

“Domenico would always give the young men, who he thought that his
client would like, a large amount of money for a picture of them with their
clothes off. He’d send it off to the client, and then, if the young man was
suitable, Domenico would return and negotiate for him to go up to Cairns.”

“Do you know who this client was?”
“No, I don’t Steven. But I do know someone who might know.” Moroni

said with a small smile. “But I think I need coffee first, and maybe some
lunch,” he added, his insinuation that Steven should pay, patently clear.

Halfanhour later the three men sat at a table in a pleasant outdoor café,
Nathan and Steven drinking coffee while they watched Alberto Moroni wipe
his mouth with a paper napkin, his lunch finished.

“Thank you, Steven. I really enjoyed that,” Moroni said. “Now where
were we?”

“You were telling us about someone who might know the client in Cairns
– the one who was using Domenico Campanile to solicit for him, Mr.
Moroni,” Nathan said, looking at his notes.

“Ah yes! But it’s been a long time. I wonder where he is these days?”
“Has he a name?” Steven asked.
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Moroni chuckled and signalled for the waiter, ordering a cappuccino.
“He has a name. Everyone has a name. But I’m afraid that I can’t give that
to you. All I can do is make a call and leave a message for him to call you.”

“You said it had been a long time. Why do you think this man would
return your call, out of the blue?” Steven asked.

“Because I saved his life! Wait until I get my coffee and then I’ll tell you
a long story that will explain some of this.”

Steven glared at Nathan, to keep him quiet. He was sure that Nathan
was anxious not to hear another of Moroni’s wanderings.

A nicelooking, young, Italian man brought the coffee to the table and
placed it before Moroni.

“Anything else you would like, gentlemen?” the waiter asked, looking
both Steven and Nathan up and down.

“Basta! Filippo, lasciaci soli!” Moroni growled.
The waiter smiled at Moroni with daggers in his eyes and left them alone,

as he had suggested.
“That’s the problem with young gay men these days. They have no

discretion. They think any man’s fair game. It wasn’t so when I was his
age, let me tell you! And another thing, Steven – I have always been discreet
here in Ingham. I looked for my partners in other places. Never shit in your
own nest, I tell you.” Moroni tapped the side of his nose with his forefinger.

“Is everyone in the world gay?” Steven asked himself, surprised at the
waiter’s undisguised appraisal of him and Nathan.

“Now for my story,” Moroni said, as Nathan settled back in his chair,
ready for another long explanation.

“I know I look like an old shit now. I don’t even recognise myself when
I look in the mirror. But, fifteen years ago, I was only five years older than
you probably are now, Steven. Then it was a different story. I was very
goodlooking and very soughtafter by many other men.”

Nathan’s eyebrows raised slightly, his only indication of incredulity.
“I saw that look, Constable!” Moroni said, causing Nathan to blush.
“You are only a youngster. You have no life experience yet to teach you

how faces change over long periods of time. You’ll look old one day too!
Just remember Alberto Moroni’s words on the day that you first glimpse a
stranger staring back at you out of the mirror!”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Moroni. I apologise.”
“You have manners and you are cute, therefore you are forgiven,” Moroni

replied.
Steven glanced at Nathan. Nathan is cute? Steven had never really thought
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about it before and he examined him, in the light of Moroni’s statement.
Nathan was of average height, slim with short brown hair. His complexion

could only be described as ‘peaches and cream’. His skin was pale and his
cheeks suffused with red. His eyes, Steven noticed for the first time, were
the palest of greens, almost an olive colour, surrounded by thick, long lashes.
He had a chiselled face with high, prominent cheekbones and a generous
mouth that showed strong, even teeth when he smiled.

“Yes,” Steven said to himself, “I suppose Nathan is cute – in a boyish sort
of way.”

“The last time I saw Stuart Foley is part of this story, Steven. There was
a party, given by a wealthy gay man at a beachhouse at Mission Beach.
He’s dead now, sadly, but he used to have wonderful parties full of
interesting people, good food and an excellent bar. He always invited a few
‘rentboys’ from Cairns to add some interest, he liked handsome men around
him. I was invited. Stuart was there as well, that’s when he told me of his
plans to ‘go into business’ at an escort agency in Cairns. He seemed pretty
happy about it, and so I wished him luck. He introduced me to another,
older man in his midtwenties, who also worked at the agency. That was
Joe. He had brought Stuart along as a sort of ‘introduction’ to see if he might
make some contacts as clients for him, as Stuart was only just about to join
the agency. He was a very attractive man, let me tell you, and only worked
as a ‘special’ from time to time, and only for a big fee.”

“What’s a ‘special’, Alberto?” Steven asked, curiously.
“Every good agency has a few workers of both sexes who are available

at call for special clients. That’s why they are called ‘specials’, Steven. They
are usually very welleducated and their fee always includes a payment for
staying overnight with the client. They’re ‘paidcompanions’ rather than
sexworkers. They often have some good profession and only work for the
agency occasionally. They can go to dinner with the client without being
perceived as being a prostitute, talk about politics, science or whatever field
the client is working in. They always do lots of research before these
appointments – I imagine that is why their fees are so high. Anyway, Joe
was one of these ‘specials’. He was a nice man – very clever and charming
beyond belief. I wished at the time I’d been much wealthier. He was perfect
in every way – but one.”

“And that was?” Steven asked.
“He couldn’t swim. Later in the evening, some of us went down to the

beach to go skinnydipping. Joe stood in the shallows and watched us,
laughing as we jumped around in the water. We tried to get him to come
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in with us, most of us just because we wanted to see him without his clothes
on, but he shook his head and just laughed, saying he’d only finished eating
and didn’t want to get a cramp. Then he walked out of the water and went
onto the jetty that ran out into the ocean, just near were we were horsing
about. One minute he was near the end of the jetty, and the next I noticed
him trip and fall into the water. I didn’t react immediately, but then I noticed
that he didn’t surface, so I swam over to where he’d fallen and shouted for
the others to come and help.

“I was getting pretty frantic because I couldn’t see him in the darkness,
but then, by some miracle, my foot touched something under water. I knew
it had to be him, so I dived under and found him slowly rising to the surface.
I pulled him up and dragged him to the beach. I worked on him for about
twenty minutes, until the ambulance arrived – all those other stupid poofters
standing around, looking helpless. God that makes me angry now, even
after all these years, when I think of it!”

“That’s an amazing story, Mr. Moroni.” Nathan said. “And that’s the
reason why you believe that Joe will return your call?”

Moroni nodded. “He was very grateful and told me if there was ever
anything that he could do for me, just to get in touch with him and tell him
that I was calling in his debt. I’ll be frank with you – you can’t imagine the
number of times that I thought about having sex with him in exchange for
saving his life, but then always changed my mind. I had my pride then. I
thought that I’d wait and see if he ever offered. He never did, so he still
owes me. He’ll call if he gets my message.”

“How will you contact him though,” Steven asked, “if it’s been a long
time since you last saw him. How do you know where he is?”

Moroni smiled. “Look, I don’t need to speak with him, but I can make
a call and leave a message for him to contact you. How’s that?”

Steven thought for a moment, and then said, “Ok. That might be the best
way.”

“If he won’t cooperate, Steven, then you can tell him that Alberto Moroni
is calling in his debt, at last,” Moroni said, with a stern smile.

“Thanks. I owe you now,” Steven said.
“You owe me nothing. The Ventimiglia family has been a friend to me

for more years than I can remember, and I want to help the police – that’s
why I agreed to talk to you after all, isn’t it?”

“Very well, thank you, Alberto. When can you make this call?”
“As soon as I get back to the shop – I have the number in my ‘little black

book’, right here in my pocket.” Moroni tapped his shirt pocket with one
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hand.
Steven held out his mobile. “Don’t waste your money using your own

phone. Let the police pay for the long distance call. I’ll write down my
mobile number for you to give as my contact number. Use my phone,
please!”

Moroni nodded and took the book from his pocket, and after searching
in it quickly, pressed the buttons on the mobile, slowly, pausing between
each number, as if not being used to using a mobile.

Nathan glanced at Steven. Of course Steven had offered his mobile, the
number Moroni dialled would be stored in the phone’s memory. That could
be useful.

“Hello?” Moroni said, as the call answered. “Is that Alex? Sorry, may I
speak with Alex, please, tell her it’s Alberto Moroni.” There was a short
pause as Moroni waited to be put through to whoever Alex was, Steven
noted.

“Hello? Alex? Yes, it’s me. I know – it’s been ages. I keep promising that
I’ll make a trip up there and say hello sometime. Yes, me too, I am sure that
we both have changed over the years. Why am I calling? Well I wonder if
you still had any contact with Joe? No, there’s no problem – I just wondered
if you would mind passing on a message to him. You will? Thanks, Alex.
You have a pen? Ok, then take down this number.”

Moroni read Steven’s mobile number out slowly, reading it from the
paper napkin on which Steven had rapidly scribbled it.

“Yes, tell Joe that this man would like to speak with him. His name is
Steven. What? He doesn’t work any more? How long? Eight years – imagine
that! Anyway, if you could pass the message on and tell him that I said that
it’s important. Thanks, Alex. You too! Take care!”

Moroni handed Steven’s mobile back to him and smiled.
“You will hear from him, Steven. Was there anything else I can help you

with?”
“No, thank you, Alberto. You have helped me very much. The police force

thanks you as well. I had better get moving. We’re staying with my parents
tonight before we leave tomorrow. Thanks, again.”

“There’s no problem, Steven. Anytime – I’ll do whatever I can.”
“By the way, Alberto. Can you think of any reason why Domenico might

have wanted to commit suicide?”
Moroni thought for a moment, and then answered, “No. Domenico was

always very positive. He left here two years ago, he told me, to start a new
life down south somewhere. The news of his death has left me quite sad,.
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And now, you should get going. Addio!”
Steven and Nathan left Moroni, sitting alone at the table in the café,

waving as they headed towards Steven’s car.

* * * * *

An hour later, Steven and Nathan were heading towards Steven’s parents’
house, along the old Lucinda Beach Road.

Nathan had tagged along, somewhat amazed, as Steven had dragged
him to the local delicatessen to buy some things that he could not find in
Packer’s Reef, before they left Ingham for the coast..

Nathan was astounded at how everyone remembered Steven, strangely
enough calling him ‘Stinga’. He’d have to remember to ask Steven about
that some day, he’d reminded himself. Steven had shopped and bought
quickly, nattering easily and fluently in Italian. That had impressed Nathan
the most – the man was full of hidden abilities.

“Jesus! It’s hot, Steve. Mind if we put the airconditioning on?” Nathan
asked, as the car sped eastward, towards the ocean.

“I hate the airconditioning, mate. How about a quick swim instead?”
“That’d be nice, but I didn’t bring my togs.”
“No need if we go to the beach I am thinking of. It’s really out of the way,

used to be where I went when I was a kid, with my brother, Giorgio.”
“Sure! As long as I don’t get too much sun, I burn in an instant.”
“No worries, Nathan. Just a quickie then!”
Steven was not surprised at Nathan’s agreement. He had really warmed

to the young man, and had decided that he really trusted him. He’d told
Nathan everything about Pizzani, except for the fact that Tony was in town
and that Howard was working for two sides – and the story of Chris, of
course.

Steven began to think, as he drove. This swim with Nathan would answer
a few questions for him. They would both be naked. It would be an
opportunity to see whether another man’s naked body turned him on. If it
did, then it would mean that he had been hiding something from himself.
If not, then whatever had happened with Warwick was another matter. He
began to get a bit nervous as he started to go through the possibilities of
the results of either outcome.

Steven drove the car down a rugged track, the entrance of which was
nearly impossible to see from the road. The car bumped and bounced along
a barely discernible track through the thick rainforest, before arriving
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suddenly in a clearing right on a beautiful, but tiny beach.
“Well here we are. Last one in is a dick!” Steven shouted as jumped out

of the car and began to strip quickly.
Just then his phone rang. “You go ahead, Nathan, I’ll just get this call.”
He watched Nathan sprinting down the beach and into the water as he

answered the call.
“Miles,” he said.
“Is that Steven?”
“Yes it is. Who am I speaking to?”
“This is Joe. I got a message saying that Alberto Moroni said I should call

you.”
“Yes, that’s right, Joe. Thanks for returning the call.”
“I must tell you that I am not working any more, before we go on.”
“That’s Ok, Joe. I just wanted to know if I could talk to you.”
“About what?”
“Can you talk now?”
“No. I’m in my office. What’s it about?”
“It’s about Stuart Foley, Joe.”
There was a lengthy silence and then the voice said, “I’m sorry, I don’t

think I want to talk about that.”
“Alberto Moroni told me that if you said you didn’t want to discuss things

with me, then I was to tell you that he was calling in your debt.”
“Fuck!” the voice swore softly. “All right, but I won’t discuss this over

the phone. We’ll have to meet. Are you in Cairns?”
“Not at the moment, but I can be. You just tell me when.”
“How about…” the man said, evidently looking through his diary.

“Tuesday week?”
“I’m sorry – I think I need to speak with you sooner than that!”
The man muttered and, in the background, Steven could hear him flick

noisily through the pages of his diary.
“Ok. Monday night. That’s the only time I can meet you. Where will you

be?”
“Where’s the best hotel in Cairns?”
“The Novotel.”
“That’s where I’ll be. Call me on Monday at the end of the day on this

number and we’ll arrange to meet – maybe over dinner. This is not an
excuse for anything else, by the way, Joe.”

“Whatever,” the man replied, his voice devoid of emotion. “Look, I have
to go. I’ll call you on Monday afternoon. I am free from about six. Dinner
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is fine. We can talk then. Goodbye.”
Steven stood looking at the phone, wondering about the phone call.
“Everything Ok, Stinga?” Nathan was at his side, breathing heavily, and

dripping with water, his eyes glinting with amusement as he used Steven’s
nickname.

“I’ll Stinga you, you smartarse!” Steven laughed, as he took off his pants,
and then ran into the water.

He dived into the ocean and followed his ritual, swimming underwater,
to feel the bubbles form on his skin and then break free from his body. God!
He loved the water, he told himself, as he burst out of it into the air. He
splashed around and then swam briskly for about five minutes before
returning to the shore.

He walked slowly up the beach, towards Nathan, who was smoking as
he leaned, still naked, in the shade, against the bullbar of the fourwheel
drive.

With no hurry he looked at Nathan as he walked up the beach.
Nathan’s body was almost white, Steven observed – pale blue veins

clearly visible through his skin. His chest was deceptively broad. Two pale,
pink nipples framed a dusting of lightbrown, almost red hair that snaked
down his chest and onto his belly. He was uncircumcised, Steven noticed,
his cock hanging loosely between his legs, topped by a thick bush of bright
red pubic hair. It was Nathan’s balls that caught his eye. The young man’s
scrotum hung down at least the length of his dick again, below the tip of
his cock – one ball visibly lower than the other. That’s why they call him
‘Nuts’, Steven laughed in his mind.

He was relieved to feel nothing. Absolutely nothing. He thought of how
a gay man might have reacted if confronted with the sight of this attractive
young man, leaning against his car, naked and at ease with himself.

“Got another?” Steven asked, as he reached Nathan at the car.
Nathan nodded and handed Steven his packet of smokes.
“See why they call you ‘Nuts’ now, mate,” Steven said, with a cheeky

grin as he drew on his cigarette.
“Ditto, Stinga,” Nathan threw back at him, with a quick glance down at

Steven’s cock.
Steven blushed, despite himself, drawing a loud laugh from Nathan.
He pushed Nathan’s shoulder, playfully and joined in the joke.
“Fuck off!”
“It explains something to me, though, Steven.”
“What?”
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“When we played footie the other night I didn’t understand why you were
outside yakking with Woz, instead of tubbing down with the rest of us. You
must get sick and tired of blokes having a go at you about it.”

“Something like that, mate.” Steven replied, quietly, a newly growing
respect for this young man growing in his mind.

The subject of their private parts forgotten, they joked about everything
else in the world, a stronger friendship growing between them.

Steven had been right. He now knew that seeing a naked man, and
examining his cock and balls, was not somehow linked to any hidden
sexuality that he may have been hiding. The thing with Warwick was
something altogether different.

* * * * *

Nathan Massport was perplexed. It seemed to him as if the entire Ventimiglia
family had gathered for a feast to welcome Steven home. He couldn’t believe
that there could be any real communication in the Ventimiglia family’s large
back garden. Everyone was talking at once – some in English, some in
Italian. He felt overwhelmed by the noise, the laughter and the friendliness
that the family had shown him – embracing him into their own, as if he
had been a friend of longstanding.

His plate groaned with food. Every time he took a mouthful, someone
would pile something onto his plate to replace the small hole he had made,
with a mountain of something else.

How did these people do it, he wondered. They had eaten four different
types of pasta, and then a soup, now the table was laden with plates of
porchetta, vegetables and salads. Steven had been very conscious of his
confusion, assuring him that this was normal for Italians. He had explained
how the porchetta had been prepared – the whole pig rubbed with salt and
sage leaves and then, untraditionally barbecued on a slowlymoving spit
for most of the day, something Steven’s father, Franco, had rigged up from
an old sewingmachine motor and had geared down, so that it revolved at
a snail's pace.

He had explained that the porchetta was more usually buried in the hot
coals of the fire and allowed to cook that way.

“You’ll get used to them, Nathan. My mother thinks you are the best thing
since sliced bread! She misses me and Giorgio at home, so any chance to
fatten up a passing stranger is a blessing from God, in her eyes.”

Steven stopped quickly and felt in his pocket. His mobile phone was on
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silent but vibrating rapidly. He pulled it out and checked it. It was Tanya.
“It’s Tanya, mate. I hope she’s got news. Back in a jiffy,” Steven said,

running to the far end of the garden and holding one hand over his ear, so
that he could hear better.

“Steve? It’s Tanya.”
“Evening Tanya, what’s up?
“Is there a party going on, Steven? I can barely hear you – there is so

much noise in the background.”
“Hang on a bit, I’ll just head off down towards the beach where it is a bit

quieter.”
Steven walked briskly through the back gate of his parents’ house and

up into the sand hills behind it, which looked over Lucinda Beach.
“Ok. Is that better?”
“Yes, Steve. What’s going on?”
“Just a family get together, Tanya. Only a small one,” he said, with a grin.
“Jesus! Steve. I’d hate to be there if they had a real shindig.”
“You’d be able to hear in it Packer’s Reef, if the whole family got together.

What’s the news?”
“Well there is news, but are you all right?”
“Yes, perfectly. Why?”
“I’ve called you Steve three times and you haven’t bitten my head off!”
Steven laughed. “Must be losing my grip – that’s what Packer’s Reef does

to you.”
“Listen, Steven. We have just packed up and are starting to move out.

We did find something, something important. I’m so stupid not to have
thought of it!”

“What did you find?”
“First thing we found, wedged between the floorboards of the kitchen,

was another corner of a Polaroid. Someone must have stepped on it and
pushed it down. It matches the rest of the shots. That makes thirtytwo
corners.”

“Shouldn’t that be thirtythree with the piece I found in Ringer’s bedside
table?”

“No, Steven. That leads me to another thing that we found. In the back
of the chimney in the kitchen fireplace, up high, was a loose brick.”

“Fuck me! – the oldest and most obvious hidingplace in the book. Why
didn’t we think of that?”

“In the cavity behind the brick, we found the rest of the photo that we
think belongs to the corner you found in the drawer. But, also in the cavity,
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wrapped in a teatowel was over sixtythousand dollars in hundred dollar
notes.”

Steven whistled.
“Listen, Steve, we have to leave now. We’re flying back to Brisbane in an

hour, and then I’ll be up all night. It looks from the photo lab reports that
instead of thirtytwo separate photos, there are only eight. Plus the one we
found in the chimney and the one of the missing man that you have a copy
of.”

“Why only eight?”
“Because the one we found behind the fireplace was cut into four. One

external corner was missing from one of the pieces. I am sure that when I
get back to the lab, then I will be able to ascertain that it is a perfect match
for the piece from Ringer’s bedside table. It figures that all the other photos
may have been cut into four as well, before they were burned. Have you
any idea what might be on those photos yet, Steven?”

“I’ve got a few ideas, but I’ll call Mike and discuss them with him. Have
a safe trip back to Brisbane, and thanks for all the help.”

“You sure you aren’t pissed, Steven? I don’t think I can handle this ‘new
friendly Miles’ thing.”

“Ok then, Tanya. Get fucked!!” Steven laughed, down the phone.
“Now that’s more like it. Thanks for recommending me for this trip by

the way. Night!”
Steven walked slowly back to join the party, his mind running over the

implications of Tanya’s phone call. As he opened the gate into the garden,
he noticed Nathan walking towards him.

”Everything Ok, Steve?”
“That was Tanya. Got a smoke on you? That can be our excuse for not

going straight back to join everyone else, while I fill you in. No work talk
– that’s our family rule here.”

Nathan nodded and took his pack from his top pocket and lit two,
handing one to Steven.

Before he could start to speak, Steven’s mother materialised at their side.
“When are you going to stop that disgusting habit, figlio mio? You know

it will stunt your growth,” Concetta Ventimiglia said, teasing her sixfoot
three son.

She turned to Nathan and smacked him playfully, “You too! Naughty
boy!”

Steven laughed and embraced her, lifting her up to his height and kissed
her.
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“Put me down! At once!” she screamed with mock indignation, but
laughing with pleasure.

Nathan smiled. Steven’s mother was tiny, under five feet, he guessed.
“Sorry mama – boys’ talk! We’ll be back in a minute, just give us a little

bit of time. I know,” he said, raising both hands in front of himself, “shop
talk is against the rules, but this is important.”

“Ah, Steven, how did you grow up to be so disobedient? All right, but if
you are both not back at the table in five minutes, then I’ll be forced to put
you both over my knee and smack your little bottoms!”

She laughed heartily and then ran across the lawn, stopping to smack a
small girl on the back of her head, who was eating bits of pork from the
ashes of the fire, and yelling loudly at her in Italian.

“She’s great, your mum! I love her!”
“Thanks, mate. So do I.”
“So what’s the news?” Nathan asked, leaning against the back fence.
“They found a stash of money in the house, plus another photo.”
“Wow!”
“That’s not all, Nathan. They found another corner of a Polaroid, stuck

between the floor boards. Tanya thinks that the thirtytwo corners belong
to eight individual photos, and the piece that Pizzani and I turned up is
part of the new one they just found. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Probably,” Nathan said, shaking his head, his mind full of the worst
options. “We have one complete photo of Stuart Foley and there are eight
other photos and eight missing men. But there’s the photo they just found.
Who is the new one of?”

“Don’t know mate, but I think it’s going to involve another visit with
Moroni.”

”Why don’t you take it with you, up to this guy in Cairns? He might have
some idea.”

“Good thinking, Nathan. This case is getting quite sinister. Tell you what,
seeing as we’re both in the spare room – my bed’s the one under the
window, you’ll be in Giorgio’s, by the way – we can talk it over once
everyone’s gone to bed. It’ll be an early one, no later than ten. They know
we have to head off early in the morning. I have to spend a bit of time with
my Dad, and then I’ve got to talk to Mum about something before I hit the
sack. If you’re asleep, we can talk in the morning.”

“Ok, no worries. I’ll be awake – I’ve got a bit of reading to do anyway.”
“You join the others. I have to speak with Mike before I come back to the

party.”
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Nathan went back to the rowdy group, who were now demolishing an
enormous budino, leaving Steven to call Mike Savage.

Steven rang Tony to fill him in on the interview with Moroni. Tony was
already in bed in his room on Hook Island, but was very interested to hear
the news. He told Steven that he’d catch up with him when they both got
back to the hotel the following day.

He then called Mike Savage and ran through his meeting with Moroni,
telling him that he would have to go to Cairns on Monday for the meeting
with Joe.

Mike was out for dinner with Beth and couldn’t talk freely, but agreed
with everything that Steven suggested regarding the missing men and the
photos. He told Steven that he would courier a copy of the new photo to
him, for collection at the Novotel in Cairns. Despite being out at dinner, he
was eloquent in his revilement of Pizzani as a man. Wishing him goodnight,
Steven made one last call to Irene, to see how Chris was. Howard answered
her phone and told him that Irene couldn’t come to the phone as she and
Chris were making a cake, but that everything was under control.

Steven put his mobile back in his pocket and walked to the group, shaking
his head in wonder, as he thought of Irene and Chris making a cake at nine
thirty in the evening.

Nathan sat at the table, trying to eat another mouthful of Steven’s
mother’s wonderful chocolate and rum budino, and smiled as he saw Steven
sit next to his father and kiss him affectionately.

Nathan missed his Dad. Watching the easy affection between his friend
and his father filled his eyes with unshed tears. Before he knew it Concetta,
Steven’s mother was by his side and, in her inimical Italian way, had his
life story out in four seconds flat. He didn’t really know what hit him.

By ten o’clock, just as Steven had prophesied, Nathan was propped up
in bed, trying to read his book on Criminal law. Outside, on the footpath in
front of the house, the noisy halfhour that all Italians need to say goodbye
had only just started.

In the back garden, Steven sat at the large table, watching his mother
clear the plates. He had offered to help, but she had slapped his hand and
told him to sit. He puffed on another cigarette, stolen from Nathan’s pack,
just before he went to bed, and observed his mother silently.

“Che cosa vuoi domandare da me, carino?” she asked, as she cleared the
table, without looking at him.

“What makes you think I want to ask you something, Mum?” Steven
asked, although aware that his mother had a welldeveloped secondsense
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of all things that involved her two children.
Concetta Ventimiglia sighed and wiped her hands on her apron, before

coming to sit next to him, leaning quietly on his shoulder.
After a minute or two she said, gently, “I knew the day would come,

Steven. You want to know about your real parents, don’t you?”
Steven’s mouth fell open in amazement, then shut it quickly as he saw

the look of challenge in her eyes, in case he denied it.
“You have always been my son, Steven. You came to us as a little baby.

You were only a week old.”
“Its all right, Mama, don’t tell me if it is too difficult.”
“No, darling, it is your right to know. I’ll tell you what I can. Before I do,

just remember, my love, that children are not responsible for who their
parents are, they are only responsible for who they are themselves.”

Steven swallowed, knowing that her information was going to be difficult
for them both.

“Your mother’s name was Yolanda. She told me her family were
Scandinavian in origin. She came to work for us a few years before you
were born. She was a ravishing creature. Tall – that’s where you get your
height – slim and the hardest worker I ever knew. That was in the days
when Papa and I had the orchard up in the mountains, before we moved
here. We never really knew where she came from, or where she was headed,
she was passing through, liked us, and stayed.

“Your father was a business man in town, and met her at a party at your
cousin Serena’s house. He was Italian, by the way. One day she came to
me in tears telling me she was pregnant with you. She broke down and told
me her story. She had been abused as a child and had led a terrible life,
moving from one place to another. She fell into bad company, and one thing
led to another, until she was finally imprisoned for druguse.”

Steven sat, palefaced, his mind numbed with the knowledge that his
natural mother had been a criminal.

“She came to us, almost as soon as she was released, she told me. She
hadn’t used drugs since getting out of prison, but was scared that she would
not be able to cope with you, once you were born. She had no family,
nothing. It was a terrible birth, Steven – your mother lost so much blood.
We couldn’t get to the hospital because the roads were closed by flooding.
We called old Doctor Morris, who is dead now, and he managed to get here
just as you were born.”

“And my mother?” Steven asked, quietly, already knowing the answer.
Concetta Ventimiglia shook her head slowly, her face streaked with tears.
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Steven wrapped his arms around the only woman he had ever known
as his mother, and kissed her head as she cried.

“Mama! Guardami, mama!”
She lifted her head and looked into the saddened eyes of her tall,

handsome son.
“You are my mother, mama. Not the woman who bore me. She may have

given me life, but you have given me love!”
They both sat, holding each other and weeping softly. She for his pain,

and he for hers. Such is true love between mother and son, Steven thought.
Eventually, she took a small handkerchief from her pocket and blew her

nose on it, trying to smile bravely.
“Thank you, Steven.”
“Mama,” he said, shaking his head gently and smiling into her eyes.
“As for your father,” she said, her sadness suddenly gone, “he’s dead as

far as we know. He would be older that Papa or I, these days, if he were
still alive. He came to see you when you were about a month old and told
us he was leaving town. He offered your father a large sum of money, for
your keep, but Papa threw it in his face and told him to get out. That is the
only time in my life that I have ever seen true anger in Papa’s face, Steven.
Your father left town shortly after that, and we never saw him again, and
that’s the truth!”

“What was his name, Mama?”
“I can’t tell you that, Steven,” she said, angrily. “He was a bad, bad man.

It is better that you don’t know. If you really wanted to find out, you could
ask the older people around town – they all know. But, leave it, Steven! It
is the past. Hasn’t Papa been enough of a father for you? If you are desperate
enough to know, I will tell you. Ma, ti prego, il nome, non domandarlo da
me!”

Steven sat quietly. His name – don’t ask it of me, she had said. Of course
Papa had been his true father. No better man than Franco Ventimiglia walked
God’s earth, he told himself. If his biological father did not want him, and
had abandoned him, then he would put it out of his mind. As his mother
had said, he was probably dead anyway.

Steven’s mother stood and stroked his head gently.
“We applied to adopt you just after he left town. You were nearly four

when the papers finally came through. But they meant nothing to me, for
you were mine in my heart from the day that I first held you in my arms,
te lo giuro.”

Steven sat, his mother standing at his side, and wound his arms around
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her, leaning his head on her ample bosom.
“Steven, we both want you to be happy. Giorgio has his music – it is his

life and his soul. What do you have? You have your job. Your loss was our
loss when Anne and your babies were killed. But I am your mother – I know
you two were close and that your adored your little ones, but you were
never in love with her, were you?”

Steven shook his head, his eyes running with tears.
She sat down once more next to him, and took his hands in hers.
“Although we are Italians, Papa and I, we are also now Australians, and

have been for over forty years. We kept the good from Italy, and let the bad
customs fall from our lives. You know that we think a lot, we are not bifolchi
– peasants. I just want you to love someone with all your heart, my son. I
don’t care if you fall in love with Rintintin” she said, with a small laugh.
“But I want you to be close to someone. To open up your closedover heart
and give of the wealth that is you to someone who deserves it. Be brave,
my son! Face the dangers of your job, but don’t run away from the dangers
that your heart presents you.”

Steven wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.
“Why are you saying this, Mama?”
“Because I am your Mama – that’s why!”
She turned her back on him before he could ask more and went into the

house.
Steven slowly wandered down to the back gate of the garden, his mind

thinking over what his mother had said.
He opened the back gate and ran quickly over the sandhills to stand at

the top of the last dune, just before the beach started.
The moon shone over the gently moving ocean, reflecting a silver stain

across the water. From a point on the horizon the bright stain fanned
towards him, widening into a broad splash that stopped abruptly at the
edge of the water before him.

He took the phone from his pocket and called Warwick.
“Hi! Sorry it’s so late, are you still awake?”
“I’d just turned the light out. How’s it going?”
“You know, the usual – family feast, lots of wine, laughter, tears.”
“Sounds typically Italian – you Ok?”
“Yeah.” Steven said, kicking the sand with one foot as he spoke. “It would

have been nice for you to meet them – they would love you, Woz.”
“Next time – I am sure there will be a next time.”
Steven laughed.
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“Why are you laughing?”
“Because, you are right, there will be a next time and I will bring you to

meet them.”
“I would like that, mate.”
“So would I. Woz?”
“Yes, Steve?”
“Nothing. It’s Ok.”
“Come on! No fair! You can’t say things like that on the phone to me and

then go quiet! What?”
“Well, I said that I would ring you anyway, but Mum said something to

me tonight that made me realise that I really wanted to call.”
“What was that?”
“I’ll tell you tomorrow.” Steven sat on the sand, unable to get the words

out.
“You’re a dag!” Warwick said, laughing, aware that any further pushing

would only make Steven more uncomfortable.
“Tell you what though. I’d kill for a replay of last night right now.” Steven

said, smiling broadly, in the moonlight.
“It’s still here, mate, waiting for you.”
“I know, Woz. I know.”
They both laughed quietly into the phone.
“Sleep well, mate.”
“You too, Steve.”
“Oh, and Woz?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t sit up late, now that I’ve woken you – I don’t want you falling

asleep on me tomorrow night.”
Warwick laughed loudly.
“You’re wrong there, mate. You probably would like me to fall asleep on

you.”
Steven chuckled at Warwick’s word play.
“Goodnight, Woz.”
“Goodnight, Steven. Thanks for the call.”
Steven put the phone back into his pocket and sat for a moment, looking

out over the Coral Sea. After a short while, he stood, brushing the sand
from the seat of his pants and walked back to the house. His mind full of
what he had intended to say to Warwick, but had been unable to.

He opened the back door of his parents’ darkened house and walked
quietly down the hall to his old bedroom. Nathan was asleep, his book in
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his hand, his sheet pushed down over his waist.
Steven carefully removed the book from Nathan’s arms, and pulled the

sheet up to cover him, before turning off the light and undressing to get
into bed.

“Sweet dreams, Woz!” he said to himself, as he snuggled into his pillows
and closed his eyes for sleep.

Concetta Ventimiglia stood at her kitchen window, watching her son
walk up the yard from the back gate. She waited in the dark until his
bedroom door closed and then watched the light under the door turn off,
a few minutes later.

She sat at her kitchen table in the moonlight and poured herself a small
glass of red wine – her first of the evening, raising it in a silent toast. “To
who ever it is that my son is in falling in love with,” she said to herself, and
then drank the contents of the glass in one quick swallow. “May they love
him with the same amount of love that he holds in his heart.”

She went to join her husband in bed, and put her arms across his chest
as she went to sleep, thinking of her adopted son.
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8

It was ten o’clock on Saturday morning and Steven and Nathan were not
far from Packer’s Reef.

They had both risen early and had run along the beach together in the
early morning sunlight, before having breakfast with Steven’s parents.

Concetta Ventimiglia had packed lunch for them, even though Steven
had told her that they would be home well before lunchtime. The basket
she gave them was laden with cold porchetta, salads and fruit – enough to
feed six, Nathan had remarked when she had handed it to him.

The two men had fallen into an easy, comfortable friendship – the
culmination of relaxing in each other’s company and sharing trust. Steven
now completely trusted Nathan – this was the man he could work with and
who would cover his back under any circumstances – he was sure of it.

Nathan admitted to himself, as they drove, that his admiration for Steven
was almost heroworship. This is the type of man I would like to become, he
thought. Cultured, poised, but able to show emotion and love with his family.
Perhaps it was the Italian in Steven, he imagined, that allowed him access to
something that Nathan perceived as Steven’s selfawareness of his vulnerability
as a man. How he’d envied Steven’s ability to kiss his father and hold him in
his arms as they fed each other food from their plates with their forks.

He had loved his father, but it had been a typical Australian father and
son relationship. Physical contact had always been awkward, consisting
mostly of backslaps and handshakes. Why couldn’t Aussie men be tactile
with each other, he asked himself. Because basically we are emotionally
fucked, he answered.

“Penny, mate.” Steven asked, as they turned off the highway onto the
road that led into Packer’s Reef.

“Just thinking, Steve, of how envious I was that you could be so physically
close to your Dad.”

“It’s Italian, Nathan. What’s wrong with men touching each other
anyway? You’re probably just uptight at the moment because this case is
all about gay men. Just because you give your mate a hug or whatever,
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doesn’t mean you’re a poof, or anything.”
“I know, Steve. Just wish that I’d been able to be so close to my Dad,

that’s all.”
“Look, I’ll give you a hug if that’ll make you feel any better, Nuts,” Steven

said, taking the piss.
“Fuck off! I’d rather hug Pizzani, you dick!” Nathan retorted, with a

sound in his voice that indicated that he’d rather eat cold vomit than touch
Pizzani.

“Oh, now you’ve hurt my feelings – and after we spent the night together!
Tsk! Tsk!”

“Get a life!”
“No one has a life in Packer’s Reef, I think I remember you saying,

Nathan!”
“Thanks, for that Steven. Piss off!”
They smiled in the knowledge that their mateship was well and truly

cemented. Only real friends could joke with each other about the notion of
fancying each other and get away with it.

* * * * *

Warwick stood in the middle of a stand of towering heliconias, their banana
like fronds shading him from the hot, earlymorning sun. He looked at his
watch – it was ten o’clock. At eye level, all around him, were bright red
and green lobsterclaw shaped flowers, each one spiked at the base and
then clustered in a tight sheath of alternate red and green segments that
rose from a group of darkgreen leaves.

He had been at it all morning, having already cleared one area and now
working on the next – clipping, pruning and cutting back unproductive and
dead shoots from the base of each clump of tropical flowers. Sweat ran
down his back, leaving grimy trails down to the waistband of his shorts,
as it cleared the dust and dirt from his back.

Rosie sat, panting, not far from him, in a particularly dense area of the
heliconias, watching his every move. How amazing it was, he thought, that
she had taken to Steven the way that she had. She had received a good slap
and stern words after having raised her hackles and growled threateningly
at Freddie on Thursday when he arrived with Jane.

Rosie noticed him looking at her and jumped up, wagging her tail,
running to him for a pat. He scratched behind her ears and she licked his
knee in return.
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Steven had changed him and his life in more ways than one, since they
met on the beach last Monday. Their sex together had been remarkable,
not for the sensations of the act itself, but for what it had engendered in
him – a sense of longing. He had known that Steven had been trying to say
that he was missing him on the phone late last night – but that would have
implied their relationship had moved to another level. Had it? He couldn’t
lie to himself, it had. He was really falling for Steven – there could be no
other explanation.

Steven was in his mind, no matter what he did. He knew what was
happening between them was more than a sexual relationship, but which
of them would be the first to admit it? The man was tactile, obviously
aroused by Warwick, and interested in him as a person. But did he have
the courage to own the fact that what was happening between them broke
the basic rule of mateship? Be close, be very close, do whatever you did
together, but never admit that you loved another man.

Warwick didn’t know the answer. He understood, with a sinking feeling
in his heart, that eventually his growing affection for Steven would turn to
love. He also knew that he could not fight it, and that perhaps his love could
be a reason for them parting. Their working lives were so disparate, one in
Packer’s Reef and one in Brisbane. It could never work, he argued with
himself, not allowing himself the luxury of fantasising over ‘whatifs’.

He sighed heavily, leaning on his mattock, committed to follow through
to whatever end lay in store for them, even if that end meant a broken heart.

Rosie barked at him, drawing him from his thoughts, rolling on her back
and wriggling on some dead thing that exuded an unmistakeable stench,
her delight in having found ‘dogperfume’ showing clearly on her face.

“Ok. That’s it for you my girl. – a nice bath and then an hour or two in
the laundry while you dry off.” Warwick said, with a grin, as he picked up
his shirt and hat and headed off toward the house, calling her to follow him.

* * * * *

Sandy Pizzani lifted a print out of the developing solution on the bench in
his dark room. It was the image of two men kissing, one naked and the
other clothed, crystal clear on the photograph that he held.

He smiled and talked to himself in a low, malevolent tone. “Nice picture,
Warwick. I’ll just hang this up to dry for a bit, and then I think I might pay
you a visit and have a little chat.”

He had changed his midday flight to the first one out of Brisbane, anxious
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to see Warwick before Steven Miles and Nathan got back from Ingham. He
glowed with pleasure at the memory of the day before. Being shown around
head office by Mike Savage had given him a sense of selfimportance that
he did not recognise as misplaced.

Alessandro Pizzani was intelligent, but not smart. His ego got in the way
of him thoroughly utilising the ratcunning that he had developed in his
life. When it was a question of his own selfesteem, or his needs, his skills
at logic failed him miserably. He was always too preoccupied with himself,
to allow details to cloud his vision of what he needed and wanted.

He’d planned this whole morning while he sat on the plane from
Brisbane. A nice piece of raw meat, laced with Temazepam for the dog, so
he could visit Warwick unannounced. He didn’t want anything to spoil his
surprise visit.

How he looked forward to his meeting with Warwick, he thought, as he
ran his eyes over the almostdry photograph that was hanging at eyelevel.
“I know I can’t give you a dick the size of Miles’,” he said, in silent, imagined
conversation with Warwick. “But I am going to fuck you harder than
anything you ever got from your prettyboy ponce, Woz! You’re gonna know
what it is like to be fucked by a real man!”

* * * * *

Tony Sobrocchi fell onto the bed in his hotel room. The trip back from Hook
Island had left him feeling a little seasick.

He’d enjoyed his trip to the island – but although trying to work, he had
kept imagining what it would have been like to have had Michael with him.
Some other day, he told himself, as he hooked up the telephone connection
from his laptop to the phone jack on the wall of his hotel room.

He logged in to his server and downloaded his email, grabbing a beer
from the fridge in his room, as he waited for the messages to display.

He glanced through the list quickly, reading and then deleting routine
messages that were not important.

He logged out from his work email, and went to his hotmail account.
There was a message from Michael waiting for him.

Hope you had a good time on the island. Looking forward to tonight and
Sunday. Meet you at your hotel about six. Michael.

Tony disconnected his computer from the phone line and turned it off.
He slowly took off his clothes to have a shower, thinking what a lucky

sonofabitch he was.
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* * * * *

“Hello Woz, how ya doing?”
Warwick whirled around quickly from his kitchen bench.
Alessandro Pizzani stood behind him, leaning on his fridge door.
“What are you doing here, Pizzani?” Warwick snapped.
“Why didn’t Rosie bark?” he thought rapidly. “Oh shit! She’s still locked

in the laundry after her bath.”
“Thought I’d just pop in and say hello. You know, one mate to another.”
“You’re no mate of mine, Pizzani,” Warwick said, his eyes narrowed with

anger. “I think you should leave right now!”
“Now that’s not nice, Woz. Bet you don’t talk like that to your new

‘boyfriend’”
“What are you talking about Alessandro? Just get the fuck out of my

house! Now!” Warwick shouted.
“Temper! Temper! Warwick. I thought you might be nice to me for a

change.”
“What in fuck’s sake would make you think I would be nice to someone

who walked into my house uninvited? Listen, piss off, right this minute,
otherwise I’m going to call your work and ask them to tell you to leave!”

“I think not, Woz,” Pizzani said, holding up a copy of the photograph of
him and Steven.

Warwick’s eyes widened in astonishment. His hand, halfway to the
phone, stopped dead with the shock of seeing the compromising photograph
that was held up before his face.

“Now, Woz,” Pizzani said, slowly unbuckling his belt. “You and me are
going to become real friendly, if you know what I mean. That is, unless you
want your new ‘boyfriend’ to lose his job.”

Steven was sitting at his desk, writing up his report on the trip to Ingham
when his mobile rang.

“Hi! Woz! I was just about to call you…” his cheery hello was cut off
abruptly

“Where are you Steven?”
“At work. Why? What’s the matter?”
“I need you to come here as quick as you can.” Warwick’s voice was

unsteady and anxious.
“What’s wrong? Tell me, Woz!”
“Just get here as quick as you can, mate. We’re in big trouble.”
Steven ran out of his office, quickly telling Gina Feretti to hold the fort.
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He jumped into his car and sped off, hurtling around the corner with an
angry squeal of protesting tyres.

His mind raced as he drove quickly through the streets and then out of
town towards Warwick’s house.

There had been no doubting the anxiety in Warwick’s voice, and the cold
realisation that the sound was mixed with fear.

He skidded on the gravel in front of the house, seeing Warwick pacing
on the front veranda, nervously puffing on a cigarette.

“What’s wrong, Warwick?” he called, running quickly up the front stairs.
Warwick handed him the photo.
Steven held the photo in his trembling hand, staring at it for a few

moments, before asking, “Where did you get this, mate?”
“There’s worse, Steve. Have a look in my study.”
Steven turned and went into the house and down the hallway. He opened

the study door, and his jaw clenched with anger at what he saw.
There, in the corner, hands and feet bound, masking tape across his

mouth, was Sandy Pizzani.
The man started to shout in muffled screams.
Steven closed the door and walked back to Warwick on the front veranda.
“He gave it to you?”
Warwick nodded.
“In exchange for what?”
“My arse and your job,” Warwick said, coldly.
Steven’s face flushed red with hot anger, as he stood clenching his fists

and trying to stay calm.
“He tried to blackmail you for sex in exchange for not showing this to

the police?”
Warwick nodded.
“So you knocked him out?”
“I couldn’t stand the idea of his fucking filthy hands on me, Steven! Arrest

me! Do whatever you have to do. I lost control and kinghit him, right
between the eyes.”

“Lucky it was you, mate, and not me – otherwise he’d be fucking dead!”
Steven said, his voice loud with outrage and fury.

As he calmed, his mind racing with what to do, he saw the look of fear
and confusion on Warwick’s face. He put his arms around him and held
him tight.

“This is not your problem, Woz! It’s a personal thing now between me
and Pizzani.”
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“You’re wrong there, Steven. I am involved. What will you do?”
“I am going to try to ignore what you just told me. Then, we’ll both go

in and I’ll talk to him. I am sorry, but it’s your word against a police officer
and you’re without a witness. I’ll run with it as we go. Just be calm and
don’t be afraid – I’ll handle it.”

Warwick squeezed him hard.
They broke from their embrace and Steven kissed Warwick lightly on the

lips.
“I guess that this makes it official then, mate.” Steven said, with a half

smile.
“What?”
“Us,” Steven replied, gritting his teeth and entering the house to talk to

Pizzani.
Sandy Pizzani started to yell again as he saw both men enter the room.
Steven walked briskly to him, and unceremoniously ripped the masking

tape from his mouth, with one violent motion.
“What the fuck is going on here, Miles? Untie me. This is fucking assault!

You are going to pay for this, Hughes,” he shouted at Warwick, his mouth
contorted with fury.

Steven lifted up the photo and showed it to Pizzani.
“Where did you get this, Sandy?” he asked, calmly.
Pizzani’s thoughts quickly coalesced into cold, calculating deception.
“That’s what I came here for. Someone sent it to me and I came to ask

Mr. Hughes what it was all about. I was trying to save your reputation,
Steve.”

“You fucking liar, Sandy! You were trying to blackmail me.” Warwick
shouted.

“Calm down please, Warwick,” Steven said, with false calm. “Blackmail
you for what?”

“Blackmail me into bending over so that he could fuck me.” Warwick
spat at Pizzani.

“You keep your fucking mouth shut, Warwick,” Pizzani said, in rapid
Italian. “You haven’t got a witness. You are fucked! No one is ever going to
know what I said to you. You are going to jail for this, you stupid, ignorant
shit! Then you’ll get more dick in you than you could ever have imagined!
You fucking ruined everything, Warwick. All you had to do was let me fuck
you. I would have shared you with your boyfriend. You’re nothing but a
fucking little slut! Cula!” he spat, as a final insult.

With no warning Steven dropped to the floor, his knee pressing painfully
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hard into Pizzani’s balls, one hand gripping the man by the jaw, tightly
pressing his fingers and thumb into the man’s cheeks.

Pizzani’s eyes bulged in terror as Steven said, in clear, precise and careful
Italian. “That’s where you are wrong, Alessandro. Now he has a witness
to your clumsy attempt at blackmail. Me! You know the price for what you
have done. Go ahead! Send all the pictures you like. I don’t give a shit!
What I do in my private life is my own business – but keep away from
Warwick. This is not police business now. This is Vendetta! It’s between
you and me and no one else. I need to satisfy my own honour, you have
insulted my friend, and by that you have insulted me. Now you are going
to pay! Big time!”

“You fucking liar!” Pizzani said slowly as he gazed at the spreading patch
of wetness at his crutch. “You are Italian!”

“Yes, I am Italian, and I have always been proud of it, until now.
Disgraziato!”

Steven rolled his tongue around his mouth and spat a wellaimed
mouthful of saliva into Pizzani’s face. “Shame on you! What sort of Italian
pisses himself with fear?!”

Pizzani’s world had just collapsed. Vendetta! He knew that he would
pay and the price would be heavy. He had been stupid in not checking
Miles’ background. Of course, it would have revealed that he spoke Italian.
His use of the language was too casual. An Australian would never reach
that fluency and use of idiom, without having been born to it. In the back
of his mind he realised that by calling Vendetta then it would be a personal
thing. The police would not be involved. Maybe there was some way out
of this, he reasoned illogically with himself.

“What are you going to do, Miles?”
“That’s Ventimiglia to you, Pizzani.” Steven said, his mind suddenly clear

about what exactly he would do. He placed the masking tape over Pizzani’s
mouth once more and left the room with Warwick.

“How’s about a nice cup of coffee, Woz? I just have to make a few phone
calls.”

Warwick’s eyes were puzzled, but he turned to do what Steven had
suggested.

“Woz?”
“Yes, Steve?”
“Come here.”
He wrapped his arms around Warwick and kissed him urgently for a

moment, before saying, “I’m glad you’re Ok, mate.” The words began to
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catch in his throat.
“It’s Ok, Steve. You don’t have to say anything.”
“Just tell me one thing.”
“Sure, what?”
“You trust me?”
“Of course, why do you have to ask that? Of course I trust you.”
“Then you’re Ok with the ‘you and me’ thing?”
Warwick nodded and squeezed his hand.
“Ok. Don’t ask too many questions, a friend is going to come to help me

with this. Just do as I ask. Don’t argue, please? It’s for you and me.”
Warwick nodded slowly and walked to his kitchen to prepare coffee.
Steven walked out onto the broad veranda and dialled Tony on his mobile.
“Hey Steve! How’s it going?”
“Not too good mate. Listen. I need a favour.”
“I’m your man, you know that!”
“This is a very big favour, and it’s personal, Tony.”
Tony had never heard Steven speak so quietly and urgently.
“Sure. I promised, remember?”
“Have you got a good digital camera and a nonstandard issue gun?”
“Sure,” Tony replied, hesitantly.
“You are going to be very angry with me, but I am in trouble.”
“Ok, speak on.”
“No, take down these directions and come here. I need to tell you face

to face.”
Tony scribbled directions from the hotel to Warwick’s house, holding the

phone under his chin as he wrote.
“Ok, I got it!”
“Now can you come here immediately? It’s urgent!”
“Ok, Steve. What the fuck is going on? Give me a clue!”
“Just come quickly, I’ll tell you when you get here. And Tony?”
“Yes, Steve?”
“Bring a balaclava.”
Steven thought quietly for a moment, and then made a second, longer

call, crossing his fingers as he dialled.
Fifteen minutes later, Tony Sobrocchi drove up Warwick’s driveway,

pulling his car to a stop behind Steven’s, its skid marks in the gravel
indicating a hasty arrival. He stepped out of his car, his bag of equipment
sitting on the passenger seat of his hired Laser.

Steven and a blond man, around their own age, were leaning on the
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veranda rail waiting for him to arrive. As he walked up the steps, still
puzzled about what was going on, he could not help giving the blond man
the onceover. He was extremely goodlooking, he noticed.

“Tony, this is Warwick.”
The two men shook hands and Tony waited for Steven to explain why

he was here.
“Show him the photo, Woz.” Steven said, staring at Tony.
“Are you sure, Steve?” Warwick asked, hesitantly.
Steven looked at him and smiled.
“Yes, Woz. Show him the photo.”
Steven watched Tony’s mouth gape in amazement as he looked at the

photo of him and Warwick kissing right in the spot where they now stood.
Tony lifted his eyes, his mouth still wide open, and looked back and forth

between the two men.
“Warwick is my lover, Tony.”
“He is?”
“I am?”
“You are!”
Steven saw the gathering clouds of anger grow in Tony’s mind,

accusations forming, ready to be thrown out, angrily.
“I’ll explain later, Tony. I haven’t been deceiving you all these years. This

has just happened recently. It’s very new to both of us.”
“Well I’ll be fucked!” Tony said, at last, his eyes now showing complete

confusion. Then, as his mind started to work again, he knew why he was
here.

“Blackmail?”
Steven nodded slowly.
“Who?”
“Pizzani.”
“Jesus fucking wept!” Tony exclaimed.
“Any more coffee, Woz?” Steven asked, giving him a quick squeeze of

the hand.
“Sure. Steve.”
“How do you take it, Tony?”
“Same as me, Woz.” Steven said.
Tony burst out laughing, the humour of the words not lost on him, despite

his bewilderment. Even at a time like this, he couldn’t help being a bloke.
“Too much information, Stinga!” he said, trying clear the air, and to grasp

what was going on.
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Steven blushed as the second meaning of his words became clear.
“Thanks for coming, Tony. We can all have a talk later on, just the three

of us about Woz and me.”
Steven rapidly filled Tony in with what had happened and outlined his

plan.
“I don’t really want Woz to know what I am planning, that’s why I asked

him to get you a coffee. The less he knows of this the better.”
“I understand mate. But are you sure this will work?”
“I think that everyone, except Pizzani will benefit, when you think on it

a bit.”
Tony nodded. “Does he know about me?”
“No, Tony. Nothing – he’ll just be told that you’re someone I’ve hired to

help me do this.”
“Michael is still in the closet, Steven. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell

Warwick that I was seeing someone local. You know?”
“No worries, Tony.”
“I don’t care if he knows that I am gay. But you, mate? I am still gob

smacked!”
“I don’t think that I am gay, Tony. But believe what you want. When we

get this over and done with, as I said before, we can all have a quiet drink
and Woz and I will fill you in.”

“Fill him in on what, Steve?”
“Fill him in on you and me, Woz,” Steven said, as he put his arm around

Warwick’s shoulder and took a coffee cup from him.
“That’ll be interesting for both us.” Warwick replied, smiling at Tony.

* * * * *

Chris Warren stood at the end of the track that led to the beach behind
Warwick’s house, his mind filled with thoughts of vengeance. He had no
trouble with Steven’s proposition. After all, he said to himself, glancing at
his watch, in a few hours I will be heading off to Darwin. The one good
thing that he had found in his profession as a prostitute was that his cock
always got hard, no matter how revolting the situation was. You couldn’t
be a good sexworker without a hardon. It went with the job. His chance
for Pizzani’s humiliation had come. Fuck! Was he ever looking forward to
it, he said to himself, as he watched Steven’s car bump down the track
towards him.

Steven signalled him silently to move away from the car so that he could
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introduce Chris to Tony.
The two men shook hands.
“Who’s going to take the photos if Tony’s the monkey with the gun?”

Chris asked.
“Me,” Steven said, grimly aware that it was not going to be the most

pleasant of duties for him.
“Tony will wear a balaclava so that Pizzani doesn’t get to see his face. If

Pizzani objects, then he will pull a bullet into the breech and prime his rifle.
You must act scared, as if you are forced to do this. That Ok?”

“No worries, Steve. I’ve done worse.”
Steven grimaced, not wanting to know what could be worse than what

he was going to ask Chris to do.
“Remember, for your own safety, that you must not acknowledge that

you know Pizzani. You must act as if you are being paid for this. If Pizzani
ever finds out that you are part of this, then he will be after you. I’ll tell him
later that you and Tony were paid to do this, and that I told you that he got
off on this sort of playacting.”

Chris nodded.
“You go down to where I asked you to leave the blanket, Chris. Tony and

I will get Pizzani out of the back of the car.”
Tony pulled on his balaclava and handed his highquality digital camera

to Steven, before picking up his hastilyassembled, shortbarrelled rifle. He
stood near the car, with the rifle hanging across his body, resting on his
opposite supporting arm.

Steven pulled Pizzani from the back seat and untied his blindfold.
Pizzani’s eyes narrowed at the sight of the silent, hooded figure that stood

casually watching him, holding a weapon across its body.
“Who’s this?” Pizzani muttered, after Steven pulled the masking tape

from his mouth.
“A mate,” Steven replied brusquely, as he untied Pizzani’s arms.
“What are you going to do with me?” Pizzani asked, nervously, his eyes

fixed on the rifle in the other man’s arms.
“I believe you’re a photographer, Sandy?”
Pizzani nodded slowly, fear spreading across his face.
“Well, I thought that seeing you’re such a good photographer, that we

might have a little photo shoot. These pictures might be interesting for me
to keep. It’d be nice to have a picture of you with a cock in your mouth and
then up your arse – for ‘just in case’, Sandy.”

“Yeah? And who’s gonna fuck me? You? Or bozo there?” he spat out,
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defiantly.
“Neither of us, Sandy. My cock isn’t big enough to give me the picture

of what I need.”
Pizzani began to sweat.
“I’ve got someone here who is going to help in our little party. Sandy.

Someone with a dick even bigger than mine, who is going to give you the
ride of your life.” Steven said, fuelling Pizzani’s anxiety, with carefully
chosen words.

“Come with me!” he snapped, indicating with his head.
Pizzani walked slowly behind Steven, following him, aware of the masked

man behind him.
Pizzani’s eyes widened in fear – Chris stood naked on a blanket in the

trees, hands on his hips, waiting for them to arrive.
“This him?” Chris asked, acting like a professional, as if he had never

seen Pizzani in his life.
Steven had noticed Chris’ cock when he had pissed beside him last

Thursday. It had been impossible not to notice a dick that looked bigger
than his own – the first one in his life, he remembered telling himself at the
time.

“Get your clothes off!” Steven ordered.
Pizzani hesitated, glaring angrily at Chris.
“What’s the matter, Sandy?” Steven asked Pizzani. “You know each

other?”
“Never seen him before in my life.” Chris answered coldly, staring at

Pizzani who was removing his clothes.
Chris began to milk his cock slowly, thinking of vengeance and

humiliation.
Steven was astounded at the size of Chris’ cock. It was now hard. It stood

up from between the boy’s legs like a tree trunk – thick, throbbing and
angrylooking. Much, much bigger than my own, he thought, swallowing
at the thought of what he had to do.

“Get down on your back!” he snapped at Pizzani.
Pizzani lay on the blanket, naked, his body trembling.
“Ok!” Steven ordered, “Get your legs up.”
Pizzani began to protest, but then stopped mid sentence as he heard the

click of Tony’s rifle, pulling a bullet into the breech of his rifle.
Chris winked at Steven, behind Pizzani’s head and then moved around

to between his legs, as Steven readied his camera and began to take pictures.
Halfanhour later he stood at the edge of the ocean, watching Chris wash
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himself in the water, and then waited as he dressed. Behind him, some
distance away, Pizzani lay face down on the blanket, Tony standing over
him with the rifle in his hands.

The two men silently made their way back to where Steven had left his
car, his mind dark with the memory of what he had just done. He breathed
a sigh of relief as they came around the corner to find Warwick and Irene
standing next to Pizzani’s car, chatting. Irene’s battered old VW was parked
next to the two other cars.

He had told Tony, when he had informed him of his plan, to keep Pizzani
face down for about fifteen minutes, before allowing him to dress and
bringing him back to the parking spot.

“Are you all right, Christopher?” Irene asked, anxiously.
“I’ll be all right, once I have a hot shower. I feel disgusting.”
“I don’t want to know what you have been doing!” she said, angrily to

Steven.
“You are better off not knowing. Thanks for picking Chris up though.”
“Howard Ellis is waiting down at the road to take Chris to the airport. I’ll

drop Warwick back home, seeing as he brought Pizzani’s car here.”
Pizzani had told them where his car was parked, in its usual place, in

the hidden driveway that he always used. His keys had been in his pocket.
“My boss, Mike Savage, will meet you in Brisbane, Chris. He’ll take you

to the Qantas Club and you can have a shower there and a chat while you
wait for your flight to Darwin.”

Chris held out his hand to Steven and the two men shook.
“Thanks, Chris. I owe you one.”
“No. We’re even. It’s because you care about people that I am getting a

new life. I got my vengeance too. Tell that bloke you told me about that I’ll
give him a statement whenever he is up Darwin way. I suppose that was
him with the gun?”

Steven said nothing.
“What gun?” Irene asked, loudly.
“It’s Ok. Granny. Give me a hug. It’ll be a while before I see you again.”
“Don’t make statements that won’t come true, Christopher. Call me when

you are settled. I’ve always wanted to visit the Territory. Come on, Howard’s
waiting. You’re going to have to hurry to catch your flight.”

She put her arms around Chris and gave him a big hug and then led him
to her old VW.

Warwick called to Steven, as he opened the door, to get into the back
seat. “See you soon, Steve?”
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“Look forward to it! In about an hour or two?”
“Sure thing.” Warwick said, and then slipped behind the front seat to get

into the back of the beetle.
“Oh,” Irene said, quickly limping back to Steven and putting her arms

around him, “I forgot. I believe congratulations are in order?”
“They are?” Steven said, somewhat bewildered, over Irene’s shoulder.
“What do you think Warwick and I were talking about when you arrived?

He was one of my students too, and you know I have my ways! He was so
worried for you, Steven. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together.”

Steven closed his eyes and nodded as she held him. The truth could no
longer be a secret. Pizzani was sure to have already stashed prints. He’d
have to be honest with those he cared about, and take whatever was given
him by other people.

“You know I will keep my mouth shut, Steven. But I am delighted. You
are both wonderful men. You must come and have tea with me later this
week. That’s an order!” she said, as she released him from her clasp.

“We will,” he said, nodding dumbly, his mind already picturing her pulling
out her pattern books and starting to knit them a pair of matching jumpers.

He watched her car lurch off unsteadily down the track, and then called
the charter boat company that ran the irregular service to Hook Island. He
had asked Warwick to charter the boat for a week, before he left to drive
Pizzani’s car down to the beach. No other passengers, just one trip later
that afternoon to Hook Island, and then to stay in the harbour until its
regular trip the next week.

The owner of the charter boat company was delighted to accept the hefty
fee that he had quoted Warwick, so Steven paid for the week on his
American Express. He would face Mike Savage’s fury at a later date if it
came to that, he thought, as he watched Pizzani and Tony coming towards
him.

“Happy now?” Pizzani growled, in obvious pain. “Your Vendetta
complete?”

“Not quite, Sandy. I’ve just sent the camera with the pictures of your
amazing activities away, with another ‘friend’. Those pictures are going to
assure that you keep your mouth shut. This is personal, Alessandro,” he
explained in Italian, knowing that Pizzani would not suspect that Tony
understood. “I’m telling you in Italian because this is between you and me.
This bloke is being paid by the hour. He thinks that you like this sort of stuff,
and I have set this all up as a present for your ‘birthday’ so that you can get
your rocks off by being humiliated. He doesn’t give a shit who you are!”
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“That young bloke was happy. I paid him four times what this job should
have been worth. He was hitchhiking and Nathan and I picked him up and
ran an ID on him. That was lucky, wasn’t it? Seems he owed the owner of
the brothel in Mackay a bit of money and had done a runner. Fortunate that
I hadn’t booked him when Warwick rang, wasn’t it? He was only too happy
to cooperate in exchange for being let go. Part of his fee will go to pay his
madam, with the rest I reckon he’s off to the airport. “

“How did he get here, then?” Pizzani asked, suspiciously.
“I got Nathan Massport, who was looking after him until I got back, to

drop him at the end of the track. I suppose he walked here.”
“Massport’s one of your roots too, I suppose.”
Steven grabbed him angrily by the collar and shouted into his face.
“I am sick and fucking tired of telling you that this is between me and

you. Massport hasn’t got the fucking faintest of what is going on. I told you
the police need not know of any of this.”

“This is all too slick, Miles.”
“Not as slick as what you tried to pull, Pizzani. I can think on my feet,

unlike you, confessing to blackmail in front of me. Remember that!”
“Now,” Steven continued, releasing Pizzani’s shirt and calmly flattening

it with his hands on Pizzani’s chest, as he spoke, “I think you are going to
show me your darkroom, Alessandro. I am sure you have some negatives
that might be of interest to me.”

“My fucking wife’s at home! This is beyond Vendetta!”
“What? Showing your boss your hobby? I don’t think so. Maria won’t

care about anything when I tell her that you’re talking her and your kids
away for a week.”

“I am?”
“Yes, Sandy. Now listen carefully. My ‘mates’ who just picked up that

young bloke and took him away, and who brought your car here, owe me
big favours. They have got the camera with our little ‘party shots’ and you
know, don’t you Alessandro, that digital photos can be anywhere, as quick
as that!” he said, clicking his fingers in the air, the way that he had seen
Jane Hughes do it on Thursday night.

Pizzani paled visibly.
“You and I are never ever going to mention this little scene of today. Not

your visit to Warwick, or your adventures on the beach. Understood?”
Pizzani nodded, perspiration spotting his forehead.
“You will never come near Warwick Hughes again. Nor will you speak

to me of things other than work. You are a good policeman,” Steven lied,
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“This is strictly personal. Let’s not let personal misunderstandings get in the
way of our true job here. If I even suspect that you are thinking of doing
anything, then it only takes the press of a button to send those pictures
wherever I want.”

Pizzani swallowed. He knew that Steven had him by the balls.
“So I’m giving you the opportunity of having a little holiday with your

wife and kids to think your life over. I am sure that you see that this makes
sense. I’ll tell Mike Savage that I think you have been overworked and need
a break.”

“Where are we going?” Pizzani asked, nervously, wondering if this was
a roundabout way of letting him know that the only place they would be
going was the cemetery.

“Hook Island – compliments of Detective Senior Sergeant Steven
Ventimiglia. While you’re there, by the way, a call will come for you every
day at the front desk. The calls will come every three hours and a woman
will speak with you in Italian, just to reassure me that you haven’t changed
your mind about staying on the island. The first call will be about seven in
the morning until late at night. If you’re not there to talk with her, she’s
going to let me know and your pictures will go to people who really care
about you. And, by the way, Sandy – don’t use your mobile or the hotel
phone to call in any favours? If anything happens to me or to Warwick,
then my ‘mates’ will know where to send those pics.”

“Let’s go,” he said, in English to Tony. “I’ll drop you in town.”
The masked man nodded and got into Steven’s car.
“I’ll meet you at your house in twenty minutes, Sandy. You’d better be

there and you’d better give me those negatives. By the way, in case you’ve
already got copies of the photo that you gave Warwick stashed away
somewhere, I thought that I’d let you know that I am about to call Mike
Savage and tell him about Warwick and me. Don’t worry trying to blackmail
me, Pizzani. The police force doesn’t frown on samesex relationships any
more. But then again, I’m not married with kids.”

* * * * *

Two hours later Steven and Tony walked up Warwick’s front stairs.
Rosie’s noisy barking brought Warwick hurtling down the hallway and

into Steven’s arms, kissing him hard, as Tony watched in quiet amusement.
Steven opened his mouth for Warwick’s kiss, aware that his friend was

anxious and afraid. He knew nothing of what had happened, apart from
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what he had witnessed at the beach and his small part in the day’s
happenings. It was natural that he was worried about him, Steven realised.

Tony cleared his throat noisily, and the two men broke apart.
“I’m sorry, Tony,” Warwick started to say, trying to explain his need to

know that Steven was in one piece. But then he stopped, suddenly aware
that Rosie was lying on her back, wriggling in ecstasy as Tony scratched
her stomach.

“Well, bugger me dead!” he said, in amazement.
“Thanks for the offer, Warwick, but no, mate.” Tony quipped, “Dogs and

me are like steak and eggs – they love me.”
“You too?” Warwick asked.
“Yeah, me and Stinga are a pair, aren’t we? Animals love us both.”
Warwick looked at Steven, who nodded at him and raised an eyebrow.
“Well, how about a glass of wine instead?” Warwick asked, trying to raise

a laugh.
“Now that’s an option I might have had to think about until recently,”

Tony said, grinning at Steven.
It was Warwick’s turn to raise his eyebrow at Steven.
Steven shook his head and pulled Warwick into the house, telling Tony

to come inside for a drink.
The three men sat, drinking wine, as Steven told Warwick what had

happened.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before we left with Pizzani, but I was thinking

on the run. I was worried about whether it would work or not and I didn’t
want you to have information that might have placed you at risk.”

“Thanks, Steve, for caring.”
Steven put his arm around him and pulled him closer on the couch.
“You should have seen the look on the face of Pizzani’s wife, when he

told her they were going away for a week’s holiday. She looked like all her
Christmases had come at once!” Tony explained.

“I got the negatives of the photos, Warwick. Pizzani knows he is trapped.
I had to get him out of the way – my case is difficult enough to concentrate
on without having Pizzani seething at me. He’ll be out of my hair for a
week and I can relax a bit and get on with it.”

“There’s something that you’re not telling me, isn’t there Steve?” Warwick
asked quietly.

Steven and Tony exchanged quick glances.
“Yes, there is. And I am sorry, but it is better that there are some things

that you don’t know about, in case you have to testify at court. It is going
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to be complicated if things get sticky and it becomes known that I have
been giving you inside information.”

“Stickier than you guys swapping spunk?” Tony asked, crudely, trying to
make it clear to Steven that this situation was already past the point of
avoiding the issues.

Steven sighed. “You’ve got a way with words, Tony. But you are right.”
“You’re a cop too, aren’t you Tony?” Warwick asked, quietly looking at

him and daring him to say no.
“Yes, I am. But I’m also Stinga’s oldest mate. Go on, mate, tell him!” Tony

said, to Steven.
Steven quickly and succinctly unravelled the history of why they were

both in Packer’s Reef. He noticed Warwick’s eyes harden when he told him
of what Pizzani had always said when he had sex with Chris. Other than
that, Warwick sat and digested the information without comment.

“You’re gay?” Warwick asked Tony.
“Yes.”
“But you look as straight as can be!”
“I’m just another man who happens to like to sleep with other men.

Sound familiar?”
Warwick blushed and replied quickly. “Sorry, this is all new to me.”
Steven interrupted. “Look, before we tell Tony about you and me, I need

to make a few phone calls. Wait until I get back and we can discuss it – as
long as that’s all right with you, Woz?”

Warwick nodded.
As Steven left the room, he heard Tony ask Warwick about his business.

He walked down the hallway, leaving them to chatter, while his heart
thumped in his chest.

He stood on the front veranda of the house, overlooking the sea, and
made two phone calls – the most difficult of his life.

The first to his mother, and then to Mike Savage.
Some time later he returned to the living room, where Tony and Warwick

were laughing. The look on his face made them instantly silent.
“You Ok, Steve?” Warwick asked, his voice full of concern.
Steven fell onto the couch next to him and held him tight as he began

to cry.
Tony stood, to allow the men some space together.
“Don’t go, Tony! I’m not crying because I’m upset.”
Tony slowly sat down on the couch and waited for Steven to speak.
“I just called my mother and Mike Savage and told them about me and
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you, Woz,” he said, his face streaked with tears.
“And?” Warwick asked, gently.
“I had to. It had to come from me. I couldn’t bear the thought that a

photograph might turn their lives upside down. They are both people who
deserve to know that they can trust me.”

“Go on,” Warwick said.
“My mother was silent for a moment and then started to cry, telling me

that she was glad that I had met someone. I can’t believe it. I thought that
it would be the hardest conversation of my life. But she told me that she
didn’t care if I was sleeping with Rintintin,” he smiled as he remembered
her conversation of the night before. “She asked me to send you her love,
Warwick, and wants to know when she can meet you.” Fresh tears slid
down his face.

“She must really love you,” Warwick said, his own eyes filling with tears.
Steven nodded.
“Jesus!” Tony said, “Stinga, that is the bravest thing I have ever heard in

my life! I still haven’t told my parents, and I’ve been fucking blokes all my
adult life!”

“I couldn’t bear the thought of her finding out some other way. I don’t
trust Pizzani, he is bound to have thought about sending photos to everyone
I know. I don’t believe that there aren’t other prints hidden somewhere. I
wasn’t afraid of the idea of his blackmail. I just couldn’t cope with being
dishonest with my parents. That’s why I called.”

Tony’s eyes began glisten as well. He was such a coward compared to
his mate, who had only met Warwick a week ago. His admiration and love
for his friend almost exploded in his chest.

“What about Mike Savage. How did he react?”
“Same as my mother, but instead of Rintintin I think he said something

about dead marsupials. He bawled me out for imagining that he cared what
I did, and just told me to get on with the job. He didn’t sound phased at all.”

“Holy shit!” Tony said, lengthening the words in amazement.
“But he was glad when I told him that I’d sent Pizzani away for a week.

The man just wants this case tied up.”
“Did you tell him how you got Pizzani to go away?”
“No, Tony. He doesn’t need to know that. I think we three had better

keep that information to ourselves.”
Tony and Warwick nodded in agreement.
“You like Darwin, Tony?”
“Never been, Stinga. Why?”
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“I think you’ll find Chris Warren might be willing to give you your
statement about Pizzani if you visited. Think about it, mate.”

* * * * *

Mike Savage had been, of course, almost dumbstruck. He’d reacted by
telling Steven to get on with the job and not let his private life get caught
up in it.

He sat, leaning back in his office chair, trying to make himself accept
what Steven had told him. He didn’t understand. He’d thought that Steven
was the roughest, hardnosed, coldhearted cop in the business. This whole
story of not being gay, but having a relationship with another man, did not
compute to him.

Angrily, he looked up his internal directory and made a quick phone call.
He leaned over his desk and waited until he heard a knock at his door.

“Come!” he called.
Sergeant Peter Samuel entered and waited to be told to sit.
“You wanted to see me, Sir?”
“Yes, Sergeant – have a seat.”
He waited until Samuel had sat in the chair opposite his desk.
“You still the Gay and Lesbian Liaison Officer?”
Samuel nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
“Then I need to know something. Can a straight man have a sexual

relationship with another man and not actually be gay? Could you make it
brief, please? I have to meet a young man at the airport.” Mike Savage said,
looking at his watch.

Samuel cleared his throat, very uncertain if the question was about the
Inspector himself or someone else, and then began an explanation about
the different types of relationships that men formed with each other.

* * * * *

“So how did you guys meet?” Tony asked, looking at Warwick.
“You tell him, Steve,” Warwick said, refilling their glasses.
“No more for me, thanks, Woz. I have to get going soon.”
“A date?” Warwick asked, innocently.
Tony lowered his head and shook his head, ashamed to lie to this great

bloke. Warwick was a great bloke, he said to himself – nothing better than
Stinga deserves.
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“Work, sorry.”
“Why me?” Steven asked Warwick, “Can’t we both tell him.”
“I just want to hear your side of the story, Steve. Go on!”
Steven took a sip of his wine and then filled Tony in on the events of

how he had met Warwick and of their developing friendship, leaving out
intimate details.

At the end of his story, he looked at Warwick, and asked, “Did I leave
anything out?”

“You know what you left out, Steve. But, that’s about all of it!” Warwick
replied, with a smile, grateful that Steven had been so tactful about personal
things.

“And you guys have only done it once?” Tony asked, in disbelief.
Warwick nodded.
“Well, it’s the same old story,” Tony said, looking at his watch.
“What do you mean – the same old story?” Steven asked.
“You aren’t the only guys this has ever happened to, nor will you be the

last. This is common. Having a relationship with another man is not all
about the gay scene. The world is full of men who are as straightacting as
you or me, and who have sex with other men. Sometimes it becomes more
than that, then it’s something altogether different. Stop agonising and just
relax. You’ll work it out. I’m not saying it will be easy. Sometimes these
things happen and then people go their own way – Aussie men are
frightened of commitment – it’s part of our National Heritage,” he said, his
voice tinged with bitterness.

“I’m no expert, don’t get me wrong. Look at me! I’m thirty and still single!
Just let whatever happens happen. Don’t try to justify it to yourselves or to
the world. Just have a great time and remain mates though it all. I’ve got
faith that you two are old enough and ugly enough to work it out for
yourselves.”

He stood, indicating that he had to go.
“Do me one favour guys, though?”
Warwick nodded.
“Be honest with each other and most importantly of all, don’t risk your

lives. Safe sex until you know it’s Ok. Please?”
“Catch you both later,” he said, as he left them in the living room.
Steven got up quickly and followed him to the car.
“Thanks for your help, Tony,” he said, embracing him roughly, “I owe

you, bigtime.”
“You’d better believe it, mate. Big time!”
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Tony got into his car and drove off, honking his horn and waving
goodbye, as he hurried into town to get changed, ready for his meeting with
Michael.

* * * * *

Later that night, Steven and Warwick lay in bed, their arms around each
other, panting hard. Their bodies glistening wetly in the light of the waning
moon that shone through the open French door of Warwick’s bedroom.

Steven had cooked dinner for them both, and after eating, they had swum
in Warwick’s pool for a short while. They had constantly touched each
other throughout the whole evening, as if making sure that the other was Ok.

“That was quick, mate!” Steven said, laughing as he rolled off Warwick
and onto the bed.

“Tell me about it, Steve!” Warwick replied, sitting up on the bed and
shaking his head briskly from side to side, as if he was shaking water from
his ears.

“We must have needed it.”
“Too right!” Warwick answered, chuckling. “The night’s not over yet,

though. Let me catch my breath and then I’m on for seconds!”
‘You’re a sex maniac, did you know that?”
Warwick nodded, as he gently fondled Steven’s cock.
“I love the feel of your dick in my hand, Woz,” Steven said, returning

Warwick’s caress.
“Thanks, mate.”
“Why do you shave your balls?”
“Feel them, and then you’ll know why.”
“Hm. Smooth – the skin is almost like silk, it’s so soft.” Steven leaned

down and took one of Warwick’s balls in his mouth, moving it gently around
with his tongue and lips.

“Steve?”
“Yes, Woz?” Steven said, raising his head, and leaning on one elbow.
“I still didn’t get a chance to do what I wanted to.”
“What? Suck my dick?”
Warwick nodded, smiling at him broadly.
“We’ve got the rest of the night and all tomorrow and forever how long

it takes after that to do whatever you want, Woz.”
“Glad to hear you say that, mate.”
“Come here,” Steven growled in the base of his throat, and then pulled



239Stinga

Warwick’s mouth to his own. They kissed gently, teasing each other with
playful tongue thrusts and nips of their teeth.

“You like sex, don’t you Steve?”
“Yup! With you I do – very much. It’s still strange though for me, doing

all this stuff. I’ve never even thought of what it would be like to do any of
what we have done, with another man, before I met you. And now, here I
am, the day after we first got in the sack, and I’ve done stuff that turns me
on like I never imagined.”

“I’d always imagined what it would be like. But the reality far outweighs
the fantasy,” Warwick said, nestling into Steven’s shoulder. “As for being turned
on, you said it! You seem to know when I’m ready to shoot, don’t you?”

Steven nodded. “Watching you blow makes me really hot, mate. I don’t
know why, but I love to watch you pour it out. I want to get down real close
sometime and just stare at your dick while you spurt.”

‘You’re hopeless,” Warwick laughed. “I’d love that too. You cumming, I
mean. That’s why I like rubbing it on me afterwards.”

“Is that why you do it? I was wondering,” Steven said.
“There’s something else, mate.” Warwick said, sitting up and lighting

them both a cigarette.
“Jesus! Tailors again,” Steven complained, “I’m going to have to show

you how to roll a proper one.”
Warwick laughed and then reached into his bedside cabinet and held up

the packet of condoms.
“You want to fuck? I dunno Woz…”
“No, not yet, we can talk about that later. But they’re a bit of a reminder.

I got the results of my blood tests back this morning.”
Steven waited for him to continue.
“All clear – I had a HIV test on Tuesday. I needed to know that I was safe.

Meeting you on the beach made me realise that I needed to know, if that
makes sense.”

“But you told me that you hadn’t had sex for nearly ten years.”
“That’s the truth. But I needed to know, that’s all.”
Steven got up from the bed and stood in the doorway to the veranda,

smoking his cigarette in silence. He flicked it out into the garden and then
sat quietly on the edge of the bed, stroking Warwick’s leg.

“Six months ago, Woz,” he said, turning to look at him, “I attended a
bad car accident. There was blood everywhere. I cut myself while I was
helping at the scene. Since then I have had two HIV tests, those are the
rules.”
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“And?”
“And nothing. I’m as clean as you are, mate.” Steven said. “But I’m willing

to go with you and be tested again, if that’s what you want.”
Warwick shook his head.
“Then why did you bring this up?”
“I was thinking about what Tony said, about not putting each other at

risk. We needed to talk about this before we went any further.”
“Like fucking, you mean? Why do I think that you want to fuck, I ask

myself?”
Steven looked at Warwick and raised his eyebrow.
Warwick laughed at his gesture and pulled Steven into his arms, so that

Steven was lying, face down on the bed next to him.
“If that’s what you want, then I’ll give it a go, “ Warwick said. “But, I

don’t think this is going to be easy for me to take,” he said, slipping his
hand under Steven and gripping his cock.

“There’s more to it, isn’t there Woz. You want to fuck me, don’t you!”
“Eventually, mate, if you want me to, that is. To be honest – couldn’t

think of anything nicer. But there’s something else I want to do, before we
get that far. That’s why I wanted to talk about safe sex.”

“Well, tell me what you want, mate.”
Warwick pulled him closer and explored his mouth with his tongue, and

then said softly in his ear. “I want you to come in my mouth, Steve. I want
you to fill my mouth with your cock and pump me full of your hot cum.
That’s what I want.”

Steven’s erection nearly pushed him off the bed. Warwick’s words re
ignited his lust.

“Fuck you know how to push my buttons, Woz!” he said, lifting his hips
to release his cock from its cramped position against the bed.

“I hope so, mate! Let’s have that back scrub I promised you first, then I
might try to talk you into giving it a go.”

Steven quickly lowered his head over Warwick’s dick and sucked it
greedily for a moment, then raised his head and said in a low, lustfilled
voice, “Fuck the shower, Woz! I think that I might give it a go myself.”

He lowered his head over the tip of Warwick’s cock, and then, with a
quick lunge engulfed it with his mouth.
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9

Steven and Warwick had just finished breakfast and were clearing the table,
when Steven’s phone rang.

Steven winced and apologised to Warwick.
“Miles,” he said, his voice suddenly businesslike.
“Morning, Steve.”
“Morning, Mike! What’s up?”
Mike Savage sat at his kitchen table, his wife Beth opposite him, urging

him to speak.
“Er, listen, Steve. I’m just ringing because I wanted to thank you for being

so honest with me, yesterday. About the, you know?”
Mike’s voice sounded very uncomfortable. It was obviously very difficult

for him to say what he was trying to get out.
“It’s Ok, Mike. I understand. Thanks for telling me, I appreciate it.”
In the background, Steven could hear Beth’s voice whispering “Tell him!

Go on Michael, tell him!”
Mike Savage’s voice answered her, his hand evidently trying

unsuccessfully to cover the microphone of his mobile phone. “All right!
Gimme a break, Beth!”

“Fucking women!” Mike shouted into the phone. “Sorry, Steven – look,
I’ll be straight with you. I told Beth what you told me about you and what’s
his name.”

“Warwick.”
“Yes, sorry. Warwick. And she’s been on at me all night and all of this

morning to call and tell you something.”
Steven smiled at Mike’s awkwardness.
“Mate, I told you yesterday that I didn’t care about your private life. That’s

not strictly true.”
Steven began to feel uneasy, he didn’t know whether he liked the idea

of what was going to come next.
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“It’s not true, because I do care. You’re a good cop. I was just surprised,
that’s all. I never even imagined. All right, Beth! I’m getting to it,” he
snapped at his wife in the middle of his speech. “I’m just ringing because
I want to tell you that I’m happy for you.”

Steven moved his mobile from his face and looked at it, amazed, before
returning it to his ear.

“Hello? Steven, it’s Beth!” She had evidently stolen the phone from Mike’s
hand.

“This is wonderful news, Steven! I’m thrilled for you! You don’t know
how long I have hoped that you would find someone. I have to tell you that
I was surprised at first, but then Michael doesn’t understand these things,”
she said, rapidly, without drawing breath. “Women know about relationships
– it’s what they’re good at. I have always known you were the catch of the
century and blow me down if you haven’t been caught!”

“I have?” Steven asked himself.
Beth tittered, and said, “Sorry, maybe it was you who did the catching.

What do I know? Anyway – Mum’s the word. A bit of advice though,
gorgeous.”

Steven could just imagine his boss rolling his eyes.
“Keep it to yourself. Not that most people would give a stuff – but find

out if it works before you spread the word. All the people who love you
and really know you are only going to be thrilled. Only the dickheads will
try to give you grief. Cock your nose at the world, Steven! Just get happy.
I’m trying to get Michael to take a few days off work so that we can come
and visit. Not for any other reason. I just want to get a look at your face
with a smile on it – one that isn’t forced, that is. Take care, Steven. Give my
love to what’s his name.”

“Warwick.” Steven said blandly, almost exhausted himself by Beth’s
excited chatter.

“One more thing, Steven. Take the day off!” She added, hastily.
“What?”
“As I said – fucking women!” Mike Savage yelled, as he grabbed the

phone. “Sorry about that Steve. I was trying to have a bloketobloke talk
so as not to embarrass you.”

Steven knew that it was not he who had been embarrassed.
“I think you should have the day off, mate. There’s nothing you can do

for the minute, until you go to Cairns.”
“But I’ve got a heap of paperwork, and now that Pizzani’s away, there’s

no one else with enough rank to sign anything. I’ll have to go in.”
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“I’m not going to order you, Steven! But take a fucking day off!!” Mike
blazed down the phone line. “What’s the name of the constable you put in
charge when you were in Ingham?”

“Gina Feretti.”
“Give me her number – I’ll make her Acting Sergeant until Tuesday when

you get back. Think she’ll go with it?”
“Gina would be delighted, Mike. She’s an excellent cop.”
Steven read out her number from the memory of his mobile.
“Got it! Now you go out and have a bit of fun with Derrick. Enjoy

yourself!”
“Warwick.”
“What? Sorry – Warwick. Don’t hold your breath waiting for us to come

up there, by the way. I don’t interfere in other people’s lives, unlike some
others!” he added, obviously for Beth’s ears.

“One last thing, Steve. The latest Polaroid we got. The one found in the
chimney with the money? The lab thinks it’s only very new – latest
technology. Find out what this bloke in Cairns knows about whoever is on
it – if he does. Then we can go from there.”

“Ok, Sir. Thanks for that – and thanks on Gina’s behalf, I know she’ll be
delighted.”

“It’s Ok, Steve.” Mike’s voice sounded somewhat calmer. “I am very
pleased for you, Steven. I know you’re a good man – but you know how
hard it is for blokes to talk about this stuff. Just promise me you’ll try to be
happy.”

“I will, Mike. Thanks for the call – and thank Beth too. It’s good to know
I’ve got friends who care. Bye.”

Steven put his phone down, shaking his head, and then began to fill the
dishwasher.

“Ouch! Get out of it, Rosie!” he yelled.
“She likes your arse, Steve. Must run in the family!” Warwick said, pulling

Rosie away and curving his arms around Steven.
“You like my arse?”
Warwick bit his ear gently, “You betcha! Who was that?”
“My boss.”
“Problems?”
Steven chuckled. “The only problem is that he rang to tell me how much

he appreciated my honesty yesterday, when I told him about you and me.”
“Where’s the problem?”
“None, really, Wozza,” Steven said, pushing his bum back against
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Warwick’s dick. “Get out of there, mate, and give me a kiss.”
They moved into each other’s arms and kissed tenderly.
“So, where’s the problem?”
“He told me to take the day off.”
“And?”
“He was nice to me and told me how happy he was for me.”
“Sounds like a nice bloke.”
“He probably is, Woz. Maybe I’m just finding out at last how nice he

really is.”
“So you got the day off?”
Steven nodded.
“Want to do something?”
“Other than more of what we did last night, you mean?”
“That was on my mind too, mate. But do you want to go anywhere?”
“Only the bedroom.” Steven said.
Warwick laughed. “I’m yours for the day, Steve. But there is one thing I

need to do.”
“What’s that? Can I help?”
“Not really. I have to tell you something.”
“What?”
“I told Irene Marchant about you and me.”
“I know.”
“You do?”
“She told me yesterday. Told me she forced it out of you.”
“I’m sorry, Steve. I was so fucking worried about what was going on, and

you maybe losing your job, and Pizzani, and...”
Steven kissed him, to stop him speaking.
“It’s Ok. I don’t intend to tell anyone at work. Not Nathan, or Gina or

Howard or Greg or Colleen or anyone else. The only people I have told are
those that I feel needed to know.”

“I’m not about to spread the word either, Steve. Our business is our own.
But I was very rude to Irene and I need to apologise. She was pestering me
so much about why I was pacing, and she put two and two together.”

“She’s pretty good at that.”
“Tell me about it! She was my teacher at school. Well I told her, and I

said that if she didn’t like it, she could go fuck herself!”
Steven laughed. “Sounds like the sort of thing that she’d say.”
“Yeah, but I feel like a turd. That woman was so good to me, working

with me after school for hours and hours, helping me with my Italian and
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encouraging me.”
“Irene speaks Italian?”
“Sure. Didn’t you know? And French and German and fuck knows what

else!”
“Well mate, backscrub before we do anything else, and then we can pop

down together and say hello. How does that sound?”
Warwick calmed slowly and nodded.
“Steve?”
“Yes, mate?”
“What did it taste like?”
“Your cum?” Steven knew instinctively what Warwick was talking about.
Warwick nodded and smiled as he looked in Steven’s eyes. “You were

jerking off and came as I blew in your mouth, I didn’t get a chance to know
what it was like.”

“Guess I better let you find out for yourself,” Steven smirked.
“What? After our shower?”
“Maybe while we’re in it, mate. Sex in the shower could be a lot of fun.

Come with me.” Steven said, his face split with a wide grin and his eyes
narrowed with desire.

He grabbed Warwick by his now erect cock, and pulled him, playfully
protesting, towards the ensuite.

* * * * *

“Oh! It’s you two!”
Irene Marchant stood at her front door, grinning at them both, and then

burst out laughing.
“What’s so funny, Irene?” Steven asked.
“I thought it might have been those two men who seem to always knock

on the door and want to save my soul. I was just getting my lesbian speech
ready.”

Warwick looked amazed. “Lesbian speech?”
“Yes, my dear. My lesbian speech! I tell them that they are trying to

convert a sixtyfive year old dyke, and would they like to come in and see
my dildo collection? That usually makes them run.” Irene said, with a gleam
in her eye.

“Stop gawking, Warwick! It’s only a story. I’m not in the closet or anything
like that!”

“We’d be delighted to come in, Irene, if you would like us to.” Steven
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said, in Italian.
“My, my!” Irene said, to Warwick, “Did you ever hear such a lovely use

of the conditional and then the subjunctive? Ci piacerebbe and then volessi
che. How nice!”

She patted Steven’s cheek. “Not just a lovely face, Steven.”
She took him by the arm and led him into the kitchen, pointing at the

kettle.
Steven went about preparing tea, asking himself why this always seemed

to be his job.
“Irene, I’m sorry I spoke to you the way that I did yesterday.” Warwick

said.
“Don’t worry about it, Warwick. I know why you spoke the way that you

did. My language and manner of speech would have been far worse, had
it been me in your position, I can tell you.”

“It still doesn’t excuse rudeness, Irene. You have been very good to me.”
“As you have to me, Warwick. It’s forgotten.”
“Steven,” she said, as she pulled a chair out from under her kitchen table,

and then sank heavily into it, “It’s nice to see you have lost that ‘fuckme’
look you have had for the past week.”

Steven blushed furiously as he poured boiling water into the brown
teapot that sat on the stove.

Irene laughed very loudly, and said through her mirth to Warwick, “That’s
something that I believe I can thank you for, Warwick.”

“Irene!” Warwick said, twisting with embarrassment.
“Oh! Pshaw!” she said, “get a grip, both of you! I’d be very worried if

you hadn’t been getting off together. I know I’m a bit rusty and I still
remember what goes where, but I feel that I’m getting a bit old for lectures
on sexeducation. Pour the tea, there’s a sweet, Steven.”

The three of them sat at her kitchen table, drinking tea and eating slices
of a delicious fruitcake that Irene had miraculously produced from her
larder.

“Christopher and I made it on Friday night, when you were in Ingham,
Steven. I remember Howard telling you on the phone when you rang.”

“Talking of Christopher,” she continued, “I think that it is time for you
to tell me what was going on down at the beach yesterday afternoon.”

“I think that’s something that you probably don’t need to know, Irene,”
Steven replied, quietly.

“You’re wrong there, my dear,” she said, raising her voice. “I did
something that went against my better judgement to help you in this thing,
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whatever it is. I don’t like being used, Steven, and friends don’t use each
other. They help! Now, tell me!”

A few minutes later, his story finished, Steven watched Irene sip at her
tea, scowling.

“I would have cut his prick off, had it been me! The rotten swine! That
fucking Pizzani is the foulest creature I have ever had the misfortune to run
across.

He’s a dog!” she swore, banging her hand violently on the table. Then,
slowly, her face creased into a smile.

“You are one clever man, Steven Miles. Your plan was well thought out,
and you have got Pizzani by the balls. Good on you! You’d probably need
tweezers to find them, though,” she added with a smirk.

“I’m not proud of what I did, Irene. I did it to protect Warwick and
myself.”

“And as a result, you have no doubt had to tell a few people of your
relationship with Warwick. I know you are a man of character. Blackmail
must be resisted at all cost! Did you tell your family?”

Steven nodded.
“Of course you did. You have integrity. I am sure that they were surprised,

but supportive. Am I right?”
“Yes, Irene. My mother was very happy that I had met Warwick.”
“Good. I suppose you told Mike Savage as well?”
Steven nodded again.
“Same reaction?”
“Yes,” he said.
“I suppose you want me to call Pizzani every three hours?” she asked,

looking at the clock on the wall in her kitchen.
“No, it’s fine, Irene. Thanks for the offer – my mother is making the calls

– probably almost due for her second today.”
“Now that’s a mother for you!” she said, slapping her knee.
“Warwick, you know that land of mine that you always wanted to buy?”

she said, suddenly changing the subject.
“Yes, Irene. Have you changed your mind? Will you sell it to me?”
“What land, Warwick?” Steven asked, somewhat confused with the

sudden change of topic.
“Where Derek’s house is – the land opposite my gate. Warwick has been

at me for years to buy it, so that he can expand his business. There is the
house and ten acres.”

“Irene, I have a new market opening shortly in Japan. With a bit of luck
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this might open possibilities for expansion that might make my business
really move. Another two acres under cultivation would make it possible
for me to supply much more than I can do now, given a year or two to get
the plants in.”

“Sorry, Warwick, but I won’t sell it to you.”
“But, Irene,” Warwick began, in protest.
She held up her hand for him to stop.
“But I will sell it to you, Steven.”
“What?” Warwick almost shouted, “That’s not fair!”
“Shut up Warwick!” Irene commanded. “It’s my land and I’ll sell it to

anyone I want to.”
“Irene, you are putting me in a difficult position, here. Why is it that you

won’t sell it to Warwick, and then offer it to me?”
“Because I want you to become part of our lives, Steven. Not for a week,

or a month, but longer. If you owned a house up here then, even if you and
Warwick don’t make a go of it, I would feel that you would still come to
visit, to see your own bit of Queensland.

“If I sold you the house, my dear,” she said, looking at him fondly, “you
could always lease the land to Warwick to use. But you would always also
have a home somewhere with people who love you. I know the sort of men
you both are, Steven. This new relationship is formed on friendship, I can
see that. Neither of you are the type who would break up and then never
speak to each other again, are you?”

Steven and Warwick both shook their heads.
“You are sensible men. No matter what happens you will still remain the

closest of friends. This is a business opportunity that I am offering to both
of you. Warwick will profit from the extra land and you will earn some
money by leasing him the land for his use. You will also have your own
house, in God’s own country. Sounds attractive, doesn’t it?”

Steven nodded and looked at Warwick, to gauge his reaction.
“Don’t look to Warwick, Steven! Make up your own mind, as he will his.”
Steven thought for a moment and then asked, “How much?”
“Let’s say, between friends, one hundred and ten.”
“What?” Warwick shouted, “Last time I talked to you about it, you told

me that you would never settle for less than two hundred thousand, Irene!”
“That was before, when you were one person, Warwick!” she snapped,

“Now you are two! Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth!”
“I’m sorry, Irene.”
“If you say sorry to me once more, Warwick Hughes, then I’ll slap you
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fair and square in the nuts with my cane! Got it?” she shouted, angrily.
“Talking of nuts,” she continued, calmly, “How’s Nathan getting on,

Steven?”
“How’d you know his nickname was ‘Nuts’, Irene?” Steven asked.
“Not only do I have eyes, Steven – I do see pictures in the newspaper

from time to time, but I have ears as well,” she said, with an insinuation
that made him realise that his question had been rhetorical.

“He’s a good man, Irene. I genuinely like him very, very much. He’s a
great bloke and we get on like a house on fire.”

“You know, Warwick, I had thought for a long time that I might have
offered the land to Nathan, with the same conditions, so that he could have
an income and you your land. But it would be like hitching a thoroughbred
to a cart. That boy has a fire within him to learn!” she said, passionately.
“He must feel free to go where his mind leads him, and being tied to a
business would not be good for Nathan. He feels loyalties too strongly. If
he had entered into such an agreement, he would think it his duty to stay
here, to help your business at the expense of his own life.”

“Nathan told me that he would never leave Packer’s Reef, Irene. He is
too worried about leaving his mother and you.” Steven said.

“He did?” she said, her eyes filling with tears. “How very touching, Steven.
Thank you for telling me that. But it is his duty to himself, and the
wonderful gift that is his intellect, to further himself. He could end up as
Attorney General!”

“Pardon me, Irene,” Warwick said, gently, “but what good would that do
him, if he were lonely and not with the people he loved?”

Irene pulled her handkerchief from the sleeve of her dress and began to
weep softly into it.

“You’re right, of course, Warwick. There’s no fool like an old fool! My
ambitions for Nathan are not necessarily those that he would choose for
himself.”

She blew her nose, noisily, and then said, “Think on my offer, Steven.
Here’s the key.” She leaned behind herself and opened a drawer in her
kitchen cabinet. “Go and have a look at the place, together. Look at it and
try to imagine it as a home, not as a murder scene. Then come back and
talk it over. We’ll have a bit of lunch, and then you can go home. I’ve kept
you two out of bed too long as it is.”

Steven and Warwick both laughed at her return to her normal self, her
tears forgotten and her voice full of teasing innuendo.
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* * * * *

The two men stood on the front veranda of the house in which Warwick
had found Derek Ringer’s body.

“You feel Ok to go in?” Steven asked, sliding his arm around Warwick’s
waist.

“Sure – as long as that smell has gone.”
“It’s foul, isn’t it! You never get used to the smell of death.”
Steven gave Warwick’s waist a squeeze.
“Look, mate, if you don’t like me touching you all the time, just say so.”
“Why did you think I didn’t like you touching me, Steve?”
“I didn’t. I just noticed this morning that ever since the first time I did,

that I can’t seem to stop myself. You know that I told you that I wondered
if in fact I had always been gay, and just been denying it?”

“Yes, mate.”
“Well, we’ve only known each other for a week and we’ve kissed non

stop and had fantastic sex and I’m sort of confused, that’s all.”
“Confused about what?”
“Confused about how natural it feels. How easily my body fits against

yours, and how much I love to feel your mouth against mine. Tell me, Woz,
do you think that I’m kidding myself still?”

“No, Steve. Don’t think that my mind hasn’t been going over the same
things as you just said. I gave up fighting it the night that you kissed me in
the shower after footie, remember?”

“Sure, the night Pizzani nearly busted us.”
“I asked you why you’d kissed me, after he left, and you told me that you

just wanted to. That was enough for me, mate. Meeting you was the best
thing that ever happened to me, Steven, and if we eventually turn into
friends and nothing else, at least I have the memory of the fact that you
were the first person to ever really want me for who I am.”

“Jesus!” Steven said, quietly, drawing Warwick into his arms. “I feel
exactly the same, mate. Let’s just see how it turns out. I’m a bit sick of
talking about stuff to myself in my head – stuff that makes no sense. All I
know is that when I’m with you I feel I’m the luckiest bloke in the world.”

“Bet you say that to all the fellas,” Warwick said, teasingly.
“Only to the ones whose cum I’ve swallowed,” Steven whispered into

Warwick’s ear, naughtily.
Warwick tugged his pants, to lessen the discomfort he felt of his once

more arising dick, caught at an awkward angle in his underwear. “Come
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on, let’s get inside and have a look at this place properly.”
“What’s that, Woz?” Steven said, as they were about to enter the house.

He pointed at a hanging bird’s nest, at the edge of the veranda.
“Sunbirds – they love to weave their nests around here. Just look at it,

Steve – moss, spider’s webs and leaves all woven together to look like a
tennis ball in a stocking.”

“What are all those white bits, Woz?”
“Must be bits of paper, it doesn’t last long in this sort of place – where

the trees are thick and there are lots of leaves on the ground. Cockroaches,
in fact all sorts of insects, churn it into tiny pieces quite quickly. Mr and
Mrs Sunbird must have thought it would look nice on the outside of their
house. Talking of houses – let’s have a look at this one.”

They walked, handinhand, into the darkened hallway and stood together
looking around the space in which they stood.

“Needs a bit of a clean, Woz. Especially this shiny bit on the wall here,”
he said, teasingly, as he touched the stain on the wall where Warwick had
vomited a week ago.

“Gedoudovit!” Warwick growled and grabbed his arse, giving it a squeeze.
The house was in good condition. Forensics had evidently been through

the place meticulously, and sure that no more evidence had remained, had
tidied up before they left.

It was only a onebedroom house, its most unusual feature the open fire
place in the kitchen next to a fairly modern gas range. It was not decrepit,
but just illkempt, its floors and walls sound, but dirty.

“All this place really needs is a bit of TLC and a slap of paint. Why did
you want this land and not something closer to where you live? It’d have
to be at least five k’s from your house.”

“Come with me and I’ll show you.”
Warwick opened the back door and led Steven down through the

overgrown area behind the house, over a narrow, barelyvisible path that
led to the thick rainforest behind the house. They walked for about fifteen
metres through the ferncovered understorey of the towering trees above,
arriving quickly at a wide, but shallow stream.

“There’s water here, Steve. Runs from up in the hills behind us and then
down to the ocean. I wouldn’t have to dig a dam and wait for the rains to
fill it. This stream runs all year and I can get a permit to draw enough for
irrigation. That’s why I wanted this block.”

Steven’s eyes ran over the slowlymoving stream, examining the large
and small river rocks that caused the flowing water to rise momentarily and



252 Stinga

then to fall, creating the swishing, gurgling sound that he always associated
with peace and quiet. He looked up slowly, into the canopy above them,
trying to identify each tree species, but unable to because of his unfamiliarity
with the trees in this part of Queensland.

A sudden splash drew his eye to the stream, where he glimpsed a dark
shape disappearing into a hole, at the edge of the stream.

”Platypus!” he whispered, quietly, pointing to the place where the small
mammal had disappeared.

They squatted sidebyside waiting patiently for the platypus to reappear.
After a few minutes, Steven realised that the animal was far too shy to

show itself while they were near, so he took Warwick’s hand and led him
back through the forest to the clearing behind the house.

“You can’t do it, Woz! Those animals belong to this whole country, not
to the owner of this land. You can’t irrigate from that stream, it would ruin
their habitat.”

“I didn’t know there were any this far down out of the ranges, mate.
That’s fixed that then. It’ll have to be a dam. Oh! Fuck it! I’ll pay for town
water! If you’re going to own this bit of paradise, I can’t be responsible for
stuffing it up. I’ll plant my two acres further away from here and use town
water, and then there can be no chance of destroying their ecosystem. Fuck
me! A platypus! Who’d have thought it?” Warwick said, shaking his head,
with a huge grin on his face.

Steven watched Warwick’s face as he spoke. The man really cared about
the land – he wasn’t saying this because he was trying to get him to buy
the place. He was talking as if he loved this area, and wanted to preserve
it. He felt humbled by what he had said. It could have seemed as if he was
suggesting that Warwick would bring a bulldozer in and level the lot.

“Woz?”
“Yes, Steve?”
“You want me to buy this, don’t you?”
Warwick blushed and lowered his eyes. “It’s your decision, Steven. Irene

was right. You must make up your own mind whether you want to buy her
land.”

“That’s not why I’m asking, Warwick,” Steven said, gently, as he took
Warwick’s hand in his own.

“I know.” Warwick mumbled, looking at his boots.
“Well?”
“You make it fucking hard, don’t you?” Warwick looked at him quickly,

from under his lashes, then turned away and stood gazing at the trees of



253Stinga

the rainforest, and without turning back, said softly. “If that’s what it takes
to keep you here, then yes. I want you to buy it.”

Steven moved swiftly behind him and wrapped his arms around Warwick
and pulled him tightly to his body, swaying from side to side, the way they
had done on the veranda a few nights before.

“That’s all I needed to hear, mate.” Steven said. “It’s as good as done.”
“You sure, Steven?”
Steven nodded over Warwick’s shoulder.
“You know. The day that I met you I was thinking while I was swimming

about how great it would be to buy something in this part of the world.”
“Really?”
“Yup. But now that I know that you really want me longterm in your

life, whether as a lover or a friend, then there’s no question. I’ve got money
invested. When I sold our house in Brisbane, I was careful with the money.
What Irene wants for this place will hardly make a dent in what I got on
the sale of Anne’s and my place. I’ll have money to come up here all the
time, for as long as you want me to.”

“I’ve been trying not to think about the fact that you work in Brisbane
and I live here.”

“I haven’t!”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ve been thinking about it now for days – about how we can manage

being together and being apart.”
Warwick turned around and looked at him.
“You have?”
“Sure! Listen, Warwick. Everyone’s been saying to go with the flow, take

it easy and see what happens. Well, I think that’s good advice. My boss told
me to take four week’s leave after this case is wrapped up. Do you think
you could put up with me for that long if I came to stay with you?”

“You could twist my arm.”
“I reckon that after four weeks we’d have a pretty good idea of where

this was going. If we feel that it’s right for us, then I couldn’t give a shit if
I spent every last penny that I had, I just know that I would want to be with
you.”

Warwick’s eyes filled with tears and they fell down his face, one by one.
“Oh! Woz! Come here.” Steven pulled Warwick into his arms and held

him tightly. “I’m not worth all of that. I’m the Italian one. It’s me who’s
supposed to cry. Aussie men aren’t allowed to – remember?”

Warwick pulled away from him, still holding Steven in his arms and
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looked into his eyes.
“I speak Italian, does that count? Can’t I have a cry every so often?”

Warwick smiled, his wet eyes filled with what he now knew was love.
“Hey! Don’t look at me like that!”
“Why not, Steve?”
“’Cause you’re going to make me howl too, you dag!”
The two men clutched each other tightly again, and then went back, past

the house, to the gate that faced Irene’s house.
Warwick looked up at the mango tree above them and said, “With a bit

of luck you might be here when the mangos are ripe, Steven.”
“This year, or next year, or the year after, mate?”
Warwick pulled Steven to him and they kissed deeply, unaware of a pair

of smiling eyes that watched them, from beneath the café curtains of her
window.

Irene Marchant clapped her hands loudly together with joy.
“Yes!” she shouted to herself and hobbled to the oven, to turn it up.
“I’m sure you boys will love a nice baked dinner for your lunch. It’s going

to be good to have wonderful neighbours,” she said, aloud, as she began
to set the table for three.

* * * * *

“Orange juice, Sir?”
Steven looked up from his notebook, in which he had been making notes

on the case.
“Peter!” Steven said, smiling brightly. It was the young steward who had

left his phone number in Steven’s hat, on the day that he and Tanya had
arrived in Packer’s Reef from Brisbane.

“Yes, Sergeant – didn’t think you’d remember me.”
“How could I forget someone who stashed their phone number in my

hat?” Steven said, with a chuckle.
“You never called.” Peter Holiday replied, flirting with Steven.
Steven smiled and shook his head. “Sorry, taken.”
“Thought so. Anyway it was worth a try. Nice to see you. I’ll bring you

lunch in a while.”
“No worries, Peter. Thanks.” Steven said.
Steven returned to his notes and began to write, but then his mind moved

elsewhere – where it usually did when he travelled – inside.
Taken. Such a simple word, he thought. How easy it was to say it to
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someone else, but yet he hadn’t had the courage to say it outright to Woz.
They had skirted around the issue. It was obvious to both of them that they
had made an unspoken commitment, but saying those things facetoface
was hard for him. Taken. How nice the associated connotations felt to him.
Belonging to someone else, selected from among many, spoken for. It
sounded good.

His mind was clearer now, he concluded, on his flight to Cairns. The
wonderful day yesterday with Warwick and his decision to buy Irene’s
house, happily stored in his mind as memories of the brighter moments in
his life.

She had been right, of course. They were mates, and if their relationship
fell away from the sexual side, then he knew that they would always be
very close. That was what made him decide to go into this joint venture
with Woz. Or was it? He smiled internally, as he owned up to the truth. It
was the fact that Warwick had said that he wanted to be with Steven on
some longterm basis. He could cope with that – especially since he had
quickly realised that is what he wanted as well.

The idea of buying the house was a good option, he acknowledged. It
would give him his own base. He didn’t want to just assume that he could
move in with Warwick. Warwick’s house was his own space. It might
eventually be that the same space became part of his own life. But now, at
the beginning, it seemed right that he should be his own man. Only time
would tell, and his heart would also tell him when the moment was right
for him to become truly part of someone else.

What was his heart telling him now? He asked himself. He was too honest
with himself. The feelings were strange to him. He had never felt this way
about anyone else in his life. It was frightening, but at the same time
exhilarating – this feeling of falling in love.

“First time in business class, Sergeant?”
Steven looked up at Peter, who was standing next to the businessclass

trolley, and starting to unfold linen napkins and laying out silvered knives
and forks.

“Yes, Peter. How could you tell?”
“Oh, I have my ways. Once you get three pips and a button on your

epaulets then that’s the way you’ll always fly. It was me who upgraded you,
by the way. As you can see we’re hardly crowded up at the front.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it,” Steven said, looking around him and, for
the first time, noticing that he was the only passenger in businessclass.
“How did you know about an Inspector’s epaulets, anyway?”
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“Fish or chicken?”
“Chicken thanks.”
“My ex was a cop.”
“Really?”
“There are gay cops, Sergeant.” Peter said, with a smile and a slight frown.
“It’s Steven.”
“As I was saying, there are gay cops, Steven. Don’t ask me his name,

either. Save your breath. I’m not a man to kiss and tell.”
“Wasn’t going to ask – were you together long?”
“Six years. Six of the best years I have ever had. But then, the job got

him.” Peter said, pouring a glass of white wine for Steven.
“How so?”
“Couldn’t cope with what he thought his idea of a man was, and the

reality of his home life.”
“That’s sad, Peter. I am sorry.”
“I’m over it now, don’t worry. Well, that’s not strictly true. I’m semiover

it.”
“Any chance of getting back together?”
“I’d chuck all of this in, in an instant, if I thought it would happen,” Peter

said, glancing around the cabin. “But, as he said to me, how can a cop have
an affair with another man?”

“Seems like he had a problem, Peter – I wouldn’t blame yourself.”
“No? You know of any other gay cops who have a successful relationship

with another man, Steven? Tell me if you ever find out, and I’ll get them to
confront him with it. He’d come back to me in a moment – I know that in
my heart – if he knew some other cop that he respected, who was happy
with his sexuality, and not afraid of who he was in the job he did.”

Steven nodded slowly. “Thanks for the upgrade, Peter, and good luck. I
hope you find your Good Samaritan and get your man back.”

“Thanks, Steven. I appreciate it. You’re a nice bloke. I can tell you mean
it. Catch you later. Enjoy your lunch!”

* * * * *

Several hours later on, Steven sat in the lounge of the Novotel, about twenty
minutes out of Cairns, having just been thinking of the conversation he had
had with Peter on the plane, earlier that day.

He’d decided that he would talk about it to Peter Samuel, at head office,
when he got back to work. There had to be a good role model somewhere.



257Stinga

It was fucked if two men cared about each other but couldn’t be together
because one of them was a cop.

Steven looked at his watch. Sixthirty. He started to look at the people
coming through the main door, into the lobby of the fivestar resort. He
wondered what Joe looked like and if he would recognise him or not.

This resort was amazing, he said to himself. Might be great to get away
here for a bit with Warwick, he thought. Not a big, towered building, as
he’d imagined it to be, but all lowset buildings, the rooms wonderfully
appointed. He knew that Warwick would love it.

“Steven?”
Steven looked up at the man who stood before him, and then rose to his

feet, to shake the outstretched hand.
“Joe?”
“That’s me.”
Steven looked at the man whose hand he had just shaken. He was a tall,

strikingly goodlooking man, probably about forty, he thought. His hair was
fair, and carefully groomed – he was extremely well dressed in an expensive
tailored suit. His eyes were grey, Steven observed, really grey – how unusual,
he thought.

“Well, I must say that I’m surprised.”
“Surprised at what, Joe?”
“You. When I got the call and spoke with you, I assumed you would be

a typical friend of Alberto’s – someone who he was trying to get me to sleep
with – I can see that I was mistaken.”

“What makes you think that’s not why I’m here?” Steven suggested, trying
to discover something about the way the man thought.

“Because I told you on the phone that I was not working anymore. What’s
more I can tell that you aren’t that type of man.”

“Really?”
“Really! I worked for ten years and met many, many people over that

time. I can still tell a punter a mile off. You’re too straight.”
“I don’t know whether that’s a compliment or not.”
“Take it however you wish. Let’s have a drink before dinner and you can

tell me why Alberto called in my debt. I am very interested – especially as
it has to do with Stuart. Just before we start, Steven – is this official, or are
you offduty?”

“Offduty?” Steven coloured, despite himself.
Joe laughed, “My! My! Steven, a cop with some naiveté? I think I like

you already! Mine’s a G and T.”
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Steven went to the bar and ordered two gin and tonics, returning with
them to a small seating area, away from the main bar, where Joe had found
somewhere quiet for them to talk.

“I am not stupid, Steven,” Joe said, as he raised his glass to him. “I know
that what you are here for must have something to do with Domenico
Campanile, seeing that Alberto and Stuart are connected through him. How
is Domenico, anyway? I haven’t seen him in years.”

“I’m afraid he’s dead, Joe.”
Steven watched Joe’s face carefully as he gave him this news. The man

was genuinely shocked.
“I’m sorry to hear that. He was always very kind, and good at his job.”
Joe looked into his glass for a moment and then took a quick gulp from

it, before placing it on the table in front of him.
“Domenico is dead. Alberto Moroni calls in his debt and you ask me

about Stuart Foley – interesting. Do you know who killed him?”
“Who said anything about murder?”
Joe looked at him calmly, and then took out his wallet.
“For some strange reason, I am going to help you, Steven. I am going to

give you my business card, so that you know who I am. Perhaps then you
will know that you can use whatever information you have about my past
to embarrass me, maybe even ruin my career. But I think that you would
never do that. Take this card and realise that you can talk freely with me.”

“I trust you. You don’t need to do this, Joe.”
“Take it. It is important for both of us. Without honesty I won’t speak.”
Steven took the card and looked at it briefly.
“You’re a QC?”
Joe nodded. “Joseph Phillip Williams, QC, at your service, Steven?”
“Sorry,” Steven said, showing Joe his badge. “Senior Sergeant Steven

Ventimiglia. Everyone knows me as Steven Miles.”
“Thank you, Steven – any relation to Giorgio Ventimiglia?”
“He’s my halfbrother.”
“Well, you are an interesting man, Steven. All right, you know who I am

and I know who you are. Can we talk, just like friends? I am happy to help
you, but now you know that I can’t be involved in any court case. I will
give you information, but you must promise me that you won’t subpoena
me, or let anyone know who it was who gave the information to you. I will
have to deny it, and I don’t like lying.”

Steven held out his hand and nodded. The two men shook hands.
“Stuart Foley is in Japan, last I heard. There used to be a wealthy Japanese
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businessman who came to Cairns every few months. He loved blond, surfie
types, just like Stuart. Domenico touted for the agency that I occasionally
used to work for. He’d go up and down the coast and recruit young men,
in their late teens or early twenties, for this man. Let’s call him Furayama.
Well, every so often Mr. Furayama would take a shine to someone and pay
for them to go overseas with him, where he had a circle of ‘friends’ who
shared his own taste in young Aussie men.”

“We found the remains of eight other photos, besides that of Stuart, and
another one that I’ll show you in a moment.”

Joe thought quietly for a moment. “Figures – I can remember the names
of some of them, but I think it was about eight in total that went overseas
with Furayama.”

“But there are no records of Stuart leaving the country. He’s still down
as a missing person.”

“False passports.”
“What?”
“False passports – it’s easy to get them if you have enough money, and I

can assure you that Mr. Furayama was by no means poor. But this has a
sinister implication, Steven.”

“Why not use proper passports and do it legally? I see what you mean.
That can mean only one thing. That he wanted these young men to
disappear.”

“Fuck!” Joe said, “I never would have believed it. I’ve always heard stories
about the ‘white slave trade’ in young men. That would explain it. Taken
out of the country anonymously, so that there was no record of their leaving,
and then shifted from one man to another in a country where they could
get no help. My God!”

Steven had to admit that it was one possible explanation.
“Who would be the person who could supply false passports? Any idea,

Joe?”
“It’s too big an operation for anyone local. It would have to be some big

organisation like the triads, or the mafia.”
Steven’s ears pricked up. The mafia – the Italian connection. They would

certainly have no problem setting all of this in motion.
“Any connections with Italians that you can think of in all of this, Joe?”

Steven asked.
“Plenty – Domenico, Alberto, and some bigshot in Melbourne, who used

to come up and have business meetings with Furayama.”
“Business meetings?”
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“Yes – just business. Furayama wasn’t interested in older men. He liked
them younger, and always blond.”

Steven took the new photograph, the one that had been waiting for him
when he arrived, from his jacket pocket and gave it to Joe.

“Do you recognise this kid?”
Joe looked at it for a moment, and then shook his head.
“That’s a recent picture, Steven. Look at the clothes. Who’d heard of Nike

fifteen years ago?”
Steven took the photo from him and looked over it, examining it for clues.

It was of a young, darkhaired boy of about sixteen – dressed in baggy shorts
and a tshirt, with a baseball cap on his head and white sneakers. It was
very recent, he admitted.

“Look Steven. I’m not sure if anything else I can tell you will help. Let’s
go and have dinner and then we can talk while we eat. Maybe there’s
something I’ve forgotten, but I am sure that I’ve told you all that I remember.
Sorry if this has turned out to be a wildgoose chase.”

“It’s no problem, Joe. I appreciate your being honest with me. What
you’ve told me is enough for me to follow some other leads. Let’s eat. I’m
starving.”

Steven and Joe began to chat amiably once dessert had arrived. They
had talked about the case for a while, until Steven realised that Joe really
didn’t have anything more to add to his previous information. Once he
become conscious of that, then he began to relax and start to enjoy the
man’s company.

Joe Williams was certainly an impressive man, he thought. He could talk
eloquently and thoughtfully, seemingly on any subject. He was naturally
charming and had excellent manners and a way of talking to Steven that
made him feel that he found their conversation genuinely interesting. He
decided over coffee that he really liked the man.

He hadn’t been slow to recognise Joe’s gradual relaxation, as the man
moved from more formal speech, to the use of contractions, that indicated
his ease with Steven.

“How did you ever get into prostitution, Joe?” Steven asked, as they
chatted over their coffee.

“I was never a prostitute, in the real sense of the word, Steven. I was a
companion for men. I was a student at the time and very broke. Do you
know that, in those days, I could earn as much as a thousand dollars a
night?”

Steven whistled through his teeth.
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“I enjoyed meeting some of the clients – the ones who were interesting
to talk with and nice men. There were plenty of those. The ones I didn’t
like I never saw again. Once I’d got my law degree, and finished my articles,
I gave it up. I’d managed to save enough while I worked to keep me going
until I got on my feet. It was a job that I sometimes enjoyed, and sometimes
didn’t enjoy. But it gave me a start in life that otherwise would have been
impossible – and before you ask, it did not offend me morally. What I did
with those men was for money, they never really knew who I was as a
person. I kept my sense of personal integrity intact. All they ever got to see
was a façade and my body.”

“I’m impressed, Joe. Not many people could’ve done it the way you did.
In fact, I just managed to get a young man get out of an impossible situation
and helped him start a new life in a new place. He found himself vulnerable
on a personal level. He was never able to achieve your own sense of
removal.”

“Not many cops I know would do something like that. I knew I liked you,
Steven. Thanks for letting me know I was right.”

Steven blushed lightly.
“Not only are you a nice man, but you blush as well. That’s impressive!”
Steven laughed.
“There is something else on your mind. Don’t deny it! I can see it as if

you had a sign around your neck. Anything you want to talk to me about?”
Steven shook his head. He didn’t think he was brave enough to talk about

the thing that he knew he had pushed down in his mind.
“Steven, look at me, please. That’s better. I’m a very good listener. I know

when a man has something that is grinding away inside him. You know
who I am and what I do. I’m married with two kids. I’m at your mercy in
many ways. Can’t you trust me enough to talk?”

Steven swallowed and looked around him.
“We can go to your room, Steven, if this is too public.”
Steven nodded. His stomach felt cold. But, he needed to talk. It was too

soon to discuss it with Warwick. He had to unload to a stranger – a stranger
that he trusted.

He put the dinner bill on his room account and walked with Joe to his
room.

Joe took off his jacket and sat in an arm chair, waiting for Steven to speak.
Steven put both his hands in his trouser pockets and stood, looking out

the window of his room at the hotel pool. His face was lit in paleblue
reflected light from the underwater illumination of the swimming pool.
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He stood silently for a moment and then said, simply, “I’ve met
someone.”

“I’m not very good at heterosexual relationships, Steven – despite being
married. I don’t know much about men and women together, apart from
my own marriage.

“It’s a man.”
“Well, I’ll be fucked!”
Steven smiled, and turned sideon to look at Joe’s amazed expression.
“Everyone says that, it seems.”
“I thought I had you sussed out, Steven. Glad to know that I’m human

after all! So you’re wrestling with what you feel?”
Steven shook his head.
“No, what I feel is very clear. I only met him a week ago, and he’s the

first man who I have ever had sex with. That’s not the problem.”
“He’s a lucky cunt!” Joe said, laughing.
Steven was mildly shocked by Joe’s language. He didn’t seem the type

to say that word.
“So am I, Joe.”
“So what’s your problem, Steven? Is it that you’re a cop?”
“No, Joe. I told my boss about us, on Saturday.”
“That was brave, Steven. Then it’s something else, something personal,

I suppose.”
“He wants to have anal sex with me.”
“And that scares you?”
“Yes and no, Joe. I really like him. I mean I really like him. It’s pretty

serious, actually,” Steven heard himself saying. “We’re both very straight
men. I know that sounds stupid, but it’s true.”

“It’s not stupid, Steven. Half my clients were straight men, or men who
thought of themselves as straight. Those were the ones who usually just
wanted me to fuck them.”

“Really?”
“Yes, Steven. It’s the only thing that their wives couldn’t give them, most

of them said. We’re a pretty fucked country, Steven, in the way that we treat
our men. We throw them together all their lives – make them form strong
bonds of ‘mateship’ with each other, and then we deny them, as a society,
the freedom to do anything physical with each other, without incurring the
most dreadful feelings of guilt.”

Steven nodded. “I’ve heard that before.”
“The beats – the pickup areas – that you find in every town in this country



263Stinga

are full of married men, who see themselves as straight, but who have
anonymous sex with other men. If this country had given them the
permission to explore their sexual feelings without the associated guilt, then
there would be many more, happier marriages in this country, in my opinion.
They could have experimented and then made informed decisions about
their choices as sexual human beings.”

“Well said, Joe. It makes sense.”
“So, do you have sexual problems apart from the penetration issue with

your mate?”
“No, Joe. Sex is wonderful. We’ve only jerked off, and got off rubbing

against each other – sucked each other off. But the subject of anal sex is in
the air, and I don’t know what to do. Oh, yes and we kiss a lot. That’s the
part I like the most.”

“You kiss a lot?”
“Yes, what’s wrong with that?”
“Just tell me, before I answer that, how would you describe your

relationship?”
“I like him a lot. I think of him all the time. I love having sex with him –

We’re good friends – that’s where it’s at.”
Joe stood from his chair and walked over to Steven, placing one arm

around his shoulders.
“No. That’s not where it’s at, Steven. You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”
Steven thought for a moment, and then nodded, his gaze fixed out into

the shimmering blue of the pool outside.
“Have you told him that you love him?”
“No.” Steven said quietly.
“Why not?”
“Because I’ve only realised exactly how true it is.”
“Are you afraid of telling him that you love him?”
Steven shook his head slowly, tears beginning to run down his face.
“Mate, what is it?” Joe asked, holding Steven tight.
“I want to go further with him, Joe. I intend to tell him I’m in love with

him as soon as I get back, maybe sooner. That’s not the problem.”
Joe returned to his seat and stretched his legs out before him, crossing

his hands over his abdomen.
“It’s the fucking, isn’t it, Steve? Why are you so afraid? It might be

uncomfortable at first, but you’ll get used to it. You’re no less of a man
because you are sometimes, or always the passive partner with the man
you love. What’s wrong?”
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Steven burst into sobs, his hands still clenched firmly in his pockets.
“I was raped.”
“Jesus, Steven!” Joe said, standing and then moving quickly to Steven’s

side.
“Those bastards raped me. They made me think I was their friend and

then they fucked me – one after the other for hours.”
Steven fell into Joe’s arms and sobbed uncontrollably for what seemed

like ages, but in fact was mere minutes.
Joe held him tightly, stroking his hair and making soothing noises, as

Steven cried, in his arms.
“Want to tell me about it?” he asked, in the smallest of voices.
Steven nodded and hugged Joe.
“Thanks for the hug. I’ve never told anyone until now.”
”That’s a heavy burden for anyone to be carrying, for how long now?”
“Nearly fifteen years.”
“Christ, mate. How have you managed?”
“I made my family send me to boarding school. I hated myself so much,

and then as soon as I could, I got married, to prove something to myself, I
suppose,” Steven said, swallowing tears.

“So you ran away from it, holding that terrible experience within you.”
“I used to think that I must have been gay, that’s why they did it to me.

I thought that I must have had it written all over me. I couldn’t bear the
shame. I never was gay, though. That’s the truth. I never fancied other
blokes, until I met Woz, that is.”

“Your mate’s name is Woz?”
“Warwick.”
“I believe you, Steven. You were how old at the time that these men did

this to you?”
“Sixteen.”
“And the other guys that did it to you?”
“In their twenties.”
“And you blamed yourself?”
Steven nodded and began to cry again.
“Hey! It’s Ok. Come here and sit down.”
Joe led Steven to the couch in the room and sat next to him.
“It all started because of my cock,” Steven said, sniffling. “I grew up pretty

quick and my dick didn’t stop growing when I did. All my mates teased me
about it, and hated me for the fact that I didn’t look like them. They used
the size of my dick as a way of getting at me, because I looked grown up
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and they still looked like kids.”
“Sounds familiar.”
“What?”
“That’s my story too.”
”Really?”
Joe nodded. “I used to do everything I could to hide my cock from them

– even taped it up between my legs once.”
Steven laughed, “So did I! You’re not saying this to make me feel better

are you?”
Joe shook his head and stood up, moving several paces from Steven and

unbuttoned his trousers. He dropped them to the floor.
Joe’s cock hung heavily between his legs. Steven could not help himself

and stared at it. It was equally as long as his own, even hanging at rest. A
thick, prominent vein ran down its length to the knob at the end of his cock.

Joe pulled up his trousers and did up his buttons, returning to sit next
to Steven.

“As bad as that?” Joe asked, with a quiet laugh.
“A twin, Joe. Thanks, you didn’t need to do that.”
“I had to. Now you know that I really understand what you went through

at school.”
“Yes, mate. Ta.”
Steven sighed heavily, and then continued with his story.
“Well I started to hang out with other guys – guys who looked like me

but were much older.” Steven explained. “Touch footie, the races, you know,
that blokey stuff. I didn’t understand a lot of what was going on, but they
accepted me and treated me like one of them.

“One night,” Steven said, his eyes glazing, as he told the story, “In
January, it was – I hadn’t been sixteen for more than a few months, you
know. I went with five of these mates to a pigshoot. I sat on the back of
the Ute at the end of the night, while we all drank beer and yakked around
the fire. Then Evan, who was the oldest of the lot, started to talk about sex.
He was hot for this local girl, and started to tell everyone else about what
he’d done with her. It was disgusting the way that he described what he’d
done, and how he’d abused her, but I could see that the other guys were
really getting off on his story.

“Evan started to tell everyone about how horny he was and what a pity
there wasn’t any snatch about. They all started laughing and joking about
drawing lots to see who would bend over for the others. I thought it was a
joke at first, and then Evan looked at me and said that he thought that it
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was time for my initiation. They all started laughing. I had no idea what
they were talking about. Then, all of a sudden, Evan and this other bloke
were on me, pulling my pants off. They made me stand in the middle of
them all and started to crack stupid jokes about the size of my dick. The
next thing I knew was that two of them grabbed me and threw me onto the
tray of the Ute and held me down, while Evan jumped on top of me – and
then I felt this terrible pain in my arse. Evan raped me. Then, after he had
finished, the others had a go. I screamed and screamed and begged them
to stop. The pain was dreadful. But they jumped on, one after the other,
swapping places from holding me down to sticking their filthy cocks up my
arse.”

Joe held Steven as he began to cry again.
“I was just a kid, Joe. Those bastards fucked me over and over again until

I started to bleed. That’s the only reason they stopped. They got frightened
that I was going to die on them or something.”

Steven sobbed against Joe’s shoulders.
Joe sat quietly, holding the man in his arms, his eyes fixed at the wall,

not understanding the horror of the experience, but determined to try to
help in some way.

Eventually Steven stopped crying and sat back in the sofa. He wiped his
eyes with his hands.

“They threw me out of the car, outside our old doctor’s house and left
me there at four in the morning, threatening to kill me and the doctor if
either of us told anyone what had happened.”

“I begged Dr. Morris not to call the police. He was so frightened that what
they had done might have been an internal injury. But I told him that they
would kill us both if the police were informed. He was terrified of them.
They were a rough bunch and he was an old man. Well, he sewed up a split
on the side of my arsehole – that’s where the blood was coming from – I
wasn’t bleeding from inside. I slept on his couch overnight, and walked
home the next day. That’s when I decided that I had to go to boarding school
– to get away.”

The two men sat quietly, without speaking for several minutes.
Steven smiled and looked at Joe.
“Thanks for showing me your dick, mate. Glad to know someone else in

the world had the same problem as me.”
“A dick is a dick, Steven. Some are bigger than mine or yours, some are

tiny. A cock is not what is important – it’s the rest of the acreage that it’s
attached to that counts.”
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Steven nodded.
“Do you feel better for having told someone?”
“Yes, Joe. Thanks for hearing me out.”
“Listen to me, Steven. You are not to blame for what happened. Get that

thought right out of your mind! Those men were evil, unscrupulous bastards
who took advantage of a young man, and used his body against his wishes,
to satisfy their own animal needs. I don’t know if it helps you to know that
this isn’t as uncommon as you might think. It’s all part of our stupid ‘you
must be a man’ mentality. All those poofter bashers, and rapists of other
men, are just trying to cope with the hate of their own feelings for other
men that we tell them, as a society, are wrong! But, it doesn’t excuse what
they did to you, mate.”

“Ta, Joe,” Steven said, patting Joe’s knee. “You are a special man.”
”So are you, Steven, and if I had met someone like you when I was

sleeping with other men, then I don’t know if I would have ever married.”
Steven blushed.
Joe kissed him gently on the cheek, and took his hand.
“Thanks for having the courage to tell me all of this. It must have taken

guts. But you must be aware that it’s not me that you need to tell this story
to – you need to tell it to Warwick.”

Steven nodded and squeezed Joe’s hand.
“I have to do something, Joe. Understand that this is very difficult for me

to do. For all you know, I could be making all of this up, for some weird
reason or another. What I have told you is the truth. I know you went out
on a limb by showing me your cock, when I suggested that I thought you
were only humouring me about my problems with my dick. You exposed
your personal life to me by telling me who you really are, then you dropped
you pants to show me that you understood my problem. I have an advantage
over you that is not fair. I need to prove to you that my story was not just
that – a story. I couldn’t live with myself, if I felt that you left here with
even the vaguest doubt that what I told you was anything but true. I am
honour bound to replay your openness. You exposed both your private life
and your body, but I have only exposed my private life.”

He stood and unbuckled his belt and then pulled his pants down to his
knees.

He stared at Joe’s face and watched him move his eyes down to his cock,
look at it for a moment, and then move back up, to look into Steven’s eyes.

“Thank you, Steven,” Joe said. “I doubt there are many men in the world
who could have been able to do what you have just done.”
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“Showing you my cock like this is harder for me in many ways than telling
you that I was abused. I’m repaying your openness with me, Joe. You trusted
me and now I’m showing you that I trust you. You can ring up my boss, if
you really want to, and tell him that I dropped my pants in front of you. All
you’d need to do is tell him what you saw. He’d know it was the truth.”

Steven did his pants back up and sat down next to Joe.
“Thanks, Steven. I am one person who can appreciate what you just did.”
“I believe you, Joe. That’s only the second time in my life that I haven’t

had a stupid wisecrack when someone got an eyeful if what I’ve got.”
“Who was the other one?”
“Warwick.”
“When you gave me your card, you gave me the chance to ruin your

career. Here’s mine. My work number is on the bottom,” Steven said, taking
a card from his wallet and giving it to Joe. “I could just as easily have my
career ruined by you telling my boss what I just did. Now I feel that we
stand on equal ground.”

Joe held out his hand for Steven to shake.
“Fuck! You are one amazing man, Steven. I take my hat off to you.”
“It’s no less that what you gave me, Joe,” Steven said, taking Joe’s hand

and shaking it firmly.
Joe sat silently for some moments before speaking.
“You want Warwick to fuck you, don’t you?”
Steven nodded. “Is it always painful?”
“I’ve taken bigger dicks than either of ours. Yours looks longer than mine,

by the way. It’s something you get used to – it was part of my job, after all.
But you love Warwick, that’s altogether different. Wanting a man inside
you who you love has nothing to do with what those men did to you. I
won’t tell you that it might not hurt until you get used to it. But you need
to separate the idea of being penetrated by Warwick from that of your other,
brutal experience.”

“How can I do that, Joe?” Steven buried his head in his hands.
“Love him, and trust him and when you are ready, think of how much

you love him as he enters your body. I think that you will find peace and
an acceptance of being fucked, not as anything to do with your dreadful
ordeal, but as something that is only to do with your love for this man. The
other experience will always be somewhere in the back of your mind as a
nightmare, but that nightmare belongs to another you, not the person that
you are now, making love with the man you care for.”

“Thanks, Joe – for listening and for understanding.”



269Stinga

They sat together for a long time, Joe confiding in Steven of experiences
he had had as a sex worker and a student. Then they drifted off to other,
less personal subjects as they began to form a friendship through their small
talk, exchanging details of their lives that were nowhere near the intense
intimacy that they had just shared.

Joe eventually looked at his watch. It was nearly midnight.
He stood and picked up his coat, to put it on, and said, as he was about

to leave. “I need to go now, I’m sorry. Are you Ok by yourself?”
Steven nodded.
”I wish you love and happiness with Warwick, Steven. I think you deserve

it. You are one of the nicest men I have ever met. Call me anytime. You have
my card. Better still, bring Warwick up to Cairns and introduce him to me.
I would really like to meet the man that you have decided to fall in love
with. He must be very special indeed.”

“He is, Joe.”
“Catch you later, Steven. Please call, just to say hello, every so often. I

think we could be mates.”
“Me too, Joe.”
Steven sat alone in his room for a long time and then picked up his

mobile.
“Steve?”
“Hi, Warwick.”
“How’s Cairns?”
“Lonely?”
“Really?”
“Warwick, there’s something I have to tell you.”
“What, Steven?”
“I love you, Woz.”
Steven held the phone to his ear, listening to Warwick’s breathing at the

other end of the line.
“I love you too, Steven.”
“I know, mate, but I had to tell you.”
“I knew you loved me too, but thanks for saying it.”
”I love you, Warwick Hughes,” Steven said, as he started to cry again.
“Hey! Don’t get all mushy on me. I do love you, Steven – with all of my

heart. Hurry home!”
“I will, Woz. I will.”
“I don’t know what’s happened to you up there, but you’ve just made

me very happy, Steve.”
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“You’ve made me happy from the moment I first met you, Warwick. I’ll
see you at lunchtime tomorrow when I get in.”

“’Night, mate.”
“’Night, Woz.”
Steven put his mobile down on the coffee table in front of the sofa, where

he had been sitting with Joe.
He put both hands back into his trouser pockets and walked over to the

window and stood, once more, in the paleblue light from the pool.
“I love you Warwick. I love you,” he said, softly into the shimmering

water. Then he turned and went to get ready for bed.
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10

Alessandro Pizzani had calmed down. His first few days on Hook Island
with his wife, Maria and their children, had been spent with him shitting
himself in fear.

He was suspicious of everyone and everything – sure that Miles had
placed someone at the resort to keep an eye on him. He didn’t even dare
use the hotel phone in his room in case it was tapped, such was his
paranoia. When he had given Steven his mobile, he had passed it over
reluctantly. Thank God, he told himself, that all the numbers were official
ones. The important ones were in his mind, not in the phone.

He had spent almost the first day on the island racking his brains, trying
to remember if he had called anyone whose identity needed to be hidden,
since he had last cleared the phone memory.

“Call for you, Mr. Pizzani,” the receptionist behind the counter of the
resort called to him.

He growled silently, wondering who this Italian bitch was who rang him
every three hours. Of course he had lied to Maria and had told her that he’d
left his mobile at the office on purpose, so that their holiday wouldn’t be
disturbed by constant phone calls. But he told her that he was in the middle
of an important investigation and had to be informed of what was going
on. That’s why he had to wait for calls at the reception desk.

Maria had smiled. She was too frightened of her husband’s temper to
ask why he didn’t take the calls in their room. She had been amazed to
meet Steven, and pleased that he had seemed so interested in her husband’s
hobby. She just didn’t understand how they could afford this holiday. Money
always seemed to be scarce.

“Pizzani,” he said.
“Good morning, what’s the weather like today?” the voice asked in Italian.
“Hot and clear.” He replied in the same language.
“It says on the weather report that it might rain.”
“Really? How very interesting,” he said, with a bored tone.
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“Tell me. Where you were born, Alessandro?”
Pizzani gritted his teeth. “Twentyone, Piazza degli Angeli, Roma.”
“How nice. Where did you go to school?”
“The Holy Fucking Spirit in Mount Waverley! Happy now?” he said,

angrily, in English.
“Thank you, Alessandro. I look forward to speaking with you later.”
Pizzani cursed under his breath and walked to the bar, ordering a beer.
He sat at a table by himself, at the edge of the lobby, and drank slowly

as he thought about his situation. The thing that was really worrying him
was the fact that the investigation into Campanile’s murder was continuing,
and he didn’t know any of the latest details, or what Miles’ was up to.

As long as he had been involved he could keep an eye on things, and
make sure that his own interests were protected. “Fuck!” he swore, to
himself “I should have waited until Miles went away somewhere, before I
visited Warwick. I was too impatient!”

It had all gone spectacularly wrong. Instead of getting what he wanted
from Warwick, he had ended up on his back on the beach, his arse split by
that bastard Chris, who had also done the dirty on him. It still hurt. He
hadn’t had a shit in days that didn’t make him groan. Miles was too lucky,
by half, he told himself. Imagine the rotten fucking luck of picking Chris
up when he did. The timing was unbelievable. Maybe it was too
unbelievable, he thought. He’d been so scared that he hadn’t thought things
through properly. He sat in his armchair and ran the scenario through in
his mind several times, adjusting timings to try to make the whole thing fit.

It was too convenient. How did Miles get a hitman at such short notice
– and then Chris being there just at that moment? “I’ve been fucking set
up!” he screamed in his mind. His thoughts seethed with anger – growing
and fuelling his sense of outrage. Then he stopped. Why would Miles want
to set him up? Miles didn’t know that he’d taken the photo of him and
Warwick. Miles couldn’t have suspected that he would do what he did and
when he did it, he told himself.

But then – the boy and that hitman. What other reason could there be
for Chris to be in Packer’s Reef? Unless, unless Chris had told Miles about what
he had done to him. But what could that prove? It could however mean that
someone had been tailing him and Miles had been sniffing around. That was
something that made him very anxious. But it was his Chris’ word against a
police officer’s. There had never been any witnesses – and Miles had been in
Ingham until just before he had turned up at Warwick’s. Ingham – why did
Miles go to Ingham? He suddenly felt very sick.
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That loudmouth Moroni. But he had nothing on him. Campanile would
never have told scum like that about their business arrangement. Business
arrangements – that’s what had got him into this mess in the first place. He
squeezed his beer glass angrily. He should have gone back to the house to
look for his money. But it had been impossible. Campanile’s body had been
found before he’d had a chance to get back there. He swore to himself about
the fact that his kid had been taken to hospital and he’d had to go to
Mackay, and then on to Brisbane with him. By the time he’d got back, it
had been too late to search the house again.

Then he’d had to go back to Brisbane, because Mike Savage had invited
him – and after that, when he had the opportunity to search the house,
before Miles had got back from Ingham, his cock had made him visit
Warwick.

He cursed himself. He knew that his craving for Warwick and Chris had
been for the same reason. They didn’t respond to him. He always got what
he wanted in his life, and when he didn’t get it, it drove him crazy and
made him do stupid things. Warwick had rejected him after he’d grabbed
his arse in the shower after footie. From then on, Warwick had been a
symbol of the unattainable – and he’d become obsessed with getting him.

The same thing had happened with Chris – the guy hadn’t responded to
him in the way that he wanted him to. He couldn’t help himself – he’d
become an animal with the man, and had abused him as a way of revenge
for his disinterest.

Then there was Steven Miles – Ventimiglia, he corrected himself. So
fucking aloof and cold – getting Warwick Hughes into the cot, when it
should have been him. Miles confused him. He’d called for Vendetta and
had made things personal between them – he grudgingly admitted that he
admired him for it.

Miles couldn’t have it in for him, he told himself. It was because Miles
had complimented him that the chief had asked him to come down to
Brisbane, and then made such a fuss over him. Then the man had said to
him. “You’re a good policeman, this is strictly personal” on the beach, after
his humiliating ordeal. He’d have done the same thing, had he been in
Miles’ shoes. No, he’d take his word as one Italian to another. This was
vengeance – Vendetta – the way Italians did it.

He started to sweat. He had to get to that house. He had to find out where
Campanile had stashed his hardearned money. All right, he admitted to
himself, grudgingly, it wasn’t really his money. He’d skimmed off enough
over the past twenty years to make quite a hoard – saved it carefully so that
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no one had noticed him taking his ‘extra’ cut.
How he’d hated giving that money over to Campanile. He’d schemed

and plotted for weeks on how to avoid parting with it. But then, Campanile
got serious – he told Pizzani he was going to leave the country and, if he
didn’t get his money, he would blab. The man knew him too well – he knew
that he didn’t have the guts to kill him. So he’d simply arrived and given
Campanile the lot, wrapped in a tea towel.

But Campanile did not know that Pizzani had something on him –
something of no real use to Pizzani at the time.

He’d run into Domenico Campanile by chance in the street, two years
ago. Campanile had told him that he’d just moved to Packer’s Reef. He’d
been disappointed to know that Campanile had gone straight, but they’d
been friendly years ago, when Campanile had been buying from him. They
chatted about years past at the RSL and Pizzani had watched him drink
two beers for every one of his. The man always drank from a glass, never
from the stubby. He said that he was fastidious about these things. The man
had a loose tongue – told him stuff. Stuff that he didn’t know at the time
would lead to his death.

The conversation had been innocuous until he had, by chance, asked
Campanile what his real job had been when he’d been in Ingham, he’d
always thought that he had been a drifter, with a bit of money, or a petty
crim. That was the mistake. Little by little, out came the story of finding
young men and taking them away to Cairns, and then overseas.

He’d searched Campanile’s house of course, just out of interest, while
Campanile was out at work. The man had been careless, he’d found the
collection of Polaroids in his bedside table in a matter of minutes. What he
had found had made him very angry.

Pity Campanile had been broke, and he himself gutless, otherwise after
he found the photographs, the chance to use them later would have been
lost.

He wasn’t adverse to a bit of extortion, to boost his savings. He was glad
he’d left the photos in the drawer and kept his mouth shut for an
opportunity to use the information. Information that he didn’t know how
to use at the time, but that he suspected would prove valuable.

He’d remained friendly with Campanile, drinking with him, and every
so often drawing the conversation carefully back Campanile’s job as a tout.
He’d flattered the man’s cleverness, buying him beer after beer. Then, one
night, at the end of the evening, his use for the knowledge of the existence
and the reason that Campanile had kept the photos, became clear.
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Campanile had let slip that the man he had been recruiting for had been
an Italian – an Italian from down south in Melbourne. The young men
weren’t actually for the Melbourne man – he was a go–between – but for
someone else. Then he’d said that the young men had not ‘necessarily left
the country legally’, but he had things that might protect him if he ever
needed ‘protection’. He had called those things his ‘insurance’.

Pizzani had not been slow to make assumptions and connections. The
‘man from down south’ could be no other than his ‘friend’. The man who’d
supplied his merchandise for years. That was when he realised the
importance of his information. He’d been wise enough to keep it up his
sleeve.

He had waited, and then the time had come – when Ringer showed his
true colours and started asking for money. His ‘friend’ had been most
interested to find that photographs still existed. Photographs obviously
stashed away for future monetary gain.

Pizzani had to have his money back. It could not be found by the police
– if that happened it would be gone for good. There was only one person
that he could call, who might help, in the name of the Società – the same
‘friend’. To call him now, and call in a clan debt, would work – especially
since his ‘friend’ was involved in the whole setup. He knew that he would
be playing with fire. He would not make an obvious attempt at blackmail,
but he could hint at his financial insecurity and his need to be able to get
out of Packer’s Reef at short notice – and that Ringer had ‘stolen’ it from
him. He was confused about how to explain how he’d managed to stash
so much money – then it hit him. He’d use the same old story – a win on
the nags.

Sandy Pizzani was once again leaving logic behind, as he fell into the
well of his own needs and wishes. A possible solution had presented itself
– that was all he was aware of. His overconfidence and bluster began to
reestablish itself in his mind. He’d put things over other people in the past
– why not his ‘friend’, who would be bound to want to help another
‘compare’?

His mind ran through possibilities, somewhat clumsily as his ego grew
and took the place of caution. How could he make a phone call and arrange
it?

It was then that he saw it – a mobile phone sitting on the edge of a small
table, just near the corridor to the restrooms – its owner nattering with her
friend.

He stood and walked slowly, as if going to the rest rooms, and when just
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next to the mobile, he pretended to trip.
He excused himself and moved quickly into the handicapped toilet, the

phone up his sleeve. Quickly he made a couple of calls and spoke urgently
for a few minutes.

Then he returned and casually handed the young woman her phone,
telling her that it had fallen on the floor and he had nearly stood on it. She
smiled and thanked him.

He walked back to his room, to change and have a swim, complimenting
himself on remembering to erase the call registry on the phone, before
handing it back to its owner.

* * * * *

Steven was surprised to see Mike Savage meet him at Brisbane airport. His
surprise doubled to see Beth at his boss’s side.

He’d just been complaining to himself that he had already flown over
Packer’s Reef an hour or so ago, having to transit through Brisbane, before
another flight back up to the north.

“Mike! Beth!” he called, waving to them as he saw them at the terminal
gate. “What are you two doing here?”

Steven held out his hand to shake Mike’s and then gave Beth a hug.
“He wouldn’t let me come up to visit you, Steven,” Beth said, glaring at

her husband, “So I tagged along when I knew he was going to meet you
here, inbetween flights.”

Mike Savage tapped his foot angrily, his face showing his annoyance that
his wife had evidently hijacked this surprise meeting.

“I’m sorry, Steve,” he said. “I told her we had to talk business, but she
insisted.”

“It’s fine. Good to see you both!”
Steven smiled broadly at them and started to lead the way to the Qantas

Club.
“Now that’s a sight that makes me sad I’m married,” Beth said, her eyes

twinkling. “A proper smile – not only that, one that would make any woman
weak at her knees!”

“Beth!” Mike Savage said, loudly. “You’ll embarrass Steven!”
“Oh, don’t be such and old fart, Michael! He knows I’m only teasing.

Don’t you, Steven?”
Steven nodded and exchanged glances with his boss, whose face at the

moment was a picture of longsuffering and exasperation.
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They chatted for a few minutes – Steven overwhelmed by Beth’s excited
nattering about how good he looked – until Mike told her to bugger off and
leave them for a short while.

“Steven, I have some interesting information. I don’t know if it will help
or not, but the photo lab confirmed that the corner of the Polaroid that you
and Pizzani found caught at the back of Ringer’s drawer, did indeed come
from the photo that was with the money in the chimney place. It seems as
if the Polaroid had been taken quickly and with some force from the drawer,
as the matching edges were frayed, not neatly torn. It looks as if Ringer
pulled it out of the drawer and stashed it in a hurry. Also fibre analysis of
the teatowel, that the money was wrapped in, was found in the same
drawer. There were also traces of the same fibre on Ringer’s left shoe and
on the floor in front of the bedside table. Forensics thinks that he may have
dropped the bundle, so to speak, and the last photo, which was in his other
hand at the time, must have got caught in the back of the drawer, as he
bent to pick up the money.”

Steven nodded. “That could explain why the picture of Stuart Foley was
behind the skirting rail. If the man had the money and the photos piled up
on top in one hand, and the other in the drawer, and then dropped the
money and the photos, then the photo of Stuart could have easily flown
behind the bedside table and fallen down behind the skirting board.”

Steven mimed the action as he spoke, to make his intentions clear.
“But there could be another scenario too. Maybe Ringer knew someone

was coming and hurried to stash the photo and the money in the chimney,
before he burned the others. That could also explain why the photo seems
to have been torn violently – it could have been caught in the back of the
drawer and he ripped it in his haste to pull it out! Neither of these explains
why he didn’t burn all of the photos. Why only put the new one in the
chimney? This is where it is becoming a bit unclear to me, Mike. I have a
sneaking feeling that the photo that was torn and the money are connected
in some way – a separate issue to the other earlier photos.”

Mike Savage thought it over for a moment and then said, “How was the
meeting in Cairns? Anything of use?”

Steven filled Mike in rapidly with the information that Joe had given him
the night before. As he talked, he took his mobile from his pocket and turned
it on, speaking as he did so.

“It’s an interesting idea, even though the connotations are distinctly
uncomfortable, Steven. False passports, smuggling men out of the country
and the mystery Melbourne connection,” Mike said, leaning forward in his
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armchair. “Have you had any ideas on how all this might be connected to
Derek Ringer’s murder?”

Steven’s mobile beeped. He looked at the screen – it was an SMS message,
from a number that he did not recognise.

“I’ve had a few thoughts on the plane, Mike,” he said, as he opened the
message. He stopped in midphrase. The message was from Joe. Ring me
urgently, it read, followed by a phone number.

“It’s the man in Cairns, Mike. His message says it’s urgent.”
“Call him, Steve. It could be something he’s remembered.”
Steven dialled the number.
“Joe? It’s Steven. I got your message – you said it was urgent.”
“Steven? One minute, I’ll just close my office door.”
Joe Williams spoke, as he moved to his door and closed it, before

continuing.
“I did a bit of ringing around this morning. I couldn’t sleep after what

you told me about Stuart and the other missing blokes, so I phoned a mutual
friend from the days when I was still working. I don’t know if this helps or
not, but he told me something interesting. He said that one night, after a
‘doubleact’ with a client, they went out and had a drink together. Did you
know that Stuart was a user?”

“No, I didn’t. What’s a ‘doubleact’, by the way?” Steven replied.
“Threesomes – clients often ask for two boys at the same time. Well, this

night, when they were having a drink, Stuart told this friend of mine that
he had to leave because he had to go to score. My friend asked him about
his habit and Stuart told him something interesting.”

“Go on, Joe. I’m listening.”
“Stuart told him that he’d been a user for years and that he used to score

from a guy in Ingham who gave him drugs in exchange for sex. There’s
more, though, Steven.”

“The guy who supplied him was a cop,” Steven said, interrupting.
“How did you know I was going to say that?”
“I just put a few pieces of the puzzle together and they fitted. Thanks for

the information, Joe. Is that all?”
“Yes, Steven. I hope that can help. By the way, are you all right this

morning?”
“I’m actually in the middle of a meeting. I’ll call you back later when I

get a chance. Thanks for the information.”
“No worries. Take care!”
“The guy who supplied him was a cop?” Mike Savage asked slowly, having
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overheard Steven’s part of the conversation
Steven pondered and then said, quietly, “I think it was Pizzani.”
He filled Mike in with what Joe had said.
“So you think Pizzani was fucking Stuart Foley and giving him drugs in

exchange?”
“I can’t be sure, but it makes sense. Tony Sobrocchi believes that Pizzani

was dealing through the brothel in Mackay. The same brothel Chris Warren
worked in. Just think, Mike – you met Chris on Saturday. What’s he look
like?”

“Early twenties, blondish hair, nice looking.” Mike’s voice trailed off.
“Pizzani obviously is hot for blond men. The way you described Stuart

Foley could be applied to Warwick about six or seven years ago, when
Pizzani first arrived in Packer’s Reef.”

“Warwick?”
“My mate.”
“He’s blond as well? But what’s he got to do with it?”
Steven swallowed and then began to tell Mike Savage about the events

of last Saturday that he had censored, when he’d rung him that same day.
Mike sat, mouthopened, red building up his face from his collar. Before

he could explode, Steven interrupted.
“Ok. What I did was not legal. But I did it to preserve my personal life

and to avoid any adverse publicity that disclosure may have thrown on the
police force. You know me – I could never give in to blackmail.”

Steven gritted his teeth and waited for Mike Savage’s explosion.
He was saved by Beth’s cheery return.
”Piss off for a minute, Beth! I know you don’t like to hear me swear. Just

give us a few more minutes!” Mike said, explosively.
Beth Savage recognised her husband’s mood and fled quickly for safety.
Mike opened his mouth to let out a torrent of abuse at Steven, but his

anger slowly turned to mirth.
Steven watched in amazement as his boss turned from a redfaced

banshee about to unleash its fury, to a man who doubled up in his arm
chair, howling with laughter.

Steven’s phone rang.
“Miles.”
“Hello, Sergeant? It’s Gina Feretti.”
“Yes, Gina. Any problems?”
“Only personal ones, Sir. My daughter has just broken her arm, the doctor

called me. I have to go, I’m sorry. But Howard Ellis and Nathan Massport
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are here. I won’t be long.”
“It’s Ok, Gina. Just before you go, patch me through to Colleen.”
“Colleen’s gone for morning tea, around to ‘Wendy’s”. Will Nathan or

Howard do?”
“No it’s all right, Gina. Just scribble a note, and leave it on Colleen’s desk.

It’s for my diary. Put down that I will probably have to go up to Ingham
again tomorrow.”

“Ok, Sir. Will do. Thank you. I’ll be here when you get back.”
“Thanks for calling Gina, I hope your daughter is Ok. Bye”
Steven disconnected the call and looked at Mike Savage, who sat opposite

him, tears in his eyes, but calmer.
”I wondered how you got Pizzani to go to the island. You were very cagey

about telling me how you did it. Now I understand why,” Mike said.
“I’m not proud of it. I’m sorry. I didn’t expect anyone to have to know.”
“And you got good shots?” Mike asked, his face wreathed in smiles.
Steven began to see the humour of the situation and started to grin

himself.
“Yes, Mike – very ‘close and personal’.”
“Fuck shots?” Mike was starting to laugh again.
“Yes, Mike. Chris is very wellendowed, the pictures are very clear.”
“Fucked if I know how you guys do it.”
“What, Mike?” Steven asked, innocently.
“Take it up the bum like a chook, Steve!” Mike chuckled “Jesus! I’d like

to see that!”
“You would?” Steven said, loudly, with astonishment.
Mike Savage quickly composed his features.
“A figure of speech, Steven! I distinctly wouldn’t like to see it. I meant

the look on Pizzani’s face!”
Steven grinned at Mike’s discomfort.
“Don’t grin at me like that, Steven. The funny side hit me. I hope you

haven’t compromised yourself and your work, that’s all.”
“Me too, Mike. I regret it now. But I felt that I couldn’t afford to bust

Pizzani – I have to see where he runs to.”
“I should think so too. But, there is some positive news.”
“What’s that?”
“When I met Chris Warren here the other day, he agreed to give a

statement. I’ll let Tony know and he can make the arrangements to go up
to Darwin and take it in person.”

“That’s one positive thing.”
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“Thinking on it, Steven – your little episode might help us make Pizzani
squeal louder, if we ever get him in for a grilling. You have the photos safely
hidden?”

“They’re in my private email account, Mike.”
“Send me copies, Steven.”
“But, Mike, that was personal!”
“It’s now official, Senior!” Mike said, gruffly. “No one else can be

identified in these shots?”
“No, Mike, I made sure that Chris’ face was well out of the frame.”
Mike nodded as he thought.
“I’d better call Beth over now. You can fill me in on your ideas on the

case.”
Beth arrived timidly at Mike’s wave. She looked relieved to see her

husband’s fury gone.
“Beth, I’m sorry, but we have to talk work. I know it doesn’t interest you,

but it’s important.”
Beth nodded. She heard lots of information that was confidential – it

went with being a Police Inspector’s wife. She knew that her husband
understood that the information stopped with her.

“Coffee, Steven?” she asked.
“Thanks, Beth. That would be nice.”
She left them for a moment while they talked, and then brought back

three cups on a tray, sitting quietly and listening to Steven’s explanation to
her husband.

“I thought a lot about it on the plane, Mike,” Steven said, drinking as he
spoke. “It can only be blackmail. Just think a bit. Why did Ringer keep
pictures of those young men? It can only have been as some sort of
insurance. The money that was found in the chimney leads me to think
that Ringer was extorting someone. It has to be Pizzani – but Pizzani’s only
connection with the photos is the fact that his boyfriend at the time was
one of the missing men. I don’t think Pizzani is high up enough in the chain
of things to be involved – it has to be the man in Melbourne – the Mafia
connection. Tony told me that Pizzani went to stay with someone in
Melbourne – the time that he was supposed to have won all the money at
the races to buy his car. I think that the money was drug money. If Pizzani
was dealing in Ingham, and then more recently in Mackay, he’d have a
stash of cash, he wouldn’t be stupid enough to put it in a bank account.

“That means that the mystery man in Melbourne, the one Pizzani stayed
with and the man who is involved with the disappearing men, might be
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one and the same. Am I making sense?”
Mike Savage nodded. “How might that explain the large number of

registered letters Pizzani got in Townsville? Surely he’d keep his cut out of
what he sold?”

“Not necessarily, Mike. I know the way the Italian mind works. They trust
no one, the crooked ones, that is. If his supplier was connected to organised
crime, run by Italians, then the mere fact that he was in an isolated
community would make them suspect that he might be cheating them in
some way. I think that he would have had to send the money to his supplier
first, who would check how much he made, and then send him back his
cut. It’s the only explanation for the registered letters.”

Mike Savage thought slowly for a moment.
“But how did Pizzani get his dope to sell? No one would send that sort

of stuff by mail. There’s another person in this equation – the person who
gave the stuff to Pizzani to sell,” Mike said.

“Why would this Ringer man be blackmailing Pizzeria?” Beth interrupted.
“Pizzani, Beth. Thank you, but no thank you.” Mike held his hand up.
“Just trying to add a little women’s intuition,” she said, glaring at her

husband.
“It’s a valid question, Beth. Thank you,” Steven replied. “I think that the

Ringer and Pizzani connection had nothing to do with the missing men. If it
does, that’s peripheral to the real reason. Their interest in common in Ingham
was drugs. I believe that somehow Ringer found out that Pizzani was dealing
in Mackay and was blackmailing him for money. Ringer’s car had gone when
the body was found. Irene Marchant thinks he sold it. I think that Ringer was
ready to do a bolt and needed money. He must have been scared.”

“Then you think Pizzani shot him?”
“No. Irene was right. The man is gutless. Someone else shot Ringer, and

set it up so that we thought it was suicide – someone who wanted Ringer
dead – someone who was afraid that Ringer might have something on him.
It can only be the photos. I think we have fallen into a trap in thinking that
it could somehow be Pizzani who shot Ringer. I think that Pizzani, one way
or another, found out about the photos and then called the man in
Melbourne and told him. If the man eventually topped Ringer, then Pizzani’s
hands would be clean.”

“It makes sense, Steven. But it still doesn’t properly explain why Ringer
was killed. When the body was found the photos were burned. The evidence
was no longer in existence – assuming that the photos were of the missing
men. Unless Ringer was killed first, and then the photos burned afterwards,”
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Mike Savage said. “We could also suppose that Ringer had extorted the man
in Melbourne for the money and he turned up to get it back.”

“But why shoot him and leave without the money? It doesn’t make sense.
Besides if this man was a Mafia man, he’d know ways to get someone to
dob in their mother. They have their ways to make men squeal, and they’d
never bother to make it look like a suicide. Not their style.”

“Something went wrong,” Beth said. “There must have been a
monumental cockup, and someone else, maybe this Pizzani man, tried to
stage a suicide – if what you say about the Mafia is correct.”

“That’s an interesting suggestion, Beth. I’m convinced that the money
didn’t belong to the Melbourne man. He wouldn’t have left without it. It’s
still too untidy, Mike. None of this explains the Temazepam. That has to fit
in somehow. I need to think more on it.”

Mike Savage nodded. “You sure you don’t want more help up there on
this, Steve?”

Steven shook his head. He knew that the pieces of the puzzle were in
the wrong positions. Everything was linked, but there was no clear picture.

“Zoccolo!” he said, loudly.
“What’s that mean – ‘Eureka’ in Italian?” Mike asked wryly.
Steven laughed.
“No, Mike. It’s a name. I just remembered it. It’s the name of the man

who Pizzani stayed with in Melbourne. I remembered it because it sounds
very similar to the word for ‘slut’ in Italian.”

“Men!” Beth snorted, sipping her coffee.
“Angelo Zoccolo,” Mike Savage said, slowly.
“You know him?”
“Got a file this big on him at work, Steve,” Mike replied, holding his hands

one above the other in the air.
“Nothing’s ever been proven on him – but he’s a big boy in the Italian

crime scene in Melbourne – he covers his tracks too carefully for us to get
anything on him.”

Mike’s phone rang.
“Mike Savage,” he said, and then listened intently for a short while, before

hanging up and putting his phone back into his coat pocket.
“I think I just made our connection with Pizzani and Ringer.”
Steven waited.
“That was John Hammond in Mackay. The girl who overdosed – the one

from the brothel in Mackay? Well, they finally managed to trace her real
identity.”
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“Which was?” Steven asked.
“Her name was Marietta Campanile. She was Ringer’s youngest sister.”

* * * * *

“Good morning. Packer’s Reef Police Station. How can I help you?” Colleen
said, after taking the phone call.

“Hello. Good morning, Miss.”
It was a man’s voice, one that she did not recognise.
“Good morning, Sir.”
“Look, I just need a little information, I’m embarrassed about asking for

it, but I hope you can help me.”
Colleen liked being asked to help. It was the mother in her, she told

herself, conveniently putting aside the fact that she was a busybody and
wanted to know everything.

“Of course, Sir,” she said, “I’ll help you if I can.”
“Well, I’m a friend of Steven Miles. Please don’t tell him I called. I wanted

to come up and see him, as a surprise. I just wanted to know when he
would be there, so that I don’t arrive and find him away somewhere. I know
you’re not supposed to give out this sort of information, but I would
appreciate it if you could help me. I haven’t seen him in ages – I know he
will be thrilled to see me.”

Colleen smiled at the thought of being a collaborator in a surprise for
Steven.

“Well, it is against the rules, Sir.”
“Oh,” the man said, his voice full of disappointment.
Colleen couldn’t help herself.
“All right, seeing as it’s a surprise, I’ll have a look.”
She opened the diary and looked through Steven’s appointments.
“He will be here all week, Sir. There’s nothing in the diary. Wait a

moment,” she said, discovering Gina Feretti’s note in the mess on her desk.
“There’s a note here about something to do with Sergeant Miles and Ingham.
I can’t make it out clearly, I’m sorry, the handwriting is very indistinct –
but it looks as though it’s a note asking me to make an entry for him to go
to Ingham tomorrow.”

“That’s sad,” the voice said, “I was planning to come up tomorrow. When
will he be back?”

“There’s nothing on the note – but last week he went up early in the
morning and came back the next day. He has family up there that he stays
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with, but I’m sure you know that!”
“Yes, Concetta and Franco, his parents – I know them well. I’ll change

my plans and come up and visit later in the week. I would be grateful if
you didn’t spoil my surprise. What flowers do you like?”

“Me? I love all flowers, Sir.”
“Then I’ll bring you up a bunch, as thanks for your help. Thank you

again, Miss. Goodbye.”
Colleen put the phone back into its cradle, her face wreathed in smiles.

What a nice man, she said to herself. Flowers? How sweet!

* * * * *

“Look, Steven. I can’t say that I am happy with the idea of you being away
for a whole day in Ingham. Where’s the nearest airport?” Mike Savage was
saying to Steven, as they waited for his flight to be called.

“Townsville – Ingham’s not far.”
“Go by plane, show Moroni the other, newer photo and get back in a few

hours. Can you do that?”
“Sure, Mike. Good idea. I’ll get the first flight out, should be back by early

afternoon at the latest. Can I ask you something about protocol?”
“You want to take Derrick with you?”
“Warwick,” Steven and Beth said, in unison.
“Warwick, sorry. I suppose it’s Ok. Meeting the family I suppose?”
“Thought that it might be a good idea,” Steven replied.
“Just do it, and get back and get your mind on the job. I’m pleased to see

that you haven’t been so totally besotted that your mind hasn’t been working
on the case. But, Steven, this is getting complicated. One hundred percent
attention to the case after the trip, understood?”

“Yes, Mike,” Steven said, with a bright grin.
“Then, when this is stitched up, have your holiday! You can do whatever

you guys do for four weeks after that!”
“Thanks, Mike. It’s a promise!”
Steven embraced Beth and then Mike, who hugged him stiffly and left

them to board the plane.

* * * * *

A few hours later, he walked into the station in Packer’s Reef, to write his
reports and call Woz. Steven knew that he would understand. He planned
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to work at his desk all afternoon and then have dinner with Warwick and
stay over, he had things to say to him, he reminded himself, with a big grin.

“Morning, Colleen. I seem to have kept missing you lately.”
“Morning, Sergeant. I have a pile of mail and things for you to sign – I’ll

get them and bring them in to you straight away.”
“Thanks. Gina back yet?”
“She just rang, she’s on her way,” Colleen said, following him into his

office, carrying his mail and the papers that needed his attention. “How
was your trip to Ingham, Sir? Nathan told me that he met your parents, and
how nice they were. I’ve forgotten their names already, sorry.”

Steven smiled at Colleen, “Concetta and Franco.”
“Of course,” she said. “Would you like me to nip around to Silvia’s and

get you something to eat, or some coffee?”
“Coffee would be lovely. I’ll probably take a break in an hour and have

a bite there myself.”
Colleen left the room and closed the door. Concetta and Franco – she felt

relieved now that she knew that Steven’s friend had been real. She would
never have forgiven herself if it had been something else. No, the man
sounded genuine, knew Steven’s parents’ names, and had promised her
flowers – she knew men inside out, she said to herself.

“Hi, Woz!”
“Hi, Steve! Just get back?”
“Just this minute. Listen, can you make Silvia’s for lunch in, say an hour?

I’m going to be snowed under all afternoon. I hope I’m invited over after
that.”

“Of course you are, you dill. Silvia’s is fine. See you in an hour.”
“Oh, and, Woz?”
“Yes, mate?”
“Feel like a little trip with me in the morning?”
“I can juggle things, Steve – where are we going?”
“Ingham. I want you to meet my folks.”
“Wow! Are you sure? You don’t mess around!”
“Only with guys I like, mate,” Steven said, quietly into the phone with

an obvious innuendo.
“Sounds good! Ok, I’ll see you in an hour at Silvia’s.”
“Take care, mate.”
Steven made several more quick calls – the first to arrange their flights

for the next day, and to hire a car so they could drive to Ingham and back
from Townsville airport.
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Then he called his mother and father to arrange an early meeting in
Ingham. They were delighted to know he and Warwick were coming, and
tried to argue to get them to stay the night. But eventually they understood,
and told him that they would meet them in the same café where he and
Nathan had lunched with Moroni. His mother reported that Pizzani was
still answering the calls she made every three hours, despite becoming ruder
with each one. On the last he had called her Contessa Sborrona – something
untranslatable in English – but extremely foul in Italian, and very insulting.
Steven’s ears burned when his mother told him the words she’d used to
reply – he didn’t even know she had such a vivid vocabulary.

After that, he called Nathan and told him that he needed him in the office
all afternoon to help him with paperwork. Nathan was at home, studying.
It had been Nathan’s day off, but Steven needed to keep him in the loop
and two heads were better than one, he realised, especially an intelligent
one like Nathan’s.

Joe Williams was next on his list. They chatted amiably for a while,
Steven expressing his gratitude for Joe’s sympathetic ear and good advice.
Joe had been concerned over leaving Steven alone the night before, as he
was afraid that Steven would torment himself all night. But Steven reassured
him that he had slept well – speaking with Joe had released some of the
anguish that he had held inside for years. They promised to keep in touch.

His last call, and the longest, was to Tony. Tony was amazed at the
information that Joe had provided about Pizzani and Stuart Foley. He agreed
with Steven that Pizzani’s connection with Ringer must have something to
do with his drug dealing. All they needed to do was to prove it. The fact
that the dead prostitute from Natalie’s had turned out to be Ringer’s
youngest sister, Marietta, made it very possible that Ringer had found out
who was supplying her – Pizzani. Mike Savage had already rung and told
Tony about Chris’ willingness to provide a statement, but thought that he
should stay handy, in Packer’s Reef, for the time being.

They agreed, at the end of the call, to get together when Steven got back
from Ingham, and Tony suggested that all three of them had dinner at the
hotel. Steven said he would discuss it with Warwick, but thought that it
might be better if Tony came to Warwick’s instead, he didn’t want them to
be seen together publicly for the time being.

His phone calls finished, he started to open his mail, but then noticed
that he was running late for lunch, so he walked from his office quickly,
and telling Colleen where he would be, hurried out of the front door of the
station to meet Warwick at Silvia’s.
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As he turned the corner, he saw Warwick and Silvia sitting at a table
outside her café, chatting with two strange women. They were probably
about forty, he noticed, and were both talking animatedly at the same time,
using their hands in broad gestures as they spoke – Italians, he was sure of
it.

“Hi Woz!” he said, as he walked up to the table. “Silvia!”
Warwick stood and shook his hand, his eyes showing his pleasure at

seeing Steven.
“Hi gorgeous!” Silvia said. “Come sit with us. This is Graziella and Franca,

two friends of mine.”
Steven nodded to them both and sat, somewhat disappointed, as he’d

wanted to spend time alone with Warwick.
Silvia led the conversation in English, so everyone followed suit. She

winked at Steven, remembering their previous chat – when he’d told her
that he didn’t want it known that he spoke Italian.

“So how come you’re being the lady of leisure today, Silvia? Not like you
to sit down on the job.” Steven said to her, as the two other women looked
him up and down.

“My nephew, Tony, just finished school and he’s been working for me
for years. I’m thinking of doing something else for a bit, and Tony can work
here for me.”

“Something else?”
“I asked Silvia if she would help me at the farm, Steve.” Warwick

explained. “Now that Derek’s not there anymore, I’m finding that I’m getting
a bit behind. The orders still have to get filled every day. The zitelle help
me a lot in the fields, but I need another pair of hands. Silvia’s pretty good
with the flowers.”

“Thank you, darling,” she said, blowing him a kiss.
“You have hidden talents, Silvia,” Steven said, winking at her. “But Woz,

surely there must be some blokes you could hire. That’s hard work for two
old ladies.”

“Excuse me!” Graziella said, with a laugh. “That’s us you’re talking about,
Mister.”

“But...” Steven started to say.
“Oops!” Warwick said, “My fault! That’s my nickname for them – le

‘zitelle. Sorry, Steven, this one is Graziella and this one is Franca.”
“I’m so sorry, I didn’t know, please accept my apologies,” Steven, shaking

their hands.
“See this?” Franca said, flexing her bicep. “We may be a bit older than
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you two, by about ten years at the most. But we can work as hard as any
man.”

“Call that a bicep?” Silvia quipped. “Look at mine!”
She drew up her arm at a right angle and squeezed the muscle.
Graziella winked at Steven and said drolly, “She didn’t get that from

‘pulling’ the coffee machine either.”
“Bitch!” Silvia spat, with a grin.
“Troia!” Graziella threw back at her.
Steven interrupted quickly.
“Well I must compliment you on your cleaning abilities, ladies –

Warwick’s house is always immaculate.”
“Always?” Silvia said, slyly.
“Yes, I’ve seen it many times, Silvia. They do a wonderful job.”
The two sisters looked at each other knowingly, and then Franca said,

in very rapid Italian to Graziella, “Dev’essere lui chi ha fatto tutte inamidate
le lenzuola di Wozza!”

They dissolved into giggles.
Warwick stared at the two giggling women, their Italian too quick for

him to understand. Then he noticed the astounded look on Silvia’s face and
Steven’s gaping jaw.

“I’m sorry, that was too fast, I didn’t catch it,” Warwick said, perplexed
at Silvia’s and Steven’s stunned faces.

Silvia shook her head and translated, in a stern voice, “They said it must
be Steven who’s been sprogging on your sheets, Wozza! Now tell me what’s
going on!”

Graziella blushed hotly as she saw that Steven had understood.
“Ma, scusi, non credevo che Lei ci avesse capito.” I’m sorry, I didn’t know

that you would understand us – was what she said.
Steven smiled and then replied in Italian.
“Per lo sborro – sono colpevole io, solo per la metà.”
“What did you say, Steven? Sorry I was still a bit stunned.” Warwick

asked.
“I told her that only half the jizz was mine, Woz.”
Then he burst out laughing, the two sisters joining in, followed by Silvia

and then finally Warwick.
Silvia opened her mouth to speak.
”Well, I’ll be fucked!” Steven said with her, in unison, knowing

instinctively what she was going to say – he was used to it, by now.
She looked at Steven through slitted eyes, although her mouth was in a
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definite smile.
“Come on Wozza! You and me are going to leave these three for a moment

and have a little talk.”
She stood and flicked her head sharply in the direction of the kitchen at

the back of the café.
Warwick looked at Steven and shrugged his shoulders, and then stood

and followed her to the back of her shop.
“I’m really sorry,” Franca said in English, reaching over the table and

taking Steven’s hand. “That was very naughty. But we’re glad to meet you,
aren’t we, Graziella?”

Graziella nodded. “We knew something was going on. We do clean the
house, after all – and change the sheets.”

Steven blushed.
“Warwick would have eventually told us anyway. We’re very close to

him.”
“It’s all right,” Steven said. “I’m just concerned that this doesn’t get

around too much, for both of our sakes. I hope you understand.”
Graziella and Franca both mimed zipping their lips with one hand,

simultaneously and nodded.
“Are you the same two who clean for Irene Marchant, by any chance?”
“Yes, that’s us. Why?” Franca said.
“I just remembered something. Did you clean for her when she was away,

the week before last?”
“Yes. It was not last Saturday, but the one before that. We were at

Warwick’s and then went to Irene’s late, to do her house,” France replied.
“Did you notice anything strange happening?”
“In Irene’s house? No.” Graziella said.
“What about outside, or across the road – anything out of the ordinary?”
“Only the car,” Franca said.
“What car?”
“Derek’s car,” Graziella explained.
“Where was it?”
“Parked in Derek’s driveway,” she said, “the motor was running and the

lights were on – they were shining through the trees and right into Irene’s
kitchen window.”

“Did you see who was driving it, by any chance?”
“Well, yes, we did, as a matter of fact. We’d finished and started to go

home – we always come in the back way, never park at the front – then I
realised that I’d left Warwick’s keys on Irene’s table, so I went back in to
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get them. I know the house back to front, so I didn’t bother turning the
lights on,” Graziella explained. “I was in the kitchen and saw Derek’s car
come out of the driveway and then stop. A man got out of it and wired up
the gate. I thought it was very strange.”

“I wondered why she was taking so long,” Franca added, “so I came into
the house too, and stood next to her in the dark and watched the man for
a few minutes while he fumbled with the wire at the gate.”

“Did you get a good look at him?”
They both nodded.
“Yes, we had to go into the living room, though, as we couldn’t see clearly

with the light from the car headlights in our eyes. He was an older man,”
Graziella explained, “very tall and thin – white hair. I’d remember his face
any day. He parked the car too close to the gate to get behind it after he’d
wired it shut, so he walked around the car in front of the headlights, so we
both saw him very clearly. I know it’s quite a way from Irene’s house to
Derek’s driveway, but we aren’t blind.”

“He had a very nice suit on, darkgrey, with a white shirt and tie.” Franca
added. “We talked about it on the way home and just assumed that he had
bought Derek’s car. He was always telling Irene that he wanted to sell it
one day. We wouldn’t have even stayed to look, it was only that he was
wiring up the gate for such a long time. That didn’t make sense, why would
he close Derek inside?”

“But then, it wasn’t our business and so we just came home and didn’t
talk about it again.” Graziella finished the story.

“Do you think you two could come down to the police station after lunch
and give me a statement?”

They both nodded.
“You’re a poliziotto?”
Steven nodded.
“Soccia!” Graziella swore, in astonishment
Steven laughed at her oath, “Sorry, I only do that with Woz!”
Both women laughed at his rudeness, realizing that he would become a

friend.
“I see you lot are getting on like a house on fire!” Silvia said, returning

to the table with Warwick. She bent down and kissed Steven on the cheek.
“Complimenti!” she said. Congratulations.

“Don’t worry, Steven,” she said, as she sat. “My mouth is sealed. But I
want to hear it from you now. Wozza is my friend and I need assurance
that he’s not being taken advantage of.”
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The two zitelle stood, realising that it was their cue to leave and waved
goodbye, telling Steven that they looked forward to seeing him again soon
at the station.

When they had gone, Steven turned to Silvia and said, “Do I look like
the sort of man who’d take advantage of someone like Warwick?”

“No, you don’t,” Silvia replied, shaking her head. “But I need to hear
what you have to say for yourself.”

“I love him, Silvia.” Steven said, quietly, looking into Warwick’s eyes.
“Have you told him this, yet?”
“I would have, if we’d had a fucking chance to be alone, Silvia!” he said

loudly, with exasperation.
“Oops,” she said, winking at him. “Don’t mind me. I’ll go rustle up some

lunch for you both.”
“You told me on the phone, Steve,” Warwick said, watching Silvia go

back inside the café.
“Sorry, Woz. Yes, I did, but it’s not the same as telling you to your face.”
“You don’t have to mate. Over the phone was enough.”
“Thanks. It’s not something I could say without kissing you, anyway.

Here’s not the place.”
“You’re right there. But there’s no hurry. What’s true is true and saying

it isn’t going to make it any more real to me.”
“Yeah – my thoughts exactly.”
“Save those words for special moments, Steve – so that they really count.

I don’t think they should ever become just words between you and me.”
”They’re never going to be just words from me Woz. I mean it.”
“I know you do mate.”

* * * * *

Steven sat at his desk, trying to move piles of paper around on it, so that
he could find room to put his laptop.

“Thanks for dragging yourself away from your studies to help me, Nathan.
I really appreciate it.

“It’s Ok. I’m always studying – spend most of my time when I’m not at
work with a book in my hands.”

“You should make some time to have a bit of fun, sport – but thanks
again.”

“Here, let me take some of that, Steve,” Nathan said, standing from his
chair to take a pile and put it on the floor next to him.
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“Ta. There’s such a lot to do. Have you got the reports there from Forensics
on the latest photo? It’s on a bit of pink paper, just came through on the fax.”

Nathan rummaged through the pile of folders on his lap, and then started
to go through the pile he had just taken from Steven’s desk and placed on
the floor next to him.

“Hang on, I’ll find it – but I remember it anyway,” he said, stopping his
search and closing his eyes.

“It said that the gel analysis on the Polaroid shows that it can have only
been exposed in the last two months, three at the most.” He opened his
eyes and grinned at Steve.

“Who needs files, when you’re around, mate?” Steven said, smiling back.
Nathan suddenly produced the required document and held it up in his

hand triumphantly.
Steven took it from him and read it slowly.
“So the picture of this young man is very recent. It still puzzles me as to

why it wasn’t burned, but stashed with the money.”
“It meant something different to Ringer than the others – it’s obvious,”

Nathan said, his face perplexed as to why it wasn’t clear to Steven.
“It did?”
“Sure, Steve – think about it. He took one photo and hid it. We’re

assuming now that he knew he was going to have a visit. Why did he hide
that one and not burn it with the rest? Because the bloke on the photo must
have been someone special – someone he didn’t want his visitor to know
about. He must have been protecting him for some reason or another.”

“Derek’s nephew,” Steven said, slowly.
“Of course! What a moron I am,” Nathan said, slapping his forehead with

his hand. “It has to be his nephew. Let’s assume that Ringer was
blackmailing Pizzani over supplying dope to his sister – she didn’t overdose
until after Derek was dead, remember. If Pizzani was paying up big bucks,
then he’d try to find a way of stopping Ringer squeezing him dry. I’m just
hazarding a guess here, but I reckon that Pizzani must have traced Ringer’s
nephew and then sent him a Polaroid as a sort of warning that if Ringer
didn’t stop the blackmail, then his nephew might be in trouble.”

“Nathan, I think that you may be right. If so, then my trip to Ingham is
a waste of time. We need to go to ‘Natalie’s’ in Mackay and show her the
photo. If she can identify it as Marietta Campanile’s son, then this is starting
to make a bit of sense.”

“But, Steve, you must be looking forward to going to Ingham. You go –
have a chat to Moroni and meet your mum and dad, I’ll do the footwork in
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Mackay then we can go from there, when you get back.”
Steven wrestled with his duty and his wish to take Warwick to meet his

parents. But he had said that Nathan was his ‘buddy’, and besides if it didn’t
turn out to be Ringer’s nephew, then his trip to Ingham might prove fruitful
– especially if Moroni could identify whoever it was.

“We got two copies of that photo, didn’t we, Nathan?”
“Four actually, Steve. The other three are in the safe.”
“Ok. Let’s do it. I’ll check it out with Moroni and you go to Mackay. Go

in civvies, though Nathan – we don’t want Natalie to lose customers just
because they see you at the door in uniform. I’ll ask Irene to give her a call
and tell her you’re coming.”

“Why would Irene know Natalie, Steve?”
“She’s some relation or other, I forget. “
Steven looked at his notes quickly, he hadn’t thought that one through,

he told himself.
“Just a minute, Steve – Natalie and Irene – I thought that I was your

buddy?”
“You are Nathan. I’m sorry, but Irene asked you to leave the room and

then told me. I assumed she wanted to keep it quiet.”
“Natalie Simons and Irene Marchant,” Nathan began to laugh. “Irene

always liked Natalie a lot. I suppose Irene helped her out a bit?”
“I think you need to ask Irene that yourself, Nathan.”
“Nah, don’t worry. It’s just amusing. At school we used to say that Natalie

had the ‘breast’ chance of succeeding.” Nathan began to laugh so much
that he started to cry.

He pulled his shirttail out of his pants and wiped his eyes with it, before
tucking it back into his trousers.

“Didn’t your mother tell you to wipe your eyes with your hanky, Nathan?”
“Yeah, but that’s when she used to tie a dollar in the corner of it, for the

tuckshop, Steve.”
Steven smiled, not only for Nathan’s wit, but because he’d noticed a

bruise next to Nathan’s navel. Not an ordinary bruise – a hickey. Studying
indeed!

Studying anatomy with some girl or other, he said to himself. I must
remember that excuse myself one day. Good on you, Nathan! All work and
no play makes Nathan a dull boy.

“What’s got you?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re grinning too, and I bet it’s not about Natalie!” Nathan said,
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smirking at Steven.
“You’re right there, mate. Secret men’s stuff, you’ll know about it when

you grow pubes!” Steven teased.
“Fuck off!” Nathan said, laughing.
The afternoon went by quickly, the piles shrinking and working their

way into folders that Nathan filed efficiently in the cabinet in the corner of
Steven’s office.

“Well, Nuts, that about wraps it up for the day. It’s past five, feel like a
quick one down at the RSL?” Steven asked, stretching behind his desk.

“Thanks, Stinga – but mum’s got an early tea on for me and it’s footie
tonight. You coming?”

“I’ll give it a miss tonight – I’m going up to visit Woz and do a bit of
study.” Steven said, with a straight face.

“Study – at Woz’s place?”
“He’s got a huge library. We’re going to throw a quick dinner together

and then I’ll do some study there” – in Warwick’s bedroom, he added in
his mind as an afterthought.

“Righto! Didn’t know you studied too, Steve. What’s your subject?”
“Anatomy – helps me with my work,” Steven replied, willing his mouth

not to turn up at the corners.
“Wow! Warwick must have a lot of different books.”
“He does – a lot of books.”
Nathan left the office, after confirming their plans for tomorrow’s travel.
Steven chuckled once the young man had left him alone.
“Study – you dark horse, you,” he muttered to himself, as he thought of

Nathan’s hickey. “Well, Nathan, good to know you’re getting a bit – talking
of which, I have a date with the best man in the world, and I’m really
looking forward to that.”

Steven took his jacket from the top of the filing cabinet and left his office,
saying goodnight to Gina Feretti, who was on night shift with Howard Ellis.

“See you late tomorrow, Gina!”
“Steven?” she said.
“Yes, what is it Gina?”
“Nothing really, just it says here in your appointment book that you won’t

be back until Thursday morning.”
“Changed my mind about driving, I’m flying. It’s Ok, don’t change it. I’ll

need the time to work on the case. I don’t want Colleen booking anything
in for a day or two. I’ll tell her when I get back.”

“Ok, Steve. See you tomorrow afternoon.”
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* * * * *

“What’s in the bag, Steve?” Warwick said, as he caught Steven’s overnight
bag.

Steven had thrown it to him from the bottom of the stairs, before
bounding up them and throwing his arms around him.

“Change of clothes for tomorrow,” Steven said, kissing him. “I’ll have to
go straight to work when we get back, sorry.”

“There’s no problem, I’ve got heaps to do anyway. Got an email from my
Japanese contact who has ordered a heap of flowers – seems that they like
my stuff in Osaka. Graziella and Franca are coming over tomorrow so we
can cut the stuff – I’ll have to ship it off first thing on Thursday morning,”

Warwick said, as they walked down the hall into the living area.
“Wish I could help mate, but I’m so up to it at work. I’ll give you a hand

when I have my holidays, I’d like that, getting in and giving my mate a bit
of a help.”

“Your mate?” Warwick said, grabbing Steven’s arse.
Steven grabbed his hand, and turned him around into a close embrace.

He stared closely into Warwick’s eyes, and said, “I mean – my lover.”
“That’s more like it,” Warwick said, leaning closer for a kiss.
Steven moved his head quickly forward to meet Warwick’s mouth,

opening his lips for Warwick’s tongue and sucked it into his mouth, moaning
softly, as he moved his hips against Warwick’s.

He felt Warwick’s arms move down from behind his back, to cup around
his buttocks, pulling them towards him, to tighten the contact.

“That’s my arse you’re grabbing there,” Steven said, pulling out of the
kiss slowly.

“It sort of felt familiar – mind you there’s been so many guys since you
left.”

Steven laughed and bit the tip of Warwick’s nose.
“So who’s your favourite out of the dozens?”
They were still pressed tight together, their arms around each other’s

backs, as they swayed slowly from side to side.
“Only the man I love.”
Steven put his head over Warwick’s shoulder so that their heads were

touching, clinging tightly to him.
“I love you, mate.”
“I love you too, Steve.”
Warwick was the first to move back from the tight embrace, but still
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holding Steven in his arms.
“I think we might have a drink, while I throw some dinner together,” he

said, smiling at Steven.
“Why?”
Warwick looked down and said, “Because I’m hungry and there’s

something coming between us.”
Steven grabbed Warwick’s erection, through his pants.
“I never noticed,” he said, with a twinkle in his eye.
“It’ll still be there after dinner, Steve – and probably all night long.”
“Promises, promises.”
“Yeah. I only make ones I can keep though. Come on! Open a bottle while

I get dinner under way.”
They walked into the kitchen and Steven took a bottle of wine from the

fridge and opened it, pouring them a glass each, and then sat on the
workbench to watch Warwick cook.

“Woz, I hope you don’t mind, but I sort of invited Tony to come here to
eat tomorrow night. I’ll cook!”

“What makes you think I’d mind? He’s a nice bloke.”
“He sure is, Woz. He’s been a good mate to me. I think he’s a bit lonely

– he invited us to eat with him at the hotel, but I think just for the moment,
you and I should stay a bit low key. Once this investigation’s over, I don’t
give a fuck who knows, but I don’t want people going funny on me while
I’m running a difficult case.”

“Why should people go funny on you?”
“It’s a small town – you know what people are like. Besides, I’m a pretty

private sort of person. What you and I do is between us. This is special for
me Woz, and I sort of want to keep it that way.”

“Thanks, Steve. That’s exactly how I feel. It’d be good to have Tony here
anyway. I liked him – he was very interested in what I did and even knew
a lot about the different sorts of plants I grew.”

“Did he tell you his folks had a Nursery?”
“No. Well, that explains it.”
“Our Tony has a green thumb, you should see his family’s garden, it’s

amazing!”
“I don’t have much time for gardening, only growing – what a luxury

that would be.”
Warwick put on his oven mitts and took a large roasting pan from the

oven and stood waiting for Steven to move off the bench.
“Move your bum! I can’t move while I’m holding this,” he said, to Steven.
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“You sure you can’t move?”
“Yes, shift!”
Steven grinned at him and then slid off the counter and on to his knees,

unzipping Warwick’s fly and pulling his halfhard cock out of his trousers.
“Hey! That’s not fair! I’ve got my hands full.”
”Sorry, can’t argue with you – got my mouth full,” Steven said, as he

closed his lips over Warwick’s cock.

* * * * *

Later that night, they lay – head to toe – on Warwick’s bed, panting with
the exertion of their just finished ejaculations.

Steven rested his head against Warwick’s hip, nuzzling the head of the
cock that pushed against his chin, and licking the last few sweet drops that
oozed from its head.

Warwick still had most of Steven’s dick in his mouth, panting through
the sides of his mouth as his body relaxed after his orgasm.

Steven closed his eyes and shuddered at the feel of Warwick’s tongue –
still gently bathing the length of his cock as it sat in the warm, moist prison
of Warwick’s mouth.

He turned on the bed and fell against Warwick, kissing him deeply, their
tongues swirling between their mouths, swapping the different faint tastes
of each other’s swallowed cum.

He stroked Warwick’s back, gently up and down, with two fingers of one
hand as Warwick gently rolled Steven’s balls around in his hand.

“Good?” Steven murmured, as he kissed Warwick’s chin and neck softly.
“Only the best!” Warwick mumbled in reply, teasing Steven’s hair between

his teeth.
“Woz?”
“Yes, Steve?”
“I do want you to fuck me. But, give me time, Ok?”
“All the time you want. But we don’t have to if you don’t want to. I can

try first if you like.”
“Let’s play it by ear, but I do know that I want the man I love inside my

body sometime soon. I don’t know if it will be easy or not, but I want to
give it a go. Just let me decide when I am ready.”

“Sure, Steven. We’ve got ages to try that.”
“You said it – ages. Now, how about your first lesson in how to roll a

proper smoke!” Steven said. “I don’t care if that takes ages, but if you’re
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going to be part of my life for a long while, then it’s about time you started.”
Warwick laughed.
“A long while,” he said to himself, crossing his fingers in his mind, “as

long as it takes, mate.”
He lay on the bed and watched Steven go to get his smoking kit, from

his overnight bag in the corner of his room.
Steven bent over in the darkened room to look in his bag, his body

illuminated from one side by the pale moonlight that still shone through
the open door to the veranda.

Warwick started at the beauty of the man’s form, folded at its waist, and
said very quietly to himself, “As long as it takes, Steve, I’ll still be here.”
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Alberto Moroni took the photograph from Steven and looked at it for a few
moments.

“He is familiar, but not someone I recognise instantly, Steven.”
Steven had somehow expected that Moroni did not know who the young

man was.
“Why do you say he’s familiar though?”
“It’s strange – he looks as if I should know him, but this is a recent photo,

isn’t it? Look at his clothes – that’s the way kids dress today. How old do
you think this young man is?”

“I’d say eighteen or nineteen, maybe younger” Steven said, holding the
picture closer, to peer at the young man’s smiling face.

“Have you any idea of who it might be?”
“I have an idea, but I’d prefer it if you could tell me. I don’t want to lead

you to assume it is who I think it is,” Steven said.
Alberto Moroni’s mind started to make links – Steven had been here to

ask about Pizzani and then Domenico…
“It’s Cesare! Now I know why I didn’t recognise him! It’s been years. I

haven’t seen the young fellow in almost ten years – he was only a little boy
then!”

“Cesare?”
“Yes, Domenico’s nephew, the son of his sister, Marietta. They lived here

and moved to Mackay about ten years ago. Cesare!” Moroni said, with
enthusiasm. Suddenly his face fell.

“Please tell me he’s not missing as well, Steven. Please tell me that poor
little Cesare has not disappeared.”

“My colleague is looking for him now, Alberto. Remember Nathan, who
was with me last time?

Moroni nodded.
“Nathan has gone looking for him.”
“But I have Marietta’s number, right here. You should have asked me, I
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can call her now!” Moroni said, with a laugh, taking his little black book
from his shirt pocket.

Steven reached over the table and stopped Moroni’s hand as it was about
to open the book.

“I’m sorry, Alberto. But Marietta is dead!”
Moroni’s face went white. “Oh Dio!” he said, breathily, with almost no

tone.
“I’m very sorry. I seem to be the bringer of bad news, once again.”
Tears fell silently from Alberto Moroni’s eyes.
“How did she die?” he asked, quietly.
“She took an overdose of drugs. I am sorry.”
“Stupefaccienti!” Moroni shouted, loudly in Italian. “Drugs! God in

Heaven, why did you make drugs that kill people?” He clasped his hands
together and raised them to the sky, then fell onto the park bench, sobbing.

Steven put his arms around Moroni’s heaving shoulders and said, gently.
”Those are the same drugs that relieve pain and alleviate suffering,

Alberto. Drugs can save lives. The drugs are not to blame, it is the people
who misuse them and profit from their misuse who are the problem.”

Moroni quietened slowly, and then sat up, starting into the distance.
“Marietta was a beautiful creature. She used to work for me when my

shop was still a grocer’s – you must remember the shop, Steven. Marietta
was the gorgeous young woman with long dark hair and sparking eyes. She
laughed from morning to night.”

Steven nodded, he did remember her now, but never knew that she was
Campanile’s sister.

“Domenico moved here to be with her, but she left, not long after he
arrived, with little Cesare, to start a new life – a new life that led to drugs
and now to her death,” he said, coldly.

“Alberto, I need to ring Nathan and see if he has found Cesare. Do you
mind?”

Moroni shook his head, wiping his eyes with the heels of his palms.
Steven called Nathan.
“Hi, Steve! I found him.”
“Cesare?”
“How did you know his name?”
“Alberto remembered him from the photo. Where are you now?”
“I’m in his flat right now. The kid’s a mess. The house is a mess – looks

like he has been eating out of tins for days. I’ve been trying to comfort him,
but it’s impossible, he just wants his mother back. There’s no other family,
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Steve – just his aunt who died in Toowoomba and his uncle who is also
dead. The poor kid is distraught. I think he needs to talk to someone who
knows him – I’m getting no where.”

“Hang on a minute, Nathan.” Steven turned to Moroni. “Would you be
willing to talk to Cesare, I think he needs help.”

“Is that him? Tell him it’s his uncle Alberto from Ingham, he’ll talk to me.”
“Nathan, can you give him your mobile, tell him you have his uncle

Alberto who wants to talk with him.”
“Moroni is Cesare’s uncle? I’m confused.”
“Everyone is everyone else’s uncle or aunt or cousin – that’s the Italian

community. Just give him the phone.”
Steven handed the phone to Moroni and watched as he waited for Cesare

to answer.
“Cesare?” Moroni said into the phone, ”Sono io – tuo zio Alberto!”

Moroni’s eyes opened wide and he moved the phone from his face quickly,
looking at it as if it had bitten his ear. Moving it quickly back into place, he
said. “What? You don’t speak Italian? Disgraziato!”

Steven smiled as he listened to the conversation, hearing only Moroni’s
side, but that was enough. Moroni told Cesare to get on the next plane to
Townsville – he would pay for a ticket and have it waiting for him at the
airport. He offered Cesare a job at his shop and told him to come and live
with him for a while until he found his own feet.

The man’s conversation was interspersed with tears and exhortations to
every Saint under the sun – taking ten minutes to say what an Australian
would have said in two.

As he heard Moroni start to say goodbye, Steven mimed to him that he
wanted to speak with Nathan.

After his last farewell, Moroni handed the phone to him.
”Hello? Nathan? Just before I hang up, show Cesare the photo of him and

ask him if he knows who took it.”
Steven waited a moment hearing Nathan’s voice in the background.
“He says that some guy wanted to take a picture of him and said that he

wanted to go shopping for his own kid, and thought that Cesare’s clothes
were what his son would like.”

“Ask him to describe this man.”
After a brief moment, Nathan said, “Sounds like him.”
“Pizzani?”
“Yeah. I got his police photo here – I’ll ask him to have a look.”
“Well done, Nathan! You were prepared!”
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“He says it’s him.”
“Got him! Ok Nathan, take a statement and I’ll see you back at the station

in a few hours.”
“Ok, Steve. Catch you then!”
“Excellent work, Nathan! I’m proud of you!” Steven said, and then hung

up.
“You like him don’t you?”
“Who? Nathan?”
Moroni nodded.
“He’s an excellent young man, one of the best I have ever met, Alberto,

and I say that with all of my heart!”
“Steven, I told you last time you were here that I don’t shit in my own

nest. You’re bound to start thinking about Cesare moving in with me. He
is in no danger from me, you must believe me!”

“I do. Thanks for saying that. You didn’t need to.”
Alberto stood and held out his hand. Steven shook it and said goodbye,

and then watched Moroni cross the park to his shop, looking at his faded
shirt and smoothing his long, untidy hair.

“There goes a man who is thinking of a new wardrobe, a haircut and
maybe a change of life,” Steven said, secure that Moroni’s gestures meant
nothing more than a new way of looking at himself – as a man with a
responsibility.

Steven smiled at the thought. Some good had been done that morning,
even if it had come through tragedy. He walked through the park towards
the café where he had left Warwick with his mother and father and,
surprisingly, his brother Giorgio, who had unexpectedly turned up in town,
just before he and Warwick had arrived.

As Steven neared the table, he was pleased to see his father, Franco sitting
next to Warwick with his arm around his shoulders, laughing as they talked.
His mother and brother sat opposite, waving to Steven as they saw him
getting nearer.

“Hello, everyone!” Steven said, as he pulled out a chair and joined them
at the table.

He smiled at Warwick who was engaged in a conversation with his father
on canegrowing. Warwick’s family had been canegrowers before they
changed to exotic flowers, he remembered.

Giorgio Ventimiglia waited for Steven to settle, and then asked, “When
were you going to tell me, bro?”

“Sorry Giorgio, things have been a bit hectic.”
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“So I had to find out through my agent, doesn’t your brother deserve a
phone call?”

“Freddie told you?”
“Freddie told me that he and his girlfriend, Jane, had met you at

Warwick’s. He didn’t mention your name, but Jane was telling me about
how happy she was that her brother had met someone nice. I’m no rocket
scientist, but I can put two and two together, Steven.”

“I’m sorry Giorgio, really – you deserve better than that.”
Concetta Ventimiglia interrupted, “Settle down both of you! I won’t have

any family arguments.”
“But, mama...” Giorgio started to say.
Before he could stop his mother speaking, Steven heard her switch to

Italian. “Smettila, Giorgio! Warwick é l’amico del tuo fratello.Guarda com’é
bello! Hai mai visto un uomo che sembra un’angelo venuto à terra?”

Steven cleared his throat noisily. “Warwick speaks Italian, Mum.”
“Then what the hell are we doing speaking in English?” she continued,

in Italian. “You are as beautiful as an angel come down to earth, Warwick.
I’m not afraid to speak my mind!”

Steven, Franco and Giorgio all rolled their eyes in unison.
“Thank you, Mrs. Ventimiglia,” Warwick said in his fluent, but accented

Italian, “But if I am angel come down to earth, then you must be as beautiful
as any woman who walked God’s earth.”

Steven smiled. He knew that Warwick would have his mother eating out
of his hand from that moment on.

Concetta Ventimiglia blushed heavily and fanned her face with the café
menu, and then turned to her sons, “You two could learn a lesson in
manners from this young man. I don’t know how I managed to raise two
such ruffians!”

Giorgio ignored her and moved his chair next to Steven’s, and put his
arms around him, giving him a big hug. “Wouldn’t be the same if we didn’t
have a little spat, mate. But I’m pleased for you, really – that’s the truth!”

Steven hugged his brother tightly and said, “Thanks Giorgio, that means
a lot to me. Hey! The Tchaikovsky was fantastic, I heard the recording.
Freddie brought it with him – you got the cadenza perfectly!”

Giorgio started to explain to Steven the tiny imperfections in his playing,
and the two men fell into conversation on violin playing – one praising and
the other finding fault.

Warwick watched them as they argued, they were both perfectionists in
their own way – how natural their relationship was, and how open. That
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is why Steven is the way he is, he explained to himself – free with his
feelings in a way that he himself was not easily able to be – no doubt due
to his own Australian upbringing.

In a very short while, Steven realised that his family had completely
accepted Warwick as one of their own. That was the way with Italians –
you were either an acquaintance or a member of the family. His eyes
sparkled, as he held back tears of emotion at how wonderfully this had all
turned out – his father with his arm around Warwick’s shoulder and his
mother and brother talking freely with him, in Steven’s mother tongue –
for it was his mother tongue, he realised as he watched. He was Italian to
the core. An Aussie bloke on the outside – tough, hardnosed and wise
cracking – but on the inside he was another person. It came to him that he
had fled Ingham and changed his name for the same reason – to escape
from what had happened to him. It had all been a way to become another
person – a person who had not been violated and abused. That had to
change, he told himself, and I can’t be Steven Miles any more. I don’t care
how hard it is to spell – I am Steven Ventimiglia, and I’m proud of it!

* * * * *

“Good morning, Packer’s Reef Police Station, may I help you?”
“Did you get the flowers?”
Colleen looked up at the wonderful bunch of flowers that had arrived

earlier that morning, simply addressed to ‘the young lady with the lovely
voice who answers the phone’.

“Thank you, Sir! They are beautiful. Don’t worry I won’t spoil your secret.
I’ll take them home tonight and when Sergeant Miles returns tomorrow, he
won’t be any the wiser.”

“Thank you, my dear. You have done us both a favour. I look forward to
seeing you when I call in to surprise Steven. What time did you say he was
due back?”

Colleen checked the diary, there had been no changes.
“It should be around lunchtime – that’s what’s in his diary.”
“Thank you once more. See you tomorrow!”
Colleen patted her hair into place. What a nice man, she thought – I

wonder if he is single?”
The tall, slim man with grey, almost white hair, hung up the phone in

the public phone booth, just outside Packer’s Reef, and moved swiftly to
his rented car.
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* * * * *

Steven drew up outside the police station. His mind was still full of how
wonderfully things had gone with Warwick and his parents. He closed the
car door behind him, and moved around the front of his car to go into the
office.

A small white sedan screeched to a halt just near his car, and Graziella
Grossi jumped out quickly, her face white and tears in her eyes.

“Steven!” she cried, as she ran towards him.
“Graziella! What’s wrong?”
“He’s here,” she answered in Italian, “The man – I just saw him.”
“Calm down, Graziella. Which man?”
“The one who drove Derek’s car away. He was just here.”
Steven reacted quickly. “Where did you see him, tell me quickly!”
“I passed him as I left Irene’s. He was turning off the main road and

heading towards her house.”
Steven’s mind raced. The man must be going back to Campanile’s house.
“Thank you, Graziella. Just be calm, I’ll look after it.”
Steven ran into the police station, and into the safe room, yelling to

Colleen “Where is everyone, Colleen?”
“There’s been a bad accident and the highway was closed. There seem

to be multiple fatalities, they all had to go. Nathan will be here in a moment,
he rang a short while ago.”

“Christ!” Steven swore aloud, as he opened the safe and took out his gun
and a clip of ammunition. He pulled his mobile from his pocket and rang
Nathan as he ran back out into the main office.

Colleen’s eyes widened as she saw the gun in Steven’s hand.
“Come on, Nathan! Come on!” The call switched to voice mail. He hung

up angrily and shouted to Colleen. “Keep calling Nathan until he answers,
he’s out of range. Tell him to meet me at Ringer’s house straight away and
to be careful.”

He rushed out of the door, leaving the speechless receptionist to ring
Nathan’s mobile.

Steven screeched out of town, heading towards Derek Ringer’s house –
his mind racing, as he drove dangerously fast to the turn off, beeping his
horn and overtaking cars that were blocking his way.

* * * * *
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Nathan Massport turned into the rear driveway of Irene Marchant’s house,
not noticing that there was no signal on his mobile, resting in its cradle on
his dashboard.

He had heard about the accident on his car radio, and had noted the fact
that the highway was closed, so he had pulled onto the old road. He had
to pass Irene’s house anyway, he reasoned, so he used the back entrance,
knowing that Irene hated cars parked outside her house. She’d always used
to say that they made her house look like secondhand car yard.

He wanted to call in quickly to say hello to Irene, to share his
conversation with Natalie. A few minutes late to work would make no
difference, he told himself.

Steven pulled up in front of the gate to Derek Ringer’s house and got out
of his car, putting his gun into the inside pocket of his jacket. It might be a
mistaken identity after all, and the man might just be returning to say hello
to Derek after buying his car. He may not even be here, he thought – there
were too many ‘ifs’ to go charging in with his gun in his hand.

There was no sign of Nathan, and Irene did not seem to be home. He
looked around carefully, and then opened the gate and started to walk up
the driveway towards the house.

An unripe mango fell noisily into the bush at his side, and he looked up,
briefly, at the swaying fruits in the tree over his head. He made himself clear
his mind and then slowly approached the house.

At the same time, Nathan was talking with Irene at her back door,
laughing about Natalie and her big tits.

His phone rang.
”Nathan? It’s Colleen. There’s been an emergency, where have you been?

I’ve been calling and calling!”
“My phone must have been out of range – calm down, Colleen. What’s

the problem.”
“Sergeant Miles has been trying to contact you. He wants you to meet

him at Derek Ringer’s house, and Nathan? He took his gun with him. Be
careful!”

Nathan’s face fell during Colleen’s explanation.
“What’s wrong, Nathan?” Irene asked, anxiously.
“I need your gun, Irene,” he said, urgently.
“But why, Nathan?”
“Just give me your gun, Irene. Please!”
He ran to her kitchen window. Steven’s car stood empty at Ringer’s gate.
She came to his side with the gun in her hand.
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“Stay here, Irene. If neither Steven nor I come back in ten minutes, call
triple 0 and tell them it’s an emergency!”

He grabbed the gun from Irene’s hand and checked that it was loaded.
“Nathan, what’s going on?” Irene said, her voice cracking with fright, at

the look on his face.
“Nothing, Irene. I have to go to look after my buddy. Stay here and call

if we’re not back. Trust me!”
He ran from her front door and sprinted across the road until he reached

the gate, then, holding the gun straight out before him in two hands, moved
cautiously up the pathway as quietly as he could.

Steven saw the man on the front stairs of the house. He relaxed
somewhat, as the man was standing facing away from him, with his hands
in his pockets, looking up at the underside of the front awning over the
veranda.

“Can I help you?” Steven asked, loudly, stopping about fifteen paces from
the man.

The man turned to look at who had spoken to him.
Steven was confused. This man looked so familiar, yet he was sure that

he had never seen him before
“I’ve just called in to say hello to an old friend. Who are you?” the man

said, his hands still in his pockets.
Steven reached into the rear pocket of his trousers and brought out his

wallet, showing the man his badge.
“I’m Senior Sergeant Steven Ventimiglia,” Steven said, replacing his wallet.
The man smiled at him. Too late, Steven noticed the hard shape in the

man’s trouser pocket. He swore to himself. His gun was in his jacket pocket.
“May I ask who you are?” Steven said, slowly moving his hand towards

his jacket.
“No!” the man said, quickly pulling a gun from his trouser pocket and

holding it before him, clutched in two hands, its muzzle pointing at Steven’s
face. “You may not ask who I am, and kindly move your hands above your
head, very, very slowly.”

The man stared into Steven’s eyes fiercely. “So you’re Steven Ventimiglia,”
he said, coldly. “Under other circumstances, I would say that it was a
pleasure to meet you.”

Steven’s mind went into overdrive as he snapped quickly into a state of
cold, hard concentration and lifted his hands slowly above his head.

“You have an advantage over me – I don’t know who you are.”
“It’s better that you don’t young man. Now, I’m going to ask you to lie
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down slowly on the ground with your hands above your head. Don’t make
any quick moves, Sergeant, I am an expert with this.” He thrust the gun
forward about three centimetres to indicate his weapon.

Steven started to bend his knees slowly.
“Drop the gun, Sir!”
It was Nathan’s voice, Steven realised.
The man’s stare did not flicker from Steven’s eyes.
“I said, drop the gun, Sir!” Nathan said, in a loud and angry voice.
Don’t lose it, Nathan, stay calm, Steven pleaded in his mind.
“I think not, whoever you are. I think it is you who will drop your gun,

that is unless you want to see your culattone dead.”
“Culattone – Arsefucker?” Steven thought. Then it clicked in his mind.

The man thought it was Warwick. It must be the Melbourne connection –
Pizzani must have somehow called him, and had probably sent him the
photo.

“I won’t say it one more time, Sir! DROP THE GUN!” Nathan’s voice was
cold and hard.

In one split second the man swung his gun quickly in the direction of
Nathan’s voice and fired. In the same space of time, Steven reached into
his pocket and drew out his service revolver, just as the man’s gun re
established its aim at his face.

“Nathan!” Steven called, aiming his gun between the man’s eyes.
“Nathan!” he screamed.

“Very quick, Sergeant, I compliment you on your quick draw.” The man’s
voice was cold, but hinted at humour.

“Nathan!” Steven called, almost screaming once more, glued to the eyes
of the man who stared at him.

Faintly, he heard Nathan moan. He was alive!
“You’ll never get away with this, Zoccolo!” Steven said, gritting his teeth

and trying to stare him down. He knew it could be none other than the
Melbourne Mafia boss.

“Now that’s a big mistake, Steven,” Angelo Zoccolo said, switching to
Italian. “You have just told me that you know who I am – and if you know
who I am then you must realise that I cannot allow you to stay alive.”

Steven’s mind cooled. The reality of his possible death stared him in his
face, and he met it squarely. This was his job. Get the bad guys – no matter
what the cost. He decided to stall for more time – Nathan’s groans were
becoming louder.

“Why did you come back, Zoccolo? You should have stayed away. We
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found the money, you’re too late.”
Zoccolo’s eyes narrowed imperceptibly.
“What money, Steven?” he asked calmly, his face rigid with control.
“Don’t play the fool with me. That’s the only reason you could have

decided to come back. Now stop being stupid and lower your gun. I’m not
kidding I will shoot you if I have to.”

Zoccolo gave a sour grin. “You won’t shoot me, Steven.”
“Why not, you scum! Now drop your gun, or I’ll fire!”
“Look at me, Steven. Look at me! Don’t you know who I am?”
The man smiled softly, still staring hard with concentration into Steven’s

eyes.
“Don’t you see yourself looking back at you?”
“No! Stop it! Shut up – or I’ll shoot!”
“Would you really shoot me, Steven? I can see you have your mother’s

eyes – so cool and bluegreen. Would you really kill your father?”
Steven’s brain ran cold. He knew it was true. Angelo Zoccolo was his

father. With rigid control he forced himself to keep eye contact. His eyes
began to fill with tears, despite himself.

“Liar!” he shouted, “Franco Ventimiglia is my father!”
“And he turned you into a poofter!” Zoccolo spat at him.
At that moment, Steven knew the man was about to pull the trigger. He

fired his gun as he threw himself to one side, aiming to hit the man in the
heart.

Time slowed almost to standstill as Steven fell – he heard the man’s
bullet whizzing past his ear, and saw his own bullet strike Angelo Zoccolo
in the chest. Then, as he fell closer to the ground, a nanosecond later, a
perfect red hole appeared in the centre of the man’s forehead, and Steven
watched him tumble backwards – Angelo Zoccolo’s eyes filled with
astonishment.

Steven rolled quickly to the ground, hitting it and bounding back on his
feet. He swung around quickly to look for where Nathan must be.

He saw Nathan, spreadeagled on his back, his right arm outflung, a gun
still firmly held in his hand. But behind Nathan, standing in the trees, was
the figure of a large woman in a flowery dress, leaning heavily on her
walking stick, a smoking pistol in her outstretched hand.

“Nathan!” Irene screamed at the top of her voice. “Nathan!”
Irene fell heavily onto the ground, losing her balance and howling with

misery as she lay sobbing in the thick grass at the edge of the clearing in
front of the house.
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Steven ran quickly to Nathan’s side, placing his hand against his neck.
There was a pulse. Blood flowed from underneath Nathan and pooled behind
his head.

“Nathan! Can you hear me?” Steven called.
It was then that he noticed the bullet hole in Nathan’s shirt pocket, right

over his heart. His blood turned to ice.
“Nathan!” he screamed. Nathan Massport slowly opened his eyes.
“Steve? Are you Ok?”
Steven started to feel hot tears running down his face.
“You’ll be Ok, Nathan, You’ll be fine! Just hold in there for me.”
“Steven?” Nathan said, in the weakest of voices.
”Yes, mate?”
Nathan closed his eyes and his head fell back.
“Nathan!” Steven screamed. He tore open Nathan’s shirt, placing his ear

against Nathan’s nose and feeling for his pulse with the fingers of his hand.
He was still alive and breathing. He pulled out his mobile and called the

emergency police number, telling them where he was and to send and
ambulance and that an officer was down. Hurry! he screamed into the
phone as he hung up.

Nathan’s shirt was red with blood. Steven ripped off a piece and wiped
at the blood on his chest.

“Thank Fuck!” he said, as he saw a long trail of torn flesh running along
Nathan’s chest and disappearing under his arm. He quickly took Nathan’s
wallet from his shirt pocket. There was a large hole right in its centre, where
Zoccolo’s bullet had entered. Quickly flicking open Nathan’s wallet, he saw
the hole in the centre of his police badge.

The bullet’s force had been slowed and its trajectory deflected when it
hit the badge. It looked as if the bullet had struck Nathan’s chest, and
lacking the necessary force to pass though his body, had hit his ribs and
been turned aside, gouging a large channel of flesh from the young man’s
body, before entering under his armpit.

“Irene!” he called, “he’s alive. Are you all right?”
Irene lay sobbing in the grass, so Steven raised his head quickly and

yelled.
“Save your fucking howling for later, Irene Marchant! Come here and

help me with Nathan!”
She lifted her head from the grass and slowly pulled herself onto her feet,

stumbling to his side and then falling on the ground next to the two men.
Steven ripped off his jacket and shirt and rolled them together quickly
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into a makeshift pillow, and then placed it carefully under Nathan’s head.
“Take off your dress, Irene!” he ordered, as he stood and pulled off his

shoes one by one, followed by his trousers.
“What?” Irene gasped.
“Take your dress off – we’ve got to cover him from the sun! He ran to the

edge of the clearing and picked up some broken branches that lay under a
tall gum, and then ran back, breaking them into roughly equal lengths, and
then tied three of them together with one of his shoelaces, to make a tepee
over Nathan’s head.

He took Irene’s dress from her hands, and draped it over the wooden
support that he had hastily constructed.

“Talk to him, Irene! Just talk to him. He’s losing blood,” Steven said,
urgently, as he began to tear his trousers into long pieces.

“Nathan? Can you hear me, darling?” Irene pleaded, kneeling over him
in her bra and knickers.

Steven kneeled beside her, stuffing the pieces of fabric under Nathan’s
shoulder and pressing more of it onto the entry hole of the bullet wound,
to stop the slow pump of dark, red blood.

As he pressed down firmly, Nathan responded with a groan and opened
his eyes – seeing Irene in her underwear and Steven hovering, nearly naked,
over him.

He smiled gently and in a soft voice said, “I don’t think I want to know
what you two are up too, Irene.”

“Nathan!” Irene said, bursting into sobs. “Nathan, are you all right?”
“Of course he’s not fucking all right, Irene! He’s just been shot!” Steven

shouted at her, angrily.
“Don’t fucking speak to me like that, Steven! Or I’ll smack you from here

to fucking Tennant Creek,” Irene shouted back at him.
They both stopped as Nathan chuckled. “Don’t mind me, folks. Thanks

– both of you.”
Irene grabbed his hand, saying between sobs, “Oh, Nathan. Hang on!

I’m sorry – I’m just so frightened.”
Steven squatted beside her and stroked Nathan’s face gently. “I’m sorry

too, mate, you have us a bit worried, that’s all.
Nathan chuckled and then started to cough.
“Hey! It’s all right, just stay quiet, help will be here in a moment,” Steven

said, in a low, caring voice.
“I’m Ok, Steve. Sorry I’m laughing – it’s just that your dick is hanging

out of your undies.”
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Steven flushed hotly and adjusted himself. He had been too preoccupied
to notice that when he’d torn off his pants that his cock had fallen out the
side of his jocks.

“Don’t look, Irene,” Nathan chortled.
She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.
“Did you get him, mate?” Nathan asked.
“We both got him – didn’t we, Irene?”
Irene nodded dumbly as tears coursed down her face.
Steven left them for a moment and walked away, picking up his mobile

phone.
He called Mike Savage.
Shortly after he had hung up his call, he heard the screech of tyres at the

end of the driveway and started to walk back to Irene and Nathan.
“They’re here, Nathan,” he said, squatting and rubbing Nathan’s leg.

“You still with us?”
Nathan nodded and then closed his eyes, his face was white and Steven’s

torn trousers were soaked in blood.
He raised his eyes to see Gina Feretti and Greg Turner running towards

them, followed by an older man, carrying a doctor’s bag.
Gina quickly looked at them as she hurtled to Nathan’s side, her face

creased in anguish.
“It’s Ok, Gina, just let the doctor have a look.” Steven said, taking her

arm and moving out of the way, to allow the doctor to kneel next to Nathan.
Gina’s eyes quickly took in Zoccolo’s body, near the bottom of the steps

of the house, followed by Steven’s and Irene’s state of undress.
“Jesus, Sir!” she stuttered, “What happened?
“Who’s the doctor, Gina?”
“He’s the local doctor, Steven. Robert Harrison, the ambulance is on the

way, they’ve diverted one from the crash scene. I thought that I should grab
him when I heard that an officer was down. Is Nathan all right?”

“He’ll be fine, I hope, Gina. I don’t think the bullet hit him anywhere
vital, he’s just lost a lot of blood and is in shock.”

Steven felt tears in his eyes once more.
“He tried to save my life, Gina. If he hadn’t turned up, I think I would

have bitten the bullet myself.” Steven’s voice began to choke with emotion.
“You Ok, Steve? What can I do?”
“I’m fine, Gina. But please run across to Irene’s house and get her

something to put on, and see if you can find me a bathrobe or something.
The whole of the fucking Queensland Police Force is on its way. Our priority
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is to just hold the fort until they arrive. Take Greg with you, he’ll know what
will fit me.”

“Ok, Steve,” she said, running down towards the gate and beckoning
Greg Turner to follow her.

Steven walked back and squatted next to the doctor who was arguing
loudly with Irene.

“Just go over and sit on the stairs, Irene, and let me do my job!”
“Don’t tell me what to do, Robert!” she began to say.
“Irene!” Steven snapped. “Just do as he says, otherwise I’ll hoick you

over there myself. Gina’s gone to get something for you to put on.”
Irene looked confused for a moment, and then suddenly realised that

she was on the ground next to Nathan in her underwear.
Steven helped her up, asking the doctor how Nathan was.
”I think he’s going to be fine. He’s lost blood, but he’s a lucky boy. The

bullet has glanced off his ribs, by the look of it, and has torn the pectoral
muscle as it passed under his arm. I’m sure we’ll find a clean exit hole once
we get a look at his back. As soon as the ambulance comes, we’ll take him
into town here. The new hospital is ready enough to look after him.”

“I didn’t know there was a hospital here.” Steven said, over his shoulder,
as he helped Irene towards the staircase to the house.

“It’s not due to open for another week or so, and it’s only five beds, but
I think that we can treat him there. I’ll call and let them know that we’ll be
there soon, and what I’ll need.”

Steven had to pull Irene to one side, as she tried to kick Zoccolo’s corpse,
when they passed it.

“Just sit, Irene, here in the shade. I’ll be back in a moment. Thank you,
I think you saved my life.”

“No you got him, Steven,” she said, quietly. “My shot was just insurance.”
He kissed her on the forehead, and said “Let’s talk about it later, I’ll go

and talk to the doctor, Ok?”
She nodded and then started to cry once more.
Steven heard the doctor speaking on his mobile, giving orders to prepare

for Nathan’s arrival. With a sigh of relief, Steven could hear the ambulance
siren softly in the distance.

“He’ll do just fine,” Robert Harrison said, looking up at Steven. “I don’t
think we’ll need to take him to the Base Hospital. He is one of my patients,
so I have his records and his blood group is on them. I rang my surgery as
well – it’s attached to the new hospital – and they’ll start get some blood
ready. Thank heavens we are close to opening and have some stock already.
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We can stabilise him in the ambulance. My nurse has called his mother and
she’ll be there when he arrives. Poor Betty,” he added, “she’s going to be
worried sick.”

“He’ll be Ok, though, won’t he, doctor?” Steven asked with concern.
“Yes, I do believe he will.”
Steven kneeled down to Nathan and kissed him hard on the cheek.
“What’s that for?” Nathan said, weakly.
“Just because you’re my buddy, mate – and I don’t know what I’d do if

anything really bad had happened to you.”
“I just wanted to protect you, Steve. I didn’t care about myself, but you’re

the best bloke in the world – I had to do something.”
“Shh,” Steven whispered. “No mate, you’re the best bloke in the world.

Now, just keep quiet, I think the ambulance has just pulled up outside. I’ll
come down to the hospital in a while and see you, Ok?”

Nathan nodded.
”Stinga?”
“Yes, Nuts?”
“Thanks for making me your buddy – I’m sorry I didn’t have the courage

to shoot.” Nathan began to cry.
“I made you my buddy because I trusted you Nathan, and I knew you’d

cover my back – and that’s just what you did. I owe you, in a big way,
Nathan.”

Nathan gripped his hand and smiled at Steven, tears running down his
face.

Steven saw Gina and Greg running back towards them, clothing in their
hands, followed by the ambulance officers who were tight on their heels.

* * * * *

Three hours later, Steven sat on the front stairs of the house, in a short terry
towelling robe, that Greg Turner had found for him, taking to Mike Savage.

He looked up at the crowd of milling policemen, among whom stood
Chief Superintendent Colin Marchant, directing photographers and inspecting
the chalk outline of where Angelo Zoccolo’s body had fallen.

“How about you, Steve? You looked fucked.” Mike said, punching his
arm, his face clearly concerned.

“I’m fine, Mike. Didn’t expect to see you here, though?”
“What, and miss out on the all the fun?” Mike laughed.
“That Nathan turned out to be the kind of buddy I told you that you’d
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need, didn’t he?”
Steven nodded, “Only I wish he hadn’t copped a slug for his trouble,

Mike.”
“The boy’s doing well, I just spoke to the hospital – they won’t have to

take him anywhere else, the bullet passed right through the fleshy part of
his underarm and out the other side. It’s the loss of blood and the shock
that knocked him the way that it did. He’ll probably only be there for a few
days, and then he’ll be able to go home.”

“I reckon he deserves a commendation for what he did, Mike.” Steven
said.

“And I’ll make sure he gets one, don’t you worry.”
“How’s Irene doing?”
“She’s in bed asleep. It took her brother’s arrival and a huge argument

to get her to take a sedative. You are very lucky that she turned up when
she did. But, no more talk now. There’s nothing you can do. We’ll have a
meeting in the morning at the station, to talk this through. Go home and
have a shower and try to put it out of your mind.”

“Where are you staying, Mike?”
“Fucked if I know, haven’t thought that far.”
“My hotel room key is in my jacket pocket, over there,” Steven said,

pointing to the smile pile of twisted clothing that he had turned into a pillow.
“Go use my room, I’ll stay with Warwick.”

“You sure?”
Steven nodded. Warwick – he hadn’t called Warwick. He looked quickly

at his watch, it was only four thirty. They were supposed to have dinner
with Tony.

“Have you told Tony Sobrocchi about this yet?” Steven asked
“No, it’s not his case – yet. We’ll call him in to join in tomorrow morning.

There’s no need for him to be undercover now. Pizzani’s safe on the island
for a few days, and Tony can help us until we recover Pizzani, or we can
just wait until he comes back on Saturday.”

Steven nodded again, and said, “You know Nathan was very lucky – if
the bullet hadn’t been deflected by his badge in his wallet, he’d be dead.”

Steven took Nathan’s wallet from the pocket of his robe, where he had
put it, and showed it to Mike.

Mike whistled as he looked at it, before opening it to look at the hole
though the middle of Nathan’s badge. He handed it back to Steven who
sat, staring at it. His eyes went from the badge to the clear plastic photograph
holder on the opposite side of the opened wallet. There was a photo, a
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round hole almost obliterating the features of the face on the photo.
There was no mistaking it. Even with the hole, he recognised the face.

It was Tony Sobrocchi.
His mind went numb. Nathan was Tony’s Michael? No, it couldn’t be. It

was too much of a coincidence. Then Steven slowly remembered Tony
telling him that Michael was uptight about talking about what he did – and
then the hickey he’d seen on Nathan’s belly when he’d wiped his eyes with
his shirt tail.

“Well, I’ll be.” Steven said, as a broad grin stretched across his face.
“What’s up?” Mike said, puzzled at Steven’s sudden change.
“Nothing. I just found a way to pay back a mate a really big favour, that’s

all.”
Mike Savage was very surprised by Steven’s sudden change of mood, so

he slapped him on the back and told him to go to Warwick’s for the night,
and that they would all meet early the next morning for a meeting to discuss
the events of the day.

Steven walked slowly down to his car, stopping briefly to shake Colin
Marchant’s hand and accept his congratulations.

Steven sat in his car for a moment, and then rang Warwick and filled
him in sketchily with what had happened, and told him his plan.

* * * * *

Twenty minutes later, he was in the anteroom of the hospital reception
area, pulling on some clothes that Warwick had brought for him to the
hospital.

“When Tony gets here, don’t say anything. Just talk to him until I come
out, Ok?” He kissed Warwick softly. “I’ll tell you all about today later on,
when Tony comes for dinner. Trust me.”

Warwick shook his head, still concerned at Steven’s quick explanation
that he had nearly been shot, but agreed to do what he’d just been asked.

They walked out of the anteroom together into the reception room of
the hospital and Warwick sat in one of the chairs, sighing with resignation
as he waited for Tony to arrive.

“Just let me know when Sergeant Sobrocchi arrives, please?” he asked
the nurse, who had suddenly also become the receptionist of the asyet
unopened hospital.

He winked at Warwick and went down the corridor to Nathan’s room.
Knocking softly, he opened the door to the room and walked in.
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Nathan was sitting up in bed, propped up with pillows, his mother at
his side.

“Hi Nathan!” he said with a grin. “Hello, Mrs. Massport. I’m Steven
Ventimiglia – I’m pleased to meet you.”

Betty Massport shook Steven’s hand. He could see that she had been
crying and was still quite upset.

“I need to speak with Nathan, for a moment, if you don’t mind, Mrs.
Massport. Why don’t you go home and have a cup of tea and come back
in half an hour? You look like you need a bit of a break.”

The woman nodded and leaned over to kiss her son, before leaving them
alone in the room together.

Steven sat in the chair next to Nathan’s bed and held his hand.
“How you doing, mate?” he asked, gently.
“I’m fine. Ta, Steve.”
“Thanks for doing what you did, Nuts.”
“As I said, I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to you, Stinga.

You asked me to be your buddy, remember?”
Steven nodded and squeezed his hand.
“Listen, Nathan. You trust me, don’t you?”
“Sure. Why? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing mate – here’s your wallet. I thought you might like to have it

back.”
Steven placed it on the bed next to Nathan.
“Why did you ask if I trusted you?”
“I suppose that I really meant – do you respect me?”
“Of course I do. You know that!” Nathan started to become agitated.
“Shh! It’s Ok, settle down. I just wanted to ask you a favour, Nathan.”
“Anything.”
“I’m going to ask you to do something for me. It won’t be easy for you,

but you must trust that what I’m going to do is in your own best interest.
I know this is not the best time, but there’s someone who will be very upset
to know you are hurt.”

“Who, Steve?” Nathan looked puzzled.
“Not yet. Trust me, and do whatever I ask, Ok? Promise?”
Nathan nodded.
“I’ll be back in a tick. I think you’ll be happy with my surprise.”
Nathan looked very confused, but nodded again to show that he would

do what Steven asked of him.
Steven left the room, closing the door behind him, and walked out into
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the reception area.
Tony and Warwick were standing at the reception, Tony showing the

nurse his badge.
“Steve? What’s this all about? Why did you ask me to come here so

urgently?”
“Relax, Tony. Remember that favour that I owe you, bigtime?”
“Yes.” Tony said, suspiciously.
“Well mate, I’m about to pay back that favour, in spades,” Steven said,

with a big grin.
Tony looked at him crossly.
“What’s this all about, Steve?”
“Steady on, mate. You trust me, don’t you? Oops, sorry, wrong question!”
Tony slowly relaxed, and then laughed. “Of course I do – by why the big

secret?”
“Come with me, mate.”
Steven led Tony to Nathan’s door.
“Just wait here for a bit, and when I call you come in. I’ve got a big

surprise for you.”
Tony tapped his foot on the floor and folded his arms, but nodded.
Steven quickly went into the room, pushing the door to, behind him.
“Ok, Nathan. Just do whatever I tell you. Promise you won’t argue?”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, all right! Just get on with it!” Nathan said in an

exasperated tone.
Steven opened the door and called Tony into the room.
“Michael?” Tony said in a quiet voice. “Jesus! Michael! What’s happened

to you?”
“Tony?” Nathan said, in a squeak, his face flushed crimson with

embarrassment.
Tony moved quickly to Nathan’s side and took his hand, his face creased

with worry and concern.
Nathan gulped and then looked at Steven, his face covered in anguish,

tears springing into his eyes.
“What’s wrong, Michael? Steve! Tell me what this is about!”
“Show him your wallet,” Steven said to Nathan.
Nathan closed his eyes and shook his head. He looked down at the sheet

that covered his body, his right arm in a sling and his shoulder heavily
bandaged, tubes leading to a drip beside his bed.

Steven moved to the bed and pinched his toe hard, making him look up
at him.
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“Show him your wallet. Remember what you promised?”
“Will someone please tell me what the fuck is going on here?” Tony asked,

in a loud voice.
“Shut up! Tony!” Steven shouted.
“Show him your wallet, Michael!” Steven said, changing his voice to that

of an order.
Nathan slowly reached over with his left hand and picked up his wallet,

allowing it to fall open, to show his mangled police badge to Tony.
“Fuck me rigid!” Tony exclaimed, “You’re a cop?”
Nathan nodded and turned his head away from Tony, tears running down

his face.
“Tony?” Steven said, “I think that you know what you have to do.”
Tony’s eyes met Steven’s, for a moment filled with anger, but then they

softened as he realised what Steven was doing.
He reached into his back pocket and took out his wallet.
“I think Tony has something to show you!” Steven said, tweaking Nathan’s

toe once more.
Nathan slowly turned his head and then gaped in amazement at Tony’s

police badge.
“You’re a cop too?” he said, astounded, as the fact sank into his mind.
Tony nodded.
“Nathan Massport, my best buddy, I want you to meet Tony Sobrocchi,

my best mate.”
“Your name is Nathan, Michael?”
Nathan blushed heavily and nodded.
“Oh, sweet Jesus!” Tony said, falling on the bed and holding Nathan in

his arms.
Steven smiled at them, and left them for a moment, returning quickly

with Warwick.
As they entered the room, Nathan rapidly moved out of Tony’s arms, at

the sight of Warwick standing at the foot of his bed.
“You know how you told me how much you admired me, Nathan? How

much you trusted me and wanted to be just like me?”
“Yes, Steve,” Nathan said, confused about Steven’s questions.
“Well, I’m going to give you permission to ‘study’ a new subject.” Steven

said, with a smirk.
”What?” Nathan asked, with a start.
Warwick smiled. He knew what was needed from him and turned into

Steven’s arms, kissing him deeply.
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They broke from their embrace and stood holding each other’s hands.
Steven looked into Warwick’s eyes and said, quietly, “I love you Warwick
and I want to be with you for as long as you need me.”

“I love you too, Steve, and I’m here for as long as you want me to be by
your side.”

They kissed again, and then moved apart to look at the two men who
stared at them.

Tony looked at them with tears in his eyes, moved by Steven’s generous
public exhibition of his love for Warwick, and Nathan stared, astounded,
his mouth gaping.

“I love Warwick, Nathan. There’s nothing wrong with one man loving
another. You said you trusted me, and I’m repaying that trust by showing
you that you too can be happy with the man you care for.”

“I don’t know what to say, Steven,” Nathan said, his voice breaking.
“Don’t say anything, mate! Just give Tony a smooch before your mum

gets back!”
Steven smiled and took Warwick’s hand and left them alone.
As he closed the door, Tony and Nathan fell into a passionate embrace

– one of tears, love and something else – the beginning of acceptance.

* * * * *

Warwick and Tony sat on the sofas in Warwick’s living room, listening
attentively as Steven related the events of the afternoon.

They had finished dinner halfanhour before, and had started their
second bottle of wine, when Steven finally thought that it was the time to
tell them what had happened.

He stood, leaning against the chimney breast of the fireplace, Rosie sitting
on his feet, as he finished his story at the point that he found Tony’s photo
in Nathan’s wallet.

Both other men were palefaced.
“Steven, you could have been lying there dead,” Warwick said, standing

and holding Steven tightly in his arms.
Tony sat, staring at the ground, amazed at the fact that, had it not been

for Nathan’s wallet, then his lover would have also been dead.
“It’s all thanks to quick reflexes and Irene Marchant’s sharp shooting,

Woz,” Steven said, squeezing Warwick in his arms.
“My God! Stinga, I am so glad that you’re here and I’m not at the morgue

identifying your body. You don’t know how what you have said has affected
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me! Holy Shit!”
“But it didn’t happen, Tony,” Steven said, moving to the sofa and taking

Warwick with him.
“You’re quiet, Woz,” he said.
“I’m fucking stunned, Steve.” He buried his face in his hands and rubbed

his eyes.
“Hey! I’m here. Stop it! Stop thinking of what might have happened.”
“Is your job always like this?” Warwick asked, angrily.
“No, it’s not, Woz! Don’t get the shits! It’s a one in a million! Look at me!”
Warwick turned his head and glared at him.
“I know you’re angry for what might have happened. But it didn’t,

Warwick. I’m here with you now, and I love you. Can’t you see that? It’s a
risk every copper knows he might face from the day he joins up – the danger
isn’t always as lifethreatening as today,” Steven said, gently, trying to make
Warwick understand.

“But you could have been killed, Steven! Don’t you understand? I’m only
angry because I could have lost you – forever! This isn’t some stupid game,
this is for real!”

Steven pulled him into his arms and held him.
“Warwick, if I had died today, at the hands of that man, then I would

have died happy, knowing that I loved you – and knowing that the short
time that we had together was the best and most wonderful time of my life
to that point. I didn’t go out and put myself in the face of that danger.
Something saved me. That something was the sacrifice that an extraordinary
young man gave, to try to protect someone who was his mate – and the
courage of an old woman who cared for two friends. If you’re going to be
angry with anyone, be angry with that dead man, for it was him who tried
to take me away from you.”

‘Fuck me!” Tony said, wiping his eyes with his shirt sleeve. “He’s right,
Warwick – hate anyone but the man who loves you.”

Warwick started to pat Steven’s back softly. “I know you’re right, mate.
I’ve known all along – I am just scared that I might have lost you. Isn’t that
fair? Can’t I be afraid for you? I’m a person after all – a person with feelings,
no matter how irrational those feelings are – and I am shocked to know
how really close I was to never seeing you again.”

Steven and Warwick sat next to each other, their arms around each other’s
shoulders, touching foreheads.

“Do you mind if I crash in your spare room tonight, Warwick? All this
talk is making me want to get pissed to the eyeballs,” Tony said, trying to
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break the seriousness of the moment.
Warwick laughed. “Pour me another, mate. Sorry, Tony. You must be

thinking of Nuts all the time.”
“Nuts?”
Steven laughed. “It’s a long story, mate.”
“Nuts is Nathan’s nickname, Tony,” Warwick said.
“But why Nuts?”
“Probably something to do with the same reason that they call me Stinga,

Tony,” Steven said, with a grin.
“Oh!” Tony said, the penny finally dropping.
“You’re blushing, mate!” Steven said, with a songsong lilt in his voice.
The three men laughed, as Warwick filled their glasses.
“Here’s to Nuts!” Steven said, raising his glass.
“Nuts!” Tony and Warwick responded, joining his toast.
“May they rattle against your chin for many years to come!” Steven said,

vulgarly.
“Steve!” Tony said, amazed at Steven’s outrageous statement, and then

smiled broadly. “I’ll drink to that!”

* * * * *

Tony lay in the spare bedroom, his door closed, staring at the ceiling fan,
as it whirred silently above him.

His mind was full of love for Nathan, and for Steven and Warwick.
He was owed longservice leave. Nearly six month’s worth, he calculated.

Enough time to really get to know Nathan. Packer’s Reef was a nice town
– the town in which his lover lived – that was good enough for him.

How unfair life was that Nathan’s mother could be at his beside all night,
while he had to stay away. He wasn’t a relation – he was just Nathan’s
lover. He had no rights to stay with the man he loved – the man who he
had held in his arms and loved with his mind and body. That most intimate
of connections was dismissed by the outside world in three words – not a
relative.

His thoughts turned to Steven – his best friend – a man with outstanding
courage, both in the face of danger and in his ability to expose himself
personally for the greater benefit of his friends.

He’d been angry at first, when Steven wouldn’t tell him why he had
called him to the hospital. His anger had turned to shock at seeing Nathan
in the hospital bed, and then outrage at the way that Steven had ordered
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Nathan to show him his badge. But the feeling that he ultimately had, when
he finally left Nathan to come to Warwick’s house, was love.

Love of his mate, a man who had put personal considerations aside to
show Nathan that love between men was not a thing to be ashamed of, but
to be proud of. To be a man, a real bloke, and still love another man, was
a lesson that both he and Nathan would never forget.

* * * * *

In the room across the hall, their door closed, were two men.
One kneeled astride the other, panting slowly, as he relaxed his body

with each breath, to allow his lover’s cock to slide slowly into his body.
Steven lay on his back, staring into Warwick’s face, as the heat of

Warwick’s body slowly settled down over his cock. He raised one hand and
cupped the back of Warwick’s head, as he pulled himself up to kiss him.
As their lips touched, he felt his balls press against Warwick’s buttocks. He
shuddered as their mouths moved against each other, with the knowledge
that he had, for the first time in his life, achieved full penetration of another
person.

Warwick moaned softly, not in pain, but at the feeling of being possessed
– the feeling of allowing himself to be completely physically vulnerable and
receptive to another human being. The small discomfort he felt was
overwhelmed by his need to please. Slowly he began to move against
Steven’s cock, sucking Steven’s tongue into his mouth as the feeling of
Steven’s hand on his dick aroused him. The totality of the stimulation in
his mouth, cock and arse, made him move more urgently.

“Don’t think of me, Steve,” he whispered. “Let yourself go. I want this,
let me take control, let me pleasure you, as you always do me.”

Warwick tilted his head back with the combined agonyecstasy that
flowed through his body, moving his hips rhythmically, as his mind filled
with the wonder of giving – the wonder of giving his body and opening it
to receive not only his lover’s cock, but the gift of love that flowed from
Steven’s heart into his own through their joined bodies.
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12

“Sorry, I’m late,” Tony Sobrocchi said, as he came into Steven’s office.
Steven was sitting behind his desk, Colin Marchant and Mike Savage just

drawing up chairs around the desk, to start their meeting.
Tony had been late because he had left early to go to the hospital to visit

Nathan, before the eight o’clock meeting.
Steven looked at Tony’s face – his eyes were bright and shining and he

was sporting a wide grin. Steven noticed, with satisfaction and amusement
that the skin around Tony’s mouth and chin was pink – an unmistakeable
beard rash – Nathan was obviously on the mend, he thought, smiling to
himself.

“We were just getting started, Tony,” Colin Marchant said. “Pull up a
chair.”

Tony took one the folding canvas deckchairs that leaned against the wall
of Steven’s office and opened it, placing it next to the two senior officers,
and sat, taking his notebook from his briefcase.

“Mike and I are only here because of Zoccolo,” Colin Marchant said. “But
I feel that seeing we are here, we can help you with your case, especially if
it involves Angelo Zoccolo. I need to know about why Zoccolo was here –
If that reason links into the case of Derek Ringer’s murder, then all the better
for your investigation.”

“I understand, Sir,” Steven said.
“Steven, I think that you had better start at the beginning. Just run through

what happened yesterday, after you got back from Ingham, in the order that
you remember it, and we can make notes and ask you questions, if we need
them,” Superintendent Marchant said.

Steven started the story will the arrival of Graziella outside his office the
previous day, and ran through the chain of events that led up to his phone
call to Mike Savage. The three other men took notes as he spoke.

“So, Zoccolo didn’t mention Pizzani by name?” Mike asked.
“No. He didn’t. I was trying to stall for time and was going to mention
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Pizzani, just to see if he reacted, but he pulled the trigger before I got that
far.”

“What did he say just before he fired?” Mike asked.
“I don’t remember, exactly, I was too busy concentrating on getting ready

to get out of the way,” Steven lied.
That fact that Zoccolo had revealed himself as his father could wait until

he had time to think about it. His mother a junkie and his father a mobster
– those thoughts would have to wait until he had the luxury of the time to
dwell on them. Sadness bit sharply at his heart, but he pushed it down –
he would deal with those feelings at another time.

“You are one lucky sonofabitch, Senior,” Colin Marchant said.
“My bullet got him probably at the same time that Irene’s did. She’s quite

a markswoman, Sir.”
“Let’s cut the titles, gentlemen – call me Colin. My sister is an excellent

shot – did you know she won gold in the Commonwealth Games?”
Steven nodded. “Yes, I’ve seen the certificates, Colin.”
“The pure chance of what happened is extraordinary, when you think

about it. If this hadn’t happened just near Irene’s house, then Nathan would
have been unarmed – then you might’ve both been killed. Then there’s also
the fact that she had more than one gun – that’s another thing that was
lucky.”

“I’m very grateful to Irene – in more ways than one.”
“She sounds like a remarkable person, Col,” Mike Savage said.
“She can be,” he replied, with a tone that indicated that she could also

be a pain in the bum.
“So we’ve got no real connection with Zoccolo and Pizzani?” Tony asked,

as he looked through his notes.
Steven shook his head. “Nope. Sorry – but there’s one thing, Zoccolo

knew about the money.”
“Are you sure, Steve?” Mike asked.
“Positive. I told him that he’d come back too late, and that we’d already

found it. His eyes narrowed just a bit, but enough so that I could see that
he was there to look for it.”

“We can’t even be sure if the money and the photos of the missing men
are connected yet,” Mike added.

“I’m sure Pizzani is in this up to his balls,” Steven said.
“What about Zoccolo’s weapon?” Tony asked.
“It’s a Phoenix Rangemaster – definitely not the weapon that killed Ringer.

Besides it’s a pointtwotwo. Serial number conveniently filed off, as one



327Stinga

would expect,” Colin Marchant said.
“But how did he get it here? He’d have had to have flown – he couldn’t

have got through the metal detectors in Melbourne. Pizzani hasn’t been on
the island long enough for him to drive – maybe he rang before he left?”
Steven asked.

“He may have done, Steve,” Tony said. “But he wasn’t expecting to take
that holiday, remember. If he’d arranged to meet Zoccolo at the house, then
we might have nabbed them together. I don’t think that they had arranged
to meet – something tells me that somehow Pizzani got hold of Zoccolo
and told him that the money was still somewhere in the house. That might
explain a link between the two.”

“The gun still worries me. How did Zoccolo bring it here? It can only
mean that he had one stashed, or that someone met him and gave it to him.”

“Who takes notes for these meetings? I think we need someone,” Mike
Savage said.

“Colleen, the receptionist, would usually do it, I suppose, but she can
hardly read her own writing – besides she hasn’t shown up today,” Steven
answered. “Just a moment, I’ll get Gina in.”

Steven picked up his phone and asked Gina Feretti to join them.
Gina knocked at the door and came into the room.
“You any good at taking notes, Gina?”
“Sure!” Gina said. “I’ll just get my book.”
“Howard Ellis will be pissed off,” Tony said.
“Howard Ellis still has to show me that I can trust him. When he does,

then he’ll be part of my team,” Steven said, in a very businesslike manner.
Gina returned quickly with her notebook. “Sorry, the phone hasn’t

stopped ringing and Colleen isn’t here.”
”Is there anyone else that can look after reception?” Steven asked.
Gina looked at Colin Marchant and lowered her eyes.
“Give her a call, ActingSergeant Feretti, and tell her that it would be a

personal favour to me, if she could help out for a bit.”
Gina nodded and left the room again.
“Betty Massport,” Colin explained. “She used to be the station receptionist

until her husband, Arthur died. She’ll still know the procedure – she was
the most efficient office member I ever had.”

Steven looked at him with a puzzled expression.
Colin Marchant laughed. “I haven’t always been a Chief Superintendent,

Steven. Where do you think I had my first senior posting?”
“Here?”
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“Yes, here. I started here twenty years ago – all the old faces have gone
from the station, but I loved my early days as the boss here. Betty will come
if she knows I’ve asked her to. Besides, knowing her the way I do, it’ll be
good for Nathan to be left by himself. She used to smother Arthur and I’m
sure she hasn’t changed over the past twenty years.”

Steven exchanged a quick smile with Tony – he could see that the idea
of being able to see Nathan, without his mother constantly at his bedside,
met with his approval.

Steven picked up his phone while they waited for Gina to come back.
“Howard? Come into my office, please,” he said, brusquely.
A few moments later, Howard Ellis knocked and entered the room.
“Howard, pop down to Silvia’s and get us all some coffee, please.

Gentlemen, how do you have yours?”
After he had noted their preferences, Howard left, passing Gina as she

came back into the room.
“That’s a bit tough, mate,” Tony said, to Steven.
“Is it, Tony? I don’t think so. It’ll make him work harder to become a

team member. Policing is all about working together, isn’t it Mike?”
Mike Savage smiled and nodded at Steven’s words – his own flung back

at him. He liked the change in Steven. He was finally finding his own feet
as a leader of men, he thought.

“Betty was at the hospital, but she’s on her way, Sir,” Gina said.
“Good. Then take notes of what we need to do. First, run a check on all

calls to Zoccolo’s house. Then arrange for Victoria Police to get a search
warrant – I want that man’s house turned inside out, before any of his
‘mates’ find out he’s dead and things go mysteriously missing. Also find out
where Zoccolo hired the car if it wasn’t his – has it been found yet?”

“It was found parked off the road, in a small clearing, just beyond the
gate to Ringer’s house.” Mike said.

Colin turned to Steven. ”Would your contact in Cairns recognise Zoccolo,
if it turns out to be that he was your ‘Melbourne Man”?

Steven nodded. “He might, Colin, it’s worth a try.”
“I’ll get Brisbane to fax through a photo. If he does know him, then we’ll

be sure that Zoccolo is the unknown ‘Melbourne man’. That would definitely
link him with the photographs – and probably the false passport scam. Take
a note, Gina, to get Brisbane to pull out a photo of Zoccolo from about that
time.”

“You been on him for that long?” Tony asked.
Colin Marchant nodded. “And longer, Tony. We need to establish some
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connection with Zoccolo and Pizzani. Once we get that, then Pizzani’s our
man and we can put the screws on him. If we can prove he was involved,
then he’s the only one we know of who might know how and why Derek
Ringer was murdered. Once he knows Zoccolo’s dead, he’ll start pointing
the finger at him, especially if he was involved himself.”

“Nathan got a statement from Ringer’s nephew that identifies Pizzani as
the person who took his photo – the photo that we found stashed with the
money in the chimney.”

“Circumstantial – Pizzani could argue that he gave it to Ringer as a
present. That won’t help.”

“What about if I get one of our guys to get Chris Warren to make a
statement about the blackmail?” Tony said.

“Still not good enough. There were no witnesses were there?”
Tony shook his head.
Steven bit his lip in frustration. If only he hadn’t told Chris to pretend

that he didn’t know Pizzani, then there might be two witnesses to his
involvement – Tony and himself.

“Then we’ve got to find something that links them together. It would be
easy for Pizzani to say that he called Zoccolo – just to say hello. He did stay
with him every so often. It’s a bit suss for a police officer to consort with a
suspected crim – but we haven’t got anything concrete on Zoccolo, either.”

A knock on the door interrupted their conversation.
“Come!” Steven called.
Greg Turner put his head around the door.
“Sorry, but I think that this might help you,” he said.
“Come in, Greg,” Mike said.
“It’s Colleen, Sir,” Greg Turner said. “She just called from a public phone

booth saying she wasn’t coming back.”
“Why not?” Steven asked.
“Well, she said that she’s responsible for Nathan getting shot!”
“What!” Colin Marchant exclaimed.
“She said that she thinks that the man who shot Nathan called here to

check when Sergeant Miles was going to be around. Said that he told her
he was coming for a surprise visit and didn’t want to turn up if he was away
– and she believed him. She told the man that Sergeant Miles was away in
Ingham until later today. She said not to try to find her – she was too
frightened to come back.”

“Any idea where she called from?” Colin asked.
“Probably the phone box near her sister’s in Mackay,” Greg said, smiling.
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“What makes you think she’s there?”
“Our Colleen’s not very smart, Sir – if you know what I mean. She’ll be

there, I bet!”
“Call Mackay CIB and ask for John Hammond,” Mike said. “Tell him that

I told you to call, and could they get someone to go around and get her to
make a statement, if she’s there.”

“She’ll be there,” Greg said, with a grin.
“Tell him to tell her not to come back, as well!” Steven added, angrily.
Mike Savage nodded – Steven was really taking charge now.
Howard Ellis returned with the coffee, as Greg Turner left.
“Is Betty Massport outside yet?” Colin Marchant asked Ellis.
“Yes, Sir. She’s just getting settled in at the desk.”
“Ask her to come in for a moment, please. Thank you, Constable – that’s all.”
Colin Marchant stood and waited for Betty Massport to arrive, and then

gave her a hug after she’d entered the room.
“Good to see you, Betty. Thanks for coming. You know Senior Sergeant

Miles, I believe. This is Detective Inspector Michael Savage, ActingSergeant
Gina Feretti and Sergeant Tony Sobrocchi.”

She shook hands with each of them in turn, stopping with Tony. “I saw
you leave the hospital this morning, Sergeant, just as I arrived to see my
son. I wondered who you were. Thanks for your visit – he was certainly
much cheerier this morning after you’d gone. Whatever you did, please
keep it up!”

Tony smiled, and blushed as he shook her hand, glancing quickly into
Steven’s amused eyes.

“Betty, I know you will be busy and things have changed since you last
worked here, when was it – five years ago?”

“Six, Colin,” she said. “It’s fifteen years ago since you left.”
“I know you’ll sort yourself out, quickly and without fuss. We just heard

that Colleen won’t be returning and I know your son is in hospital, but I
would take it as a personal favour if you’d find the time to help us, until
we can find someone to replace her.”

”Tried the Home for the Mentally Disturbed, Colin? They’d have a number
of people with more brain power than Colleen,” Betty replied, sarcastically.

Colin Marchant smiled. “I’d like you to drag out all of Sandy Pizzani’s
files, diaries, whatever he has left here and go through them for anything
that you might think is unusual.”

“That will be easy, Colin. But there is a small problem. Stephanie Halliwell
is creating a fuss outside – says she want to know what is going on.”
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“Stephanie Halliwell is the reporter for the local paper, Colin,” Steven
said. He smiled at Betty and winked his eye. “Tell her that she can make as
much noise as she likes, but I will be the one who’ll talk to her. That’ll shut
her up in a hurry!”

Once Betty had left, the conversation turned back to the case.
“If the man who called here to check on your whereabouts, Steven, was

Zoccolo, then Pizzani couldn’t have arranged to meet him – he would have
told Zoccolo himself exactly when you would be away.”

“You’re probably right there, Tony. But Pizzani was away on the island,
he couldn’t have known my movements,” Steven said.

“We’ll have to sort out something else right now – there is a pressing
problem, gentlemen,” Colin said, “The last thing we want to happen is for
the press to know that it was Zoccolo who was killed. If the word gets out,
then every journalist in the country will descend on Packer’s Reef and we’ll
have shit on our hands. We need to keep this quiet, if we’re going to have
any chance of linking Pizzani with Zoccolo. We also need to get into his
house, without tipping off his henchmen that he’s dead.”

“Leave it to me, Colin.” Steven rubbed his hands together.
“You can shut her up?”
“As long as you leave it up to me – just let me talk to her, and if she asks

you anything, then refer her to me. She can see that the town is crawling
with coppers and probably already knows that two highranking police
officers are here as well.”

Colin and Mike nodded.
Steven picked up his phone and asked Betty to show Stephanie Halliwell

into his office.
“Good morning, Miss Halliwell, what can I do for you?” Steven asked,

his eyes staring coldly into hers.
”May I sit down, Sergeant?” she asked, in a small, girlish voice.
“No! I am in the middle of an important meeting, and I am only seeing

you as I was told that this was very urgent. What do you want?” he snapped.
“I want to know what’s going on around here. That’s what I want to

know!” she answered, angrily.
“None of your business – that’s what’s going on. Remember what I told

you last time we met, about jumping to conclusions? The Queensland Police
Service is running a special training exercise here in Packer’s Reef, and we’re
in the middle of a meeting that’s coordinating that exercise – any more
questions?”

“If you expect me to believe that, then you’re seriously mistaken, Sergeant!
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The public has a right to know….”
“To know what, Miss Halliwell? I have told you that we are running a

training exercise. You may print whatever you wish, but may I remind you
of the penalty for publishing deliberately misleading information? What’s
the prison term, Inspector?” Steven asked Mike.

“I think it’s three years, isn’t it, Chief Superintendent?”
“Four, I think you’ll find, Inspector,” Colin Marchant said, nonchalantly.
“Then unless you’d like to write a special article on life in a women’s

prison, then I suggest you wait until our operation is over. Is that clear, Miss
Halliwell,” Steven asked, icily.

Stephanie Halliwell blushed hotly, her eyes blazing with anger.
“Yes, Sergeant – perfectly clear. But if there’s anything you’d like to say

at a later date, then I would expect to be the first to be informed – I am the
local press reporter, after all.”

She turned quickly and left, slamming the door noisily behind her.
“I’d rather feed my dick through a meatgrinder!” Steven said, under his

breath.
“Nice image, Steven! That’d make enough sausages to last a family of

four for a week!” Mike replied, with friendly sarcasm.
Tony and Mike roared at Steven’s crimson blush – Colin Marchant

watching them with a puzzled expression.
“I presume this is a ‘family’ joke?” he asked.
“Something like that, Sir,” Steven replied, shaking his head. “I think that

they must find themselves somewhat lacking in areas other than their
enormous sense of humour,” he added, dryly.

Colin Marchant shook his head and looked at Gina Feretti, neither of
them understanding what had just transpired.

“I think that we should all settle down and talk about the case, if you
don’t mind?” he said.

“What is the penalty for publishing misleading information, anyway,
Col?” Mike asked.

“Stuffed if I know, Mike – there must be one – I just followed your lead.”
“I think that we should make a search of Pizzani’s house a priority,”

Steven said, interrupting the two men’s chuckles.
‘Why?” Tony asked.
“I have a gut feeling that we’ll find something there.”
“A gut feeling?” Colin asked.
“In my experience, Steven’s gut feelings are as good a thing to go on as

anything else but hard evidence,” Mike Savage explained, to Colin.
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“You want a team to go?” Colin Marchant asked.
“No, Colin – not just yet. You’ve got a lot on your hands as well at the

moment, and your team is probably busy right now out at Ringer’s house.
Mike, how about you and I and Tony go ourselves, and then if we don’t
find anything, we can call in a team. How does that sound?” Steven
suggested.

“Sounds good to me, Steven,” Mike answered.
“Gina, you stay and help Chief Inspector Marchant with whatever he

needs. Inspector Savage, Sergeant Sobrocchi and I will go over Pizzani’s
house. Oh, and Gina – use this credit card,” Steven said, taking the platinum
American Express Card from his wallet, “and order a large bunch of flowers
to go to Nathan from all of us here at the station.”

Steven looked at Mike’s smiling face, knowing that it was police money
that was paying for Nathan’s flowers, but he understood that Mike approved.

“Let’s go, my car’s outside,” he said to Mike and Tony.
“Call me if you need help, Steven. Do you mind if I use your desk while

you’re away?” Colin Marchant asked.
“Help yourself, Sir. We’ll let you know if we find anything, or if we need

help.”

* * * * *

Warwick sweated heavily in the midmorning sun, as he cut flowers for the
following day’s shipment to the airport.

Graziella and Franca moved along after him, picking them up and tying
them unto neat bundles with small strips of raffia.

He worked quickly, moving through the towering stands of red, green,
yellow and pink flowers, selecting the best blooms and laying them carefully
behind him as he cut.

His broad back glistened with sweat as he bent and lifted, pulled and
sliced, working his way through the dense rows of tropical flowers. He
moved with purpose, not hesitating as he progressed between the green
swathes of broad, flat leaves – the chattering of the women behind him
growing fainter as he moved rapidly away from them.

He loved the mechanical feel of harvesting – it allowed his mind to
wander while he worked. His arms gleamed in the splashes of sunlight that
managed to reach the ground through the waving fronds above his head –
nodding in the light breeze that crossed the field of exotic, gently moving
foliage.
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The gingers are next, he told himself, as he reached the end of the row
of varied heliconias. He loved the alpinias the most, he thought – their
thick, tufted, red heads made him think that an explosion must have
occurred inside a round, dense ball – splaying it out into a cone of tiny,
frayed, red leaflets that shot out from the ends of the plants’ darkgreen
stalks.

The heady perfume of the white and yellow coronariums filled his nose
with their strong gardenialike perfume – he had planted banks of them
close to the house. They were just coming into flower. How he loved to lie
in bed at night in the darkness and to fall asleep with their fragrance filling
his room.

His room – was it still truly just his room when he thought of it? His
room had somehow become more than just a bedroom in the last week. It
had become a space in which he gloried in the joy of no longer being a
single person – no longer a ‘me’ but a ‘we’. The ‘we’ word had only ever
included his family and his friends – now it held a deeper, wonderful
meaning, when he used it in his mind to describe Steven and himself.

That ‘we’ held overtones of smooth skin and dark bristles that sent
shudders though his body as they passed over his chin and neck –
suggestions of musky, masculine smells that filled his mind with erotic and
sensual sensations – memories of gentle, caressing, broad hands that
kneaded his body with loving and arousing movements – hints of a warm,
generous mouth that inflamed his passions and smoothed away his doubts.

The same ‘we’ evoked a broad, darkhaired chest, a gentle laugh and a
gleaming smile – but most of all it conjured the soul of a man whose eyes
were as bluegreen as the sea near the reef – and as deep as the ocean
beyond it.

His body ached for Steven – not just in a sexual way. The need to touch
him, and to feel his presence and the warmth of his breath against his face,
manifested itself as a yearning somewhere in the base of his gut. He felt it
as a physical need, a tight knot of wanting, that could only be released
when Steven was near. Love had twisted that knot in his belly – twining
strands of Steven into threads of contentment, desire, hope and fear that
combined to make a tightlybraided mass that lived within him, gnawing
at his identity as a single person with its need to make him half of someone
else.

Warwick brushed the dirt from his arms as he entered the stand of tall
trees that marked the division between his cultivated fields and the wild
rainforest that flowed down to the beach behind his house.
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The strong, sweet smells of his coronariums gave way to a rich, moist
aroma that rose from the ground beneath his feet, as he made his way
through the trees to a small clearing from which he could gaze over the
ocean.

He leaned against a tall hardwood, feeling the roughness of its flaking
bark under his fingers, as he pressed his body against the trunk of the tree.

In this tree flows its lifeforce, he said to himself. Long after I’m dead
and my time here is over, this tree will continue to turn earth into leaves
and branches. Men and women will come and go, taking possession of
parts of this continent for moments in the hours of the life of this tree. It
will flower and flourish, as nature intended it, standing in its place amongst
its cousins, in his country’s tropical, coastal forests.

He asked himself where his place was in the scheme of life. He was just
another man – what was the unique contribution that he could offer to the
human community around him, just like the tree and its fellows in the jungle
did to the rainforest? He looked up into the tree, gazing from it to another
of the same type that grew next to and through his tree’s dense canopy.
The two trees were the same species, but each was unique, he thought, as
he compared their forms. Each of them stood singly, growing from their
own root systems, throwing their branches out into the space that separated
them and crossing it, to weave those branches through the limbs of the
other.

It is just like Steven and me, he realised. We are like these two trees,
separate yet linked by crossing branches. We will never be the same tree,
but we will grow together – and as we grow, our lives will mingle, just as
the branches of the two neighbouring trees do. That is when he understood
what love was – not the merging of two souls, but the intertwining of two
separate, complete units that over time became so connected that they
became a plural singularity.

Warwick lowered his head and smiled at his sudden piece of self
discovery. He could only describe it as a selfdiscovery, for it was his truth
– no one else’s – and he would never ever really know whether any other
man’s truth was exactly the same as his own.

That is why men and women are like trees in the forest, he explained to
himself, they merely share their space in life – they never truly unite as a
new, spontaneouslycreated living thing.

He was happy to feel part of a pair – he knew that the thing that was
Warwick and the thing that was Steven would always be different. What
would make them similar was the sharing of each other.
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Warwick heard Graziella and Franca behind him, in the distance,
chattering as they headed back to the house. He could see them in his
mind’s eye, walking, one behind the other along the narrow track that led
to the preparation room, underneath the back of his house. He could imagine
them, their arms full of bundles of bright blooms, walking into the dark
room to plunge their armfuls into tall, waterfilled, earthenware pots. Those
flowers would stay there overnight to rest, before being sent out the
following morning to destinations around the country, and now overseas
to Japan.

He laughed softly as he realised that he himself was not too different
from each brilliant flower. Wherever they ended up, they would be a product
of the hot Queensland sun and the land on which he stood.

That was his special quality as well, he realised – he grew up in the same
place that they did – and in him was the dark earth and bright sunlight of
Australia.

Warwick walked slowly back to his house, his pace quickening as he
realised that there was something that he needed to do. He jumped into his
car and drove through the twisting small roads that led to Packer’s Reef
cemetery.

How he loved this place – not for any macabre reason, but for its beauty.
The stark white of the headstones and monuments contrasted intensely
with the brilliant green of the Queensland couch in which they stood. Palms
waved slowly in the breeze that flowed from the darkblue Coral Sea – the
backdrop to the scene before him.

There was something remarkable about an Australian cemetery on the
sea, he thought. Blue ocean, white gravestones and hot sun gave life to the
symbols that marked the places of those who lay buried there.

His parents’ plot was simple, according to their wishes. A short marble
headstone was inscribed only with their first names – Geoffrey and Heather.

No surname, no dates – they had specified that they wished to be
memories, not historical data. Warwick smiled at the memory of his father,
reading out their will, six month’s before the accident.

How pragmatic his father had been, he remembered. A young Welshman
who had migrated to Australia in the nineteenfifties, who had met, wooed
and married his mother in the two years after his arrival. His Dad had never
lost the lilting Welsh inflection in his speech, and had cooed lullabies in his
own language to both he and Jane when they were babies.

His mother had been a giant of a woman. Tall, fair and quiet – her hands
never still. She had worked beside his father in the cane fields until they
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had finally succumbed to mechanical cultivation, and had been his ally
when he’d approached his father with his idea of changing their crops from
cane to flowers.

Warwick sat on the grass, in front of the headstone, and gently ran his
hand down over the warm marble, tracing the letters of their names with
his fingers.

“Well, Mum and Dad, wherever you are,” he said, softly, “I wanted to
tell you about me and Steven. It’s not fair that you can’t meet him yourselves
– I met his mum and dad, I know you would have loved them too. I don’t
know if you would have approved or disapproved of our relationship, we
never really spoke of those sorts of things, did we? But if you can see inside
me, then you’ll know that what we have is something different. I don’t
really know how other blokes are when they’re together, like he and I, but
that’s not the point. I love him, and I hope that would have been good
enough for you.”

Warwick laid his cheek against the headstone and stared into the palms
that surrounded the cemetery.

“I’m sorry, but it doesn’t look like it’s going to be me who carries on the
family name – I’ll have to leave that up to Jane. You know her – she’s never
likely to change her name if she ever marries. But please try to be happy
for me, if you can and if you can’t then you can come back and give me a
good old smack,” he said, smiling.

“I love you guys – and I miss you.”
Warwick stood, brushing the grass from his legs, and walked slowly back

to his car.

* * * * *

Sandy Pizzani stood in the neardeserted gym of the resort on Hook Island,
staring at himself in the full length mirror on the changingroom wall.

He smiled at his reflection, as he stared into his own eyes.
“You’re a hotlooking man, Sandy,” he told himself.
He ran his eyes over his body as he flexed his arms, trying to objectively

assess himself. He was tall, slim and his body strongly, although not
overpoweringly muscled, he noted with satisfaction. Apart from a few
scattered grey hairs on his darkly coated chest, he looked younger than his
forty years. His eyes were darkbrown, almost black, and his skin was olive,
giving him the appearance of always having a tan. His thighs were strong
and welldeveloped – his legs long and shapely – his good looks had always
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been an asset. He’d only fooled around with women occasionally, he
thought. That bitch Colleen at the station had been a mistake, he told himself
– and she’d hung around him like a bad smell for months until he’d had
to tell her to fuck off.

Marriage to Maria had been a necessity, not a choice. He didn’t want
people to talk. He wouldn’t have minded it if people had known him as a
bisexual, because that was erotic to his mind. The fact that he’d always
preferred men in bed was his own business. He’d always been pretty discreet
– but his dick had always ruled his life. He remembered hot, sultry evenings
when the need would come on him and leave him with an ache in the belly
that was almost impossible to ignore.

He’d never spread it around in Packer’s Reef, except for one person, there
were other big towns close by that were easy enough to drive to for that.

He’d really been turned on by Chris Warren, and had thought that Chris
would have been bowled over by him – it could have been very satisfactory
to them both. But quite soon he’d realised that he was just another trick to
Chris – and then his anger and bruised ego had made him become brutal
with the man. If only Chris had shown any interest, then he wouldn’t have
tried on what he did with him.

And Warwick? – another lost cause. He’d lost him to Miles. Goodbye to
bad rubbish, he said to himself. He’d never be alone, he had a backup.

Maria and his kids had gone out in a dinghy and left him alone – the
gym had beckoned.

He walked carefully to the door of the changing room that looked into
the gym.

The only other guy who had been using it was not there. He walked past
the sauna room and peered in the window. The guy was laid out on the
bench on his back. The man was in his twenties, blond and lean, just as
he liked them. He wore a wedding ring, too – that was a bonus.

Pizzani smiled – he’d noticed the young guy’s eyes rove over his body.
But this wasn’t the time.

He returned to the mirror in the changing room and dropped the towel
from around his waist, running his eyes up and down his body. He liked
what he saw, a sixpack belly coated with black hair and a thick patch of
pubic hair, from which his cock and balls hung. He flattened his hand and
ran it over his chest, gently pinching his nipples as he looked into the mirror.
Narrowing his eyes, he watched his hand run over his body, down to cup
his balls in his hand.

“Jeez, you’ve got a great cock, mate,” he said to himself, as he stroked
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it slowly. It rose up hard against his abdomen and he removed his hand,
pulling both arms up to flex his biceps, and staring at his dick as he made
it pulse with contractions of his buttocks.

As he squeezed, a small pain in his arse made him remember how he’d
laid on his back as Chris had roughly fucked him. The shame had made it
bad, not the fact that the guy was riding him brutally – he didn’t know
Chris was so aggressive – any other time he might have got off on it. He
didn’t mind getting fucked, although it wasn’t his scene – he thought of
himself as a real man, and real men were the ones who did the fucking.

Maybe he’d go in and play with the guy in the sauna, he thought as his
hand went down to his dick again. He quickly glanced at his watch and
cursed as he realised that he only had ten minutes before the next phone
call at the reception desk. No time to play, but maybe he’d make a date.

A few minutes later, he walked into the sauna, in his shorts and tshirt.
The bloke who’d been giving him the eye still lay there on his back.

Sandy ran his hand over the startled man’s chest, and then down to grab
his dick.

“Nice!’ he thought, and then lowered his mouth over the man’s cock and
quickly sucked him off.

“I’ll be here same time tomorrow mate,” he said in a low, gruff voice. “I
left you a present in the changing room.”

Sandy Pizzani walked from the gym, smiling as he hurried to the
reception area for his regular threehourly call.

Inside the changing room, the young man from the sauna stood grinning
from ear to ear. “That bloke was fucking hot,” he said to himself, “Nice
present, too!”

Running down the mirror on the changing room wall was a load of thick
cum.

* * * * *

Steven, Mike and Tony stood at the back door of Pizzani’s house.
“This place is shut up tighter than a fish’s arsehole!” Tony exclaimed.
They had spent the past ten minutes wandering around the house, trying

to prise open windows and to find some way of getting into the house that
wouldn’t cause damage.

“We’re really going to need a warrant anyway,” Mike Savage said, “just
to keep this above board.”

”I’ll ring Gina and get her to get in touch with John Hammond, he’ll get
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one organised for us. Once we’ve spoken to him, then I’ll just put my elbow
through the backdoor window,” Steven said.

He called Gina’s mobile, but it went straight to message bank, so he
dialled the station.

“Hello, Betty? This is Steven Miles, is Gina there please?”
“She’s just gone out with Superintendent Marchant, Sergeant. Howard

Ellis is here though,” Betty explained.
“Put me through, please, Betty.”
“Yes, Sir?” Howard said, taking Steven’s call.
“Constable Ellis, we need to arrange a search warrant for Sandy Pizzani’s

house. Could you call John Hammond in Mackay and ask him to get one
from the local court?”

“I’ve already done that, Sir. I knew you’d need one, so I asked
Superintendent Marchant and he gave me the nod,” Howard explained.
“Have you found anything yet?”

“Not yet, Constable – we’re still outside, now that we know that you’ve
already arranged for the warrant we’ll break in. Thank you for thinking of
that.”

“It’s Ok, Sir. But Superintendent Marchant and Gina are just coming
through the door, if you can hang on for a minute or two, I’ll come down
and open the house for you. No need to break in.”

“You have a key to Pizzani’s house?”
“His keys sort of fell into my pocket a while ago, Sir, and I thought it best

to get a quick copy made, just for emergency use.”
“Good work, Howard,” Steven said, using Ellis’ first name. “We’ll wait.”
A few minutes later, Howard Ellis pulled up in front of Pizzani’s house

and, taking a set of keys from his pocket, opened the front door of the house.
“Well done, Ellis,” Mike Savage said.
“Just trying to be part of the team, Sir,” Howard said, looking at his shoes.
Steven put out his hand and Howard shook it.
“Welcome to my team, Howard. Thank you.”
The four men began a careful search of the house, aware of replacing

things as they found them, in case the house was clean.
An hour later they stood in the back garden to have a smoke – Howard

Ellis astounded as he watched Steven roll cigarettes in both hands at the
same time.

“Looks like the place is clean, Steve,” Mike said.
“No, I don’t think so, Mike – we’re just not looking in the right place.

What have we missed Tony? Where do you think someone like Pizzani
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would stash stuff that he didn’t want to be found?”
“You’re not asking the right man, Steve. Howard knows him better than

me as a person – I really only know him as a file dossier.”
“I think that Pizzani is intelligent, but not smart. Where did we look the

hardest?” Howard asked.
“In his kids’ rooms,” Steven answered.
“Yes, that’s right, in his kids’ rooms. That’s usually the place most people

stash stuff, because they think it’s the least likely room that anyone would
suspect could be a hiding place – but let’s not forget that Pizzani’s a copper.
I know him well. He’s vain, and tightfisted. He’d want to know that
whatever he was hiding would be close to him whenever he was home,
just to make sure that he knew where it was, and to feel secure in the
knowledge that it was somewhere close to him.”

“The photo lab!” Steven said.
“But we’ve looked there ten times already,” Tony said.
“Howard’s right. It’ll be in his hobby room. Let’s just go in there and

stand and look around, without touching stuff for a change, and talk out
loud to each other about whatever we notice.”

The four men went back into the house and stood in the middle of the
room, each facing a different wall, and began to describe what they saw
when they looked in front of them.

“The door is in the middle of the northern wall, surrounded by white
painted architrave. There’s a transom window that is covered in black
paper,” Mike Savage reported.

“The eastern wall is filled with open shelving units that run from floor
to ceiling. The shelves are covered with photographic items and boxes of
equipment,” Tony said.

“The western wall is mostly covered by cork boards. The cork boards are
filled with prints that are tacked on by coloured pins,” Steven said.

“On the southern wall is the workbench of the room,” Howard described.
“On the bench is equipment for developing prints and an enlarger. Above
the bench are several lengths of wire, from which are suspended several
prints. Behind the bench, the windows are also covered in black paper.”

“Ok, let’s all go one at a time to our respective walls and touch everything,
just to make sure that we haven’t missed anything,” Steven said. “The three
of us that are left can observe and give directions.”

His mobile rang.
“Miles.”
“Steve, its Colin – just thought that I’d let you know that we’ve got a
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description of the man who hired the car that Zoccolo used. It wasn’t him
– that means that he’s got an operative somewhere close. I ran a trace on
the drivers’ license and it’s bogus – the man on the license is dead and it’s
probably a forgery.”

“Howard, you got your notebook?” Steven said. “I’ll read out a description,
take it down for me will you?”

Howard nodded and began to write, as Steven repeated the description
of the man who’d hired the car.

“Over six feet, blond – age somewhere in the early forties, well built –
wearing a white shortsleeved shirt, jeans and an expensive Rolex watch.
Thanks Colin. See you soon – nothing yet, but I think we’re getting there.”

“Sound like anyone local, Howard?” Steven asked.
“A few people, but noone jumps into my mind immediately,” Howard

answered.
“Ok, Well you start, Mike.”
Mike Savage walked to the door and ran his hands around the architrave,

pulling to see whether the woodwork was loose.
“Stand on a chair, Mike,” Steven said, taking one from under the bench

behind him.
Mike Savage stood on the chair and repeated the same procedure around

the transom window. He prised back the black paper that covered it, looking
behind it. He then jumped down from the chair, and walked along the wall,
knocking with his hand on the wall, from the floor up as far as he could
stretch. He then did the same thing, this time standing on the chair, and
reaching up to the plaster moulding that covered the join between the wall
and the ceiling.

“Nothing,” Mike said.
They each took turns on their respective walls, even taking the loosely

fitted shelves from the eastern wall and tapping them, in case one turned
out to be hollow.

The last wall was the southern one, against which Pizzani’s workbench
rested. Piece by piece, Howard Ellis removed the photographic equipment,
opening the enlarger and searching inside it.

“Nothing,” Howard said.
He returned to join the other men in the middle of the room.
“Just sit on the edges of the bench, Howard,” Steven suggested.
Howard moved to the bench and sat on one corner, then moved along

it to its centre, before reaching the opposite corner. As he placed his weight
there, the bench rocked slightly.
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Steven walked to the bench and, asking Howard to move, pushed with
all his weight on the edge where Howard had sat. The bench rocked up and
down, only a few millimetres.

“It’s not attached to the wall,” Steven said, “let’s see if we can lift it. There
might be something under the floor beneath it.”

Steven and Tony pulled the bench into the middle of the room, while
Mike shifted the removed photographic equipment to make room. Steven
and Tony squatted on their haunches and began to knock on the floorboards
with the knuckles, the other two mean leaning over to watch as they
worked.

“Wait!” Howard said, “Look at the wall behind the bench!”
Steven lifted his eyes and there, in the middle of the wall, was an oblong

shape outlined with masking tape. Its position had been hidden by the broad
back rail of the bench.

“I think we just struck gold!” Steven said.
Taking a scalpel from his shirt pocket, he carefully removed the plastic

cover that shielded the blade, and cut around the masking tape. The oblong
of plasterboard fell onto the floor.

“Well, I’ll be,” Steven said, slowly and softly. “You’re one stupid dick,
Pizzani.”

Inside, on the horizontal noggin of the wall’s construction, was a long
narrow box, a pair of yellow cotton gloves and a Glock 22.

“Shall I call the forensic team, Mike?”
“I think we’d better, Steve. Tanya should’ve arrived from Brisbane by now

– she can get this stuff out. We can set up a work area in the kitchen,” Mike
replied, his voice strangely muted. ‘Let’s keep it simple for the moment.
You, me, Tony, Howard and Tanya – the others can do the place over once
we’ve had a look.”

Fortyfive minutes later, Tanya Arrowsmith spoke, as she examined each
item that had been removed from the hole in the wall, Howard Ellis taking
notes and photographs.

The kitchen table had been covered with a white plastic sheet on which
lay the unopened box, the gloves and the gun.

“There’s no serial number on the Glock, Sir,” Tanya said to Mike.
“This is Steve’s case, Tanya. I’m just observing and giving comment,” he

answered.
She plugged a small ultraviolet penlight into the socket of the kitchen

wall and shone it over the gun, covering her head and body with a large
piece of black cloth.
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“There are some nice prints on the butt of the gun, Steve – with a partial
on the trigger. Doesn’t seem to have a serial number, looks like it’s been
filed off. It’s not dark enough in here, but if you look you can see the fluff
from the gloves fluorescing under the bluelight.”

Steven put his head under the black cloth and saw what she had been
pointing out.

“So,” he said, moving from under the covering, “There has to have been
two people involved in this. Why would you hold a gun in your hand, and
then use gloves to take it away? That doesn’t make sense. I think that we’ll
find that the prints on the gun are Zoccolo’s and Pizzani took the gun from
him, wearing the yellow gloves. I’m sure that Forensics will match the rifling
of this gun to the bullet that killed Ringer.”

“But why would Pizzani keep the gun, and not just throw it in the sea?”
Tony asked.

“Simple mate – it’s the old Italian tradition of ‘insurance’,” Steven said.
Mike Savage nodded. “If Zoccolo killed Ringer, then Pizzani could have

stashed the gun for future use if Zoccolo ever got heavy on him.”
“We’ll need to take this to Mackay, Steven,” Tanya said. “They’ve got the

facilities to pull the prints – our mobile unit isn’t sophisticated enough.
They can also run a trace on the prints. The gloves will have to go to
Brisbane for fibre matching and analysis. They’re rubber lined – let’s hope
Pizzani’s prints are on the inside.”

“Thanks, Tanya. Now I think that we are about to open Pandora’s box,
ladies and gentlemen,” Steven said.

Tanya looked at him with amusement. She hardly recognised him as the
same man who’d been a bastard to work with for the past six years.

Carefully she took the lid from the box. Inside were small plastic bags,
a video cassette and two envelopes that bulged with photographs.

She lifted one plastic bag from the box with tweezers, holding it up into
the air.

“Well, I think we might have found Pizzani’s little shop of horrors, folks.
If this isn’t cocaine, I’ll eat my hat!” she said.

One by one she removed the plastic bags from the box, Howard
photographing each one and tagging it for later analysis.

“Looks like he’s been dealing in the lot,” Steven said, noting that the bags
held pills of different shapes and sizes, as well as the ones partially filled
with white powder.

“Prints all over them too, Steven,” Tanya said, holding them at an angle
to the light from the window. “He’s been a bit careless with his stash.”
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She then took the video from the box and placed it on the table.
“Pizzani got a video player?” she asked.
“Yep, in the living room,” Howard answered.
“We’ll have a quick look once we’ve finished here,” Steven said, indicating

that Tanya should take the envelopes from the box.
She took out the first envelope and carefully laid out nine prints on the

table.
Steven whistled. “He made copies of the Polaroids from Ringer’s house,

before they were burned! This one’s a copy of Stuart Foley and I’m sure
that we’ll find the others are of the eight other missing men.”

“More insurance?” Tony asked.
Steven nodded. “That means that he must have gone to Ringer’s house

when he wasn’t there and taken snaps of the photos. That’s a bit cleverer
than I would have thought.”

After Howard had finished taking snaps of the spreadout photos, Tanya
replaced them in the envelope with her tweezers and bagged them. She
then lifted the last envelope from the box and laid the photos over the table,
her eyes wide as she looked at each one.

“You know who this is?” Steven asked Howard.
The photographs were all naked shots of a man. Some of him proudly

posing with an erection, others lying on his stomach on a bed, smiling into
the camera over his shoulder. The man wore a Rolex watch on his left wrist.

“It’s Jabin, Steve. Jabin Hollows,” Howard said, in a quiet voice.
“Is he one of the guys that match the description that I asked you to take

down?”
Howard nodded.
“I think that we should look at this video,” Steven said, lifting it gingerly

from the table by its edges.
“Count me out, if you don’t mind, Steve,” Tanya said, “You can fill me

in later.”
“Doesn’t sound like you, Tanya,” Steven said, smiling at her.
“If this video is of what I think it is, Steve,” she answered, “then I have

to tell you my days of watching gay porn are well and truly over.”
“You and Tony go have a look,” Mike Savage said, “I’ll help Tanya and

Howard bag this up while we wait for the rest of the team to get here. I’ll
call them.”

Steven and Tony went into the living room of Pizzani’s house and closed
the door behind them.

Steven pushed the video into the player and turned on the TV. He and
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Tony sat silently watching the soundless video for a few minutes.
“Pizzani is gay, Steve.” Tony said.
“Looks like it mate. Jesus! I thought that he was just into being rough

with guys and humiliating them.”
“No, Steve. Look at Hollow’s face – he’s wrapped in the bloke. They must

have been having an affair. That’s not simple fucking – they’re making love.”
Steven nodded as he looked at the image of the two men on the screen.
Pizzani was lying on his back, with his legs wrapped around the backs

of Jabin Hollow’s thighs, his face smiling and lips moving, as Jabin Hollows
fucked him.

“I thought that he managed Chris’ cock a bit too easily,” Tony said, wryly.
“He grunted a bit, that’s all. If it had been me you would have heard me
cursing in Brisbane! I reckon he was more humiliated than in pain. Trust
me, you could never lie back and take a dick that big, for the first time in
your life, without screaming.”

Steven nodded as he watched the men change position, Hollows lying
on his face on the bed and Pizzani kneeling behind him, lifting Hollows’
hips with his hands and then thrusting into him.

“I think I’ve seen enough, mate,” Steven said.
“Yeah me too! What a life, mate!” Tony said. “You and me, we’ve got

partners and we aren’t stepping on anyone else’s toes. This Pizzani’s out
fucking a male prostitute in a brothel and then making love with this guy,
all behind his wife’s back. It’s fucked, Steve!”

Steven sighed. “It’s his life, Tony. They wouldn’t be my choices – that’s
for sure. I’m not going to judge him on what his private life is all about,
that’s his business and he’s the one who has to live with his conscience.
His illegal activities are my business, that’s all.”

Tony nodded in agreement, as Steven retrieved the video from the
machine.

“We’ll have to call Hollows in for questioning, Tony. It’s going to be rough
on him, but he could be the missing link – the man who hired the car for
Zoccolo and gave him the gun after he arrived.”

“You’re probably right, Steve.”
“Listen, Tony, before we go back out there. Let me visit Nathan for a bit

without you there. I need to talk with him and explain things. I know it’s
turned out Ok for you two, but I think that I could have handled it better.
I know he’d just been shot, but I knew you’d be beside yourself with worry,
if it seemed like he’d disappeared on you. He was so embarrassed when I
made him show you his badge.”
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“There’s no need, Steve,” Tony said.
“I know there’s not, but I need to do it for me. Ok?”
Steven hugged Tony tightly.
“I’m so happy for you Tony, and for Nathan. I’ll admit I was surprised,

but he’s one of God’s great blokes.”
“Yeah, I know, Steve. I’ve got stuff to tell you, do you mind if I call into

Warwick’s later on. I don’t want to get in the way, but I want to throw a
few ideas around with you two, about Nathan and me. By the way, Stinga,
I’m genuinely happy for you and Warwick.”

“No worries mate. We’ll talk later. I’ll go see Nathan at the end of the
day, before I go back to Woz’s.”

They left the room and joined the others in the kitchen.
“You were right, Tanya, home movies!” Steven said, slapping the video

on the table.
“Thought so, Steve,” she said, “Sorry, Sergeant!”
“It’s Steve, Tanya. Please. Sorry I’ve been such a shit to you.”
“Nothing I didn’t deserve, Steve. Thanks.”
“Pardon me, while I throw up,” Mike Savage said, with an enormous grin.
Steven laughed and put his arm around Tanya’s shoulders.
“I’ll see you back at the station, Mike. I’ll just nip over to the hospital and

see how Nathan’s getting on. Howard, can you bring Hollows in for a bit
of a chat?”

“What’s today, Thursday? He’ll be out on the reef today, fishing – won’t
be back until tomorrow morning. I’ll pass by the wharf and check, just in
case he didn’t go for some reason or another.”

“You do that, Howard. Thanks for your help.”
“Do you think we need to pull Pizzani in yet, Steve?” Mike asked.
“Leave him on the island for the moment. He’s still there, otherwise I’d

know straight away if he didn’t answer his regular calls at reception. Let’s
talk to Hollows first and check the prints on the gun. If they turn out to be
Zoccolo’s then we’ll have him by the nuts. We can go out in the rescue
helicopter and pick him up, or just wait until Saturday morning and have
a reception committee waiting for him at the jetty.”

“Ok, Steve, it’s your call. I’ll see you back at the station.”
“Tony, would you mind popping into ‘Wendy’s’ and ordering some lunch

for us all? Ask for Silvia and tell her that I sent you. She’ll drop it round.”
“Ok, Steve. Catch you later.”
Steven left the house and drove to the hospital, calling Warwick on the

way. Warwick’s phone rang out and switched to his message bank.
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“Hi, it’s me – just calling to say hello. Sorry I ran this morning, but you
waylaid me in the shower and then I was running late for my meeting. I’ll
see you after work. Tony wants to talk with us about something, so he’ll
pop around later on. I hope that’s not a problem. Take care, Woz. Love
you!” Steven said, to the message bank.

Nathan was propped up in the hospital bed, reading a book that he held
in his left hand.

“Hiya, Nuts,” Steven said, popping his head around the door.
“Hi, mate,” Nathan said, dropping his book and smiling at the pleasure

of seeing Steven.
“Just wanted to know if you were Ok.”
“I’m feeling much better, thanks. Pull up a pew.”
Steven took the chair from against the wall in the hospital room and sat

next to Nathan, taking his hand in his own.
“Thanks Nathan, I owe you.”
“No you don’t. I’m your buddy – told you that yesterday.”
“No, not for that – for what I did to you yesterday afternoon – springing

Tony on you like that.”
Nathan blushed, and then said, “I’m glad you did. I was so embarrassed

when he turned up, and you were here, and then I just didn’t know what
to do.”

“I could have handled it better, but I really care for you, Nathan and I
love Tony – he’s been my mate for years. I couldn’t help myself – I just
wanted you two to get together.”

Nathan laughed softly. “You are one brave man, Steven. I was gob
smacked when you kissed Woz. I had no idea.”

Steven chuckled. “I had to show you that it was Ok for you to love Tony,
mate.”

Nathan nodded. “Tell me, Steve. Are you gay?”
Steven shook his head. “I suppose some people could say that I was –

but it’s not a term I’d use to describe myself. This thing with Woz knocked
me off my feet – it came out of the blue. When I met Warwick, something
clicked between us, in a way that I have never felt in my life. It’s all very
new to me, and although I get confused and I’m really inexperienced at all
of this, I know inside myself that when we’re together, then it’s right. If that
makes me gay – then so be it. But I prefer to think of myself just as a man
who loves another man.”

Nathan reached over and playfully punched Steven’s shoulder.
“I’ve always been interested in blokes, Steve. Right from when I was
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about ten I knew that was the way I was. But I also wanted to be a copper,
so I’ve hidden it from everyone, until now. I’m not going to stand on the
corner and shout my sexuality, that’s not me. I’ve always been very private.
I’ve wanted to have sex with men, but it wasn’t until I met Tony that I
actually did anything.”

Steven nodded, “You should talk to Woz about this, mate. He’ll tell you
about his life – it’s not so different.”

“I never even thought about Woz in that way, Steve. I can’t tell you how
frightened I was when I finally plucked up enough courage to ask Tony to
show me his room. I don’t think you can imagine that.”

“I’ve got a pretty good idea, don’t worry,” Steven chuckled.
“I don’t know what to do, Steve. I admire you like no one I’ve ever met

in my life, and that’s what’s making this easy for me – with Tony. If you
can be the man you are, and love another man, then I can be fine with
myself.”

“Thanks, Nuts,” Steven said, squeezing Nathan’s hand.
“I don’t know how we’ll manage. He’ll have to go back to Brisbane and

my job is here – and then there’s Mum and Irene…”
“You mother and Irene will cope fine without you here, Nathan. I’m in

the same situation, remember. My job is in Brisbane and Woz lives here,
but I’m convinced that we’ll work it out. Did you know that I’m going to
buy Ringer’s old house from Irene?”

“No,” Nathan said, with surprise.
“It was her idea. She wanted to keep me here so that I could be with

Woz. She knows that we’re going to try to make a go of it, and she thought
that me buying a house up here would make me visit all the time.”

“Irene knows about you two?”
“Sure! She’s as happy as Larry about the whole thing. I think that she

believes that us getting together was her idea.”
“Wow!” Nathan said, his eyes wide.
“Nathan, Irene really loves you – I mean that. I think that you should

take Tony to her and introduce him. She’ll be angry at first, but she really
cares for you, mate. You owe it to tell her. I’d keep it quiet from your Mum,
if I were you, until you think the time is right, but Irene deserves to know.”

Nathan nodded. “She came in a while back and brought me a cake.”
Steven smiled at him, and leaned across the bed and kissed him on the

cheek.
“Tony’s a very lucky man. I mean that.”
Nathan’s eyes began to glisten with tears.
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“I think I’m the lucky one, Steve.”
“Well, you both are, and us too! All four of us are lucky. Now you have

a rest. Tony will be along after work to say hello. The doctor said you should
be able to come out of here in a few days.”

“I know. Thanks, Steve. Tell me about the case next time, Ok?”
“Next time, mate.”
Nathan put his arm around Steven and pulled him to him, kissing him

on the cheek.
Steven stood to go and, just before he left, turned and said, “Nathan,

just watch Tony’s face a bit, he came into work with a beard rash this
morning.”

Nathan laughed.
“Really? Then that explains why my balls are so itchy! We’ve both got

beard rash!”
“You behave yourself in here, mate. Don’t want you getting sprung,”

Steven said, grinning widely.
“Might have to get you to stand watch sometime, Steve. It’s a bit hard for

Tony to kneel on the bed, with his pants around his ankles!” Nathan replied,
coarsely.

Steven laughed loudly and left, smiling and shaking his head as he
headed back to the office for his meeting and lunch.

* * * * *

“I can’t believe what you just told me, Tony! Good on you!” Steven said.
“I’m owed six months longservice and I faxed through the application

this morning, to start once this thing with Pizzani is wrapped up,” Tony said.
“You sure are serious about Nathan, Tony,” Warwick added, putting a

plate before him on the table.
“Thanks for dinner, Woz. I think I’ll have to cook for you guys for ages

to make up for all of this – and to answer your question – yes, I am very
serious.”

“No need for thanks, Tony. Just come and visit whenever you like. You’ll
know it’s inconvenient if our door is closed.”

“Our door?” Steven asked.
“Our door, Steve!” Warwick leaned over and kissed Steven.
Tony looked down at his plate.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to embarrass you, Tony,” Warwick said.
“I wasn’t embarrassed. Go for it! I was just thinking about finding time
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to arrange to rent somewhere for six months. I don’t think I can stand that
hotel room any more.”

”No need. The spare room is yours until you find somewhere, Tony.”
“That’s very generous, I might take you up on it, but I wouldn’t feel right.

Let’s just play it by ear?”
“Tony, are you superstitious?” Steven asked.
“No, why?”
“I think I remember too, that you’re pretty handy with a paint brush and

stuff.”
“Sure! You know I can fix anything, Steve. What’s this all about?”
“I’ve just had an idea, mate. Hang on!”
Steven left the table and went to his bag, which was on Warwick’s

bedroom floor. He returned quickly and threw a set of keys on the table in
front of Tony.

“What’s this?” Tony asked.
Steven sat down and said, his eyes gleaming, “I’m buying the house.”
“What house?”
“The one Ringer and Zoccolo were killed in – that’s why I asked if you

were superstitious or not. You can live there rent free in exchange for fixing
it up and doing a bit of painting.”

“Steve, this is amazing! Why the hell are you buying that place?”
“So I can be near Woz, mate. I’ve got four week’s leave after this case is

over and we’re going to see how we feel about things. If it works out – well,
then I’ll have my own place up here too.”

“Your own place, as well as what, Steven?” Warwick asked.
“As well as you, Woz.”
“Aaahhhh! How nice,” Tony said, teasing them.
Steven’s mobile rang. He answered it and listened intently, speaking

minimally to the caller.
“That was Mike, Tony. Tanya and the team have just finished pulling

Pizzani’s house to pieces. They found another ten thousand, taped in a
black plastic bag to the underside of the bench in his studio.”

“Jesus! Why didn’t we think of that?”
“Too busy with the excitement of finding the other stuff. Mike says that

Tanya reckons it will be covered with Pizzani’s prints.”
Tony nodded, and then asked, “What will you do with the place, Steve,

when you’re away?”
Steven explained Irene’s idea about leasing the land to Warwick for

cultivation and the projected expansion of the business. Tony became
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excited, offering to help Warwick, and explaining his nursery background.
He was animated about the whole idea, as he and Nathan would have

their own space to be together – while he was in it on long service leave –
and both his mates would benefit.

“I think it might work, mate,” Steven said. “It’ll be good to see you and
Nathan together. Anyway, I’m for a swim. Anyone else?”

The three men left the table and stripped before going out onto the paved
area before the pool.

Steven raced ahead of them and jumped into the pool, diving under the
water.

“He’s a great bloke, Woz,” Tony said.
“He sure is, Tony!”
“Don’t know how the fuck you manage his monster, though,” Tony said,

with a grin.
“When you’re in love, mate, anything’s possible,” Warwick said, running

and jumping into the pool after Steven.
“Makes my eyes water, just to think of it,” Tony said to himself, before

joining his friends in the pool.
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13

“Woz, you Ok?”
“Sure, Steve, what do you mean?”
Tony had crashed in the spare room, with Rosie, and he and Warwick

were now in bed, curled up together, gently kissing each other.
“You know, after last night?”
“Oh that! I was a bit sore this morning, but it’s Ok.”
“I was really worried that I’d hurt you.”
“I would have stopped if it had hurt, mate. I may love you, but I’m not

into pain.”
“What did it feel like?”
“There’s one way to find out,” Warwick said, softly into Steven’s ear.
“Just give me a bit more time, mate. She’ll be fine. I want you to, but I

don’t know if I’m ready just yet.”
“I can wait.”
Steven lay quietly for a moment, his mind running, as he fought an

internal battle.
“You really want to fuck me, don’t you?”
Warwick nodded.
Steven sighed heavily. The time had come.
He drew Warwick into his arms and kissed him, running his tongue

around Warwick’s mouth and lips. Their hips ground together firmly, and
as the pleasure in his cock grew, he knew that he was ready to try. He had
to do it – Warwick had given his body to him – and now it was his turn.

He slowly slid down, over Warwick’s body, licking it and biting the flesh
gently, until he lay on the bed between Warwick’s legs, his mouth carefully
rolling one of Warwick’s balls in his mouth. He moved his head away, and
with one hand, pulled Warwick’s cock up straight and began to look at it.
This was the cock that was going to enter his body, he thought, as he
examined it.

Warwick’s cock was not much shorter than his own, he realised, probably
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only three or four centimetres – Warwick’s doubled in length when it was
hard, unlike his own. He loved the swollen ridge that ran up the length of
Warwick’s cock to the base of the divided head that flared from its top. He
licked it with his tongue, swirling around it with a long, slow bathing
motion, before pulling it towards his mouth with his hand.

He softened his mouth and drew in as much as he could, moving his
body slightly up the bed, to swallow it comfortably.

“I love it when you suck my dick, Steve,” Warwick said, in a low, husky
voice – he knew that verbalising what they did turned Steven on.

Steven moaned and manipulated Warwick’s cock with his mouth and
tongue, his lips moving down over the length that he could not comfortably
fit in. He moved his hips against the mattress as he sucked, moving his
head up and down to pleasure Warwick, as he ground his hips against the
mattress. He could taste the sweet precum that oozed from the cock in his
mouth, and his own responded with harder pressure against the bed beneath
him.

Warwick’s moans began to increase as his own answered in response.
“Steady on mate, or I’m going to blow,” Warwick said, softly.
Steven removed his mouth and took Warwick’s balls in his mouth, as

his hand moved gently over the cock that it held.
He knew the time had come – he knelt over Warwick’s body, as he

reached into the bedside table for the lube.
“Are you sure, Steve?”
He grinned down at Warwick and then bent over to feed his tongue into

Warwick’s mouth, at the same time squeezing some lube into his hand.
As they kissed, he coated Warwick’s cock with the slippery liquid and

then wiped the rest between his legs. He carefully slipped one finger inside
himself, to lubricate, as the other hand stroked Warwick’s dick.

He raised himself and guided Warwick’s cock to his arsehole, and then
closed his eyes and started to sit back.

Slowly, as he relaxed, he felt his arsehole stretching to accommodate
Warwick’s cock – he breathed heavily and grimaced as he felt his sphincter
give and the head of Warwick’s cock enter his body.

“You Ok, mate?” Warwick asked, anxiously.
Steven nodded, his eyes clenched tightly closed, as he allowed his body

to sink down, slowly.
Suddenly he felt a sharp pain. A familiar pain that, unbidden, pulled the

memory of that dreadful night of fifteen years ago into his mind. He heard
the men’s voices, felt their arms holding him and then his mind was filled
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with the terrible pain, the same that he felt now.
“Steven!” Warwick whispered loudly. “No, stop, this is hurting you!”
Steven’s eyes flew open, the scene banished from his mind. All he saw

was the look on Warwick’s face of concern and love. Joe’s words swam
into his mind…. Love him, and trust him and when you are ready, think of
how much you love him as he enters your body.

“It’s Ok, Woz. Please don’t take it out. I’m fine,” he said, as he smiled
into his lover’s eyes.

“I love you Woz,” he said.
“I love you too, Steven.”
Steven nodded and then suddenly became aware that he could sit back

no further. Warwick’s cock was completely inside him.
There was no pain – there was some discomfort – that was all.
Steven sighed heavily again and pushed back down, feeling Warwick’s

balls against his arse.
“Mmm,” he said softly, “that feels better. Do your stuff Woz, and make

it good!”
Warwick smiled, incredibly aroused at the sensual expression that had

transformed Steven’s face, and his words of encouragement. He began to
thrust slowly, his hand seeking Steven’s cock, to manipulate it as he started
to gently fuck him.

Steven grabbed his hand and moved it away.
“No, mate – you just go for it. Show me how you fuck – I want to be

totally in control when you cum inside me, Woz,” Steven said, moving his
hips slowly backwards to meet Warwick’s upward thrusts.

Warwick grinned and began to move more urgently, pressing his buttocks
down into the bed and then raising his hips with long, fluid lunges.

Steven gasped and let his head fall back as he rode Warwick’s cock.
The feeling of discomfort was still there, and he fought the vision of his

nightmare, pushing it down, telling himself that this was different.
As he moved more urgently, it did become different – this was something

else. This was something that he wanted and that action was giving him
pleasure.

Half of the pleasure was in the knowledge that he was giving his body
to Warwick – the other half was distinctly centred elsewhere. He felt his
cock become rockhard as he bit his lip and pushed back roughly.

“Come on, Woz. Give it to me – fuck me, mate. I want this so much.” He
groaned as the discomfort faded into the background of the extraordinary
sensation he felt in his body.
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The room resounded with the wet slapping of their collisions and their
laboured breathing.

Warwick was close, Steven realised. His own clenched fists supported
him on the bed, next to his knees. He opened them, flexing his fingers and
moved his hands onto Warwick’s shoulders – allowing the full weight of
his body to push down against Warwick’s strong thrusts. He massaged
Warwick’s chest, manipulating his pectoral muscles, as his thighs drove his
hips in a strong, demanding rhythm.

Warwick began to pant, his face flushing red. Steven knew the time was
close – he could feel Warwick’s cock swell in his body, so he leaned forward
and sucked Warwick’s tongue into his mouth as the first hot spurt erupted
inside him. He moaned loudly and moved his hand quickly behind him, to
fondle Warwick’s balls as his lover ejaculated into his body. He felt
Warwick’s cock throbbing in his arse and pushed back against it, clenching
his buttocks at the same time. He murmured his pleasure at Warwick’s
orgasm and continued to move backwards onto his dick as he sucked on
Warwicks tongue.

And then a miracle happened – he felt a hot spurt of semen hit them
both under the chin as they kissed. He was shooting himself, his cum
erupting without him realising it. He groaned and pushed back, riding
Warwick’s cock hard, as spurt after spurt coated their bodies.

Warwick started to laugh softly, their mouths still pressed together,
exploring each other with their tongues.

Steven sat back carefully and settled down, laughing quietly with
Warwick as he rubbed his semen over his chest.

Warwick reached up and took his hand, moving them together over
Steven’s body, and then licked his fingers, as he smiled sensuously into
Steven’s eyes.

“You came, Steve!” he said, his eyes wide with amazement.
Steven nodded.
“I wasn’t even touching your dick!”
Steven nodded again, as tears fell from his eyes.
Warwick sat up and pulled them together, his cock still firmly inside

Steven’s body.
“Why are you crying, Steve?” he asked, in a small voice.
“Because I love you – you dunce!” Steven said, laughing through his tears.
Warwick grasped him silently in a tight embrace, his heart full of love

and care.
“Did you like that, mate?” Steven asked, quietly.
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“What a question! It was fucking wonderful! But I’m still amazed that
you came!”

“It was good, Woz – too good. That’s why I came – it was a reaction. I
think I’ll blow again in a second, my balls are still boiling,” Steven said,
laughing, as he flicked his stillhard cock with his hand.

Warwick eased out of Steven’s body, and then pulled his lover down on
top of him. He wrapped his legs around Steven’s waist and guided his body,
so that his arsehole rested against the tip of Steven’s cock.

“You just blew, Woz!” Steven said, gently.
“Shut up, Steve.” Woz said, wiping lube from his wet cock, and lubricating

Steven’s. “Just fuck me, please!”
Steven closed his eyes as his dick gradually slid into Warwick’s body. He

fell onto him and kissed him as he began to thrust.
“Just fuck me, Steve.” Warwick said, through clenched teeth, closing his

eyes and pulling Steven closer to him. “Fuck me, mate.”
Not long after, they stood on the veranda, Warwick clumsily rolling them

each a cigarette, tobacco falling from the uneven smokes, onto his foot. He
giggled softly.

“Do you think Tony heard?” Warwick asked.
Steven put his finger to his lips and crossed the veranda, to peer into the

open French door of the spare room.
He tiptoed back quickly in front of the front door, and beckoned Warwick

to come, quietly.
They moved carefully and peered around the door.
Tony was asleep – Rosie curled up on the bed near his feet and making

soft, doggy snores.
Tony lay on his back, the sheet pushed down to his knees, also snoring

softly, his cock erect and pulsing as he slept.
They grinned at each other and returned to the far, eastern balcony.
“What do you reckon?” Warwick said, lighting their cigarettes.
Steven shook his head.
“No, I know Tony’s snores – I’ve known him for years. Probably his

unconscious heard us fucking and he’s cracked a fat in his sleep.”
They chuckled softly, standing next to each other and leaning on the

balcony rail.
“I’ve got something to tell you, Woz,” Steven said, and then, after a short

pause, gradually began to tell Warwick about what had happened to him
all those years ago.

When he had finished, he looked sideways at Warwick, whose face was
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streaked with tears.
“It’s Ok, Woz,” Steven said, reaching over and wiping Warwick’s eyes

with his hand.
“Then how did you just do what we did, Steve?”
“I did it because I love you, Woz – what we did was nothing like that. I

did it because I trust you and I wanted you inside me.”
Warwick moved behind Steven and held him in his arms, holding him

tightly.
“I love you, Steve,” Warwick said, his voice full of warmth and pain, as

he thought of Steven’s story.
Steven put his hand behind him and gently grabbed Warwick’s cock.
“I know you do, mate, and you’re still hard,” he said with a small laugh.

“Sure my story didn’t turn you on?” he asked, teasingly.
Warwick started to protest, but Steven stopped him as he bent forward

and guided Warwick’s cock to his arse.
“Steve?” Warwick said.
“Just trust me, Woz – I know what I’m doing.”
Steven lifted one leg onto its toes and then pushed back, allowing

Warwick’s cock to slowly slide into him again.
“Fuck me, Woz – and this time I’m going to really blow with you.”
He took Warwick’s hand and guided it around to his own cock, as he

leaned forward, grasping the veranda rail with both hands, to accept
Warwick’s gentle lunges.

Behind them, in the dark, a figure moved back into the spare room.
Tony threw himself on his bed and lay on his back, his hands behind his

neck, ignoring his painful erection.
“Jesus! Get better quick, Nathan, and get out of there!” he said quietly

to himself. “A man goes out to have a piss over the balcony and catches
his best mate getting fucked…”

He laughed and then cleared the image from his mind, as he slowly began
to pull his cock, his mind full of Nathan’s face and his dick. He saw Nathan
over him, straining as he pushed into Tony’s body, and Tony let his cock
pour out its load onto his belly, as he imagined his lover’s mouth against
his own.

“Fuck!” he said, softly. “Sorry, Rosie – forgot you were there!”
He laughed at her face – she was looking at him quizzically, both ears

erect. She started to go out onto the balcony, where she could hear soft
sounds at the end of the balcony.

“Stay here, girl,” he said, patting the bed. “I think your daddy’s busy.”
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* * * * *

“Any chance of a coffee for an old duck with a bad leg?” Irene Marchant
asked, standing in the doorway from the hall into Warwick’s living area.

Warwick and Tony were sitting at the kitchen bench, having breakfast.
“Irene!” Warwick said, looking at his watch, “This is a bit early for you,

it’s only seven o’clock.”
Irene smiled.
“Only chance I thought there might be to catch Steven, I know he’s going

to be busy all day. Hello, Tony,” she said.
“Hello, Irene,” Tony said, moving to embrace her.
“Come in Irene, I’ll put some coffee on for you,” Warwick said. “I didn’t

know you knew Tony?”
Irene sat heavily on one of the sofas in the living area.
“Your dog’s outside, Warwick,” she chuckled, “Just pointed my cane at

her and growled – I think she’s still in shock. Yes, I’ve met Tony a few times,
haven’t we Tony?”

“Yes, Irene.”
“Are you still with what’s his name? Charlie?”
“No, Irene – that was a very short interval in my life. I haven’t seen him

for years.”
“Charlie?” Warwick asked.
“It’s a long story, mate and a long time ago.”
“Irene knows you’re gay?”
“What? Is it a State Secret? Sorry, Tony.” Irene said, grinning.
“No, it’s not, Irene. I met Irene at a party when I was seeing Charlie, that’s

how she knows – and then I ran into her at a few official things at work.”
Tony explained to Warwick.

“Hey! My coffee ready yet?” Steven asked, walking in from the pool, a
towel over his head as he dried his hair.

Irene laughed loudly, and Steven, realising that they had company,
quickly pulled the towel around himself.

“Don’t be shy around me, Steven. I’ve seen it all before. You nearly poked
my eye out with it the other day, remember?”

“He did?” Warwick and Tony exclaimed at the same time.
“I took off my pants and ripped them up – so that I could use them to

stop Nathan’s bleeding. My dick must have fallen out the side of my undies
without me knowing it.” Steven explained.

“It was Nathan who pointed it out, not me,” Irene said, “I was too worried
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about him to notice anything like that.”
“Sounds like Nathan,” Tony laughed.
Warwick handed Irene a coffee.
“Talking of Nathan, Tony – have you anything you would like to tell me?”

she asked, innocently.
Tony looked confused. “Like what, Irene?”
“Come now, dear boy. I know I’m not Miss Marples, but I have eyes in

my head! I know you’ve been visiting Nathan every chance that you get –
you’re gay, and he is happier than I have ever seen him in his life!”

“How do you know I’ve been visiting?”
“I have my sources. Besides, when Steven tore Nathan’s shirt off to see

where he was wounded, I couldn’t help noticing the love bite on his tummy.
I just put two and two together.”

Tony blushed deeply.
“I thought so,” Irene murmured quietly.
“Look, Irene. I think this is something that Nathan needs to talk to you

about.”
“He’ll tell me. But I’m like a shewolf with my cubs, Tony. I know when

they’re ready to leave the den, but until I’m sure that they’re safe, I’ll protect
them with every bone in my body! Do I make myself clear?”

Tony sat silently for a moment.
“Do you want us to leave you alone?” Steven asked, gently.
“No!” both Tony and Irene said together.
“I love him, Irene.” Tony said, quietly.
“That’s a start – go on,” she replied, curtly.
“I’m taking six months long service leave so that I can come up here and

be with him. I can’t take him to Brisbane, his job is here – and his life is
his study. He could do that down there, but there’s you and Betty to think
of as well.”

“You can leave Betty Massport up to me, Tony. Now, continue!”
“I have never been in love before, Irene. You must believe me. I can’t face

the idea of not being with him. After the six months together, we might be
able to manage with a bit of commuting for weekends and stuff – I know
it’ll be expensive, but I don’t care. I love the man, and I want to be with
him!” Tony said, defensively.

Irene’s eyes sparkled and she beckoned Tony to join her on the sofa,
patting the cushion next to her.

“Then, for what it’s worth, you have my blessing, Tony.”
She kissed him on the forehead.
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“I’m going to move into Steven’s house with Nathan.”
“You are?” Irene exclaimed, with delight.
“It was Steven’s idea, Irene. He’s offered us his house for six months in

exchange for doing it up for him – and I’m going to help Woz set up his
new gardens.”

“Steven Ventimiglia,” Irene said, smiling at Steven. “You amaze me, more
and more, every time I see you.”

“Warwick,” she said, laughing, “I think the man’s too good for you. I
think I might have to try to snitch him off you.”

Steven put his arms around Warwick and kissed him on the shoulder.
“Not a chance in hell, Irene,” he said, smiling, but seriously.
“I’m all talk, Steven – you must know that by now. When I leave here,

I’ll go to visit Nathan, and he’ll tell me. I’ll give him the silent treatment,”
she said, patting Tony’s knee.

“The silent treatment?” Tony asked.
“I did it with all of my students. I used to get them to come into my office

and sit silently and then wait for them to talk. They all realised that I knew
they had something they weren’t telling me.”

“You should come and work for us, Irene,” Tony laughed.
“Warwick,” she said, changing the subject. “I thought it would be nice

to have my brother and Mike Savage with you two and Tony for dinner
tonight. You know my house is only tiny…”

“It’s fine, Irene. I would love to have them here. I just don’t know what
I’ve got in the freezer, that’s all.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that, I called Silvia yesterday, she’s started already.
She’ll do the catering.”

Warwick smiled and shook his head, knowing that Irene had already
planned everything in advance.

“Pity Nathan won’t be here too,” Tony said, sadly.
“Oh, but he will be!”
“He will?”
“That is of course, assuming that you can manage to get a wheelchair

up the front steps. I’ve sorted it with Robert already.”
“Robert who?” Warwick asked.
“Robert Harrison. The doctor at the hospital, of course,” Irene said,

bluntly.
“How did you get Dr. Harrison to let Nathan out of hospital for dinner,

Irene? He told me yesterday that Nathan would have to stay for a few more
days.”
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“Because Robert Harrison is my lover, Tony,” she said. “Don’t look at me
like that, Warwick! Robert has been my lover for over forty years! Do you
think sex stops when you’re sixty? I hate to tell you, young man, but it gets
better over time, especially with someone you care for.”

“Well, I’ll be…” Warwick said.
“Well, I certainly hope so, dear,” Irene replied, unsubtly.
“Steven, I have to get going, otherwise you’ll be late to work. Walk me

down to the car, please. See you tonight, gentlemen,” she said, standing
awkwardly from the sofa. “Silvia will be here at six to get things ready.”

Steven helped Irene down the front stairs of Warwick’s house to her car.
“Thanks for the flowers, Steven, and the phone call. I was very moved.”
“You saved my life, Irene.”
“No I didn’t – I told you my shot was insurance.”
He kissed her cheek and hugged her.
“Steven?”
“Yes, Irene?”
“I wasn’t that far away not to be able to hear what Zoccolo said to you,

in Italian,” she said, quietly.
“Oh.”
“You can talk to me about it whenever you wish. I may be an old woman,

but I believe that children come into this world like a blank slate – who
they become is a combination of their upbringing and their own inbuilt
personalities. You are not responsible for who your biological parents are
– you were nurtured by people who loved you – they are your real parents.”

“Thank you, Irene. I know that.”
“Come and talk to me sometime, and let’s chat about what I just

mentioned, in Italian. I’d forgotten how much I missed speaking it.”
“Certo, Irene – and thanks again.”
Her battered old VW spluttered down the driveway, and disappeared

from view as it turned around the corner, towards the road.

* * * * *

“How involved do you think Jabin Hollows is, Steve?”
“I don’t really know yet, Mike. He might just be Pizzani’s lover, that’s

why I think it would be better for me to talk with him by himself. If he’s
afraid that he’s going to be outed, then he’ll never say anything with a room
full of cops.”

Colin Marchant stood with his hands behind his back, looking out the
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police station window, into the back garden.
“The moment you suspect that he’s more than that then I want you to

get Tony or Howard in here with you. If he starts blabbing, then we must
have a witness. It’d be better if the man would sign a statement, but I’ll go
along with this for the moment.”

“Thanks, Colin,” Steven said. “Any news from Mackay on the prints yet,
Mike?”

Mike Savage shook his head. “Tanya took the stuff down there last night,
and knowing her, she’s probably been at it ever since. I’ll call her while you
talk to Hollows and see if there’s any news.”

“You sure you don’t want me here, Steven?” Tony asked.
“I’ll call you if there’s a problem, mate.”
“It’s looking more and more likely that Pizzani and Zoccolo are linked

very closely,” Colin said, returning to his seat. “He had a call from a mobile
the day before you shot him, Steve. It stuck out like a sore finger, as it looks
like he only received land line calls on his phone, mobile numbers were
pretty rare. We traced the owner of the number and her mother told us that
the girl was away on holiday, on Hook Island.”

“Figures,” Steven said.
“Pizzani still might have called in a favour, especially if the Glock we

found in his house has Zoccolo’s prints on it.”
“Sounds like Pizzani had a good motive for topping Ringer, Steve,” Tony

said. “He still kept ten thousand in his house and Ringer had another sixty
of his – he could have been desperate enough to kill him, so that he wasn’t
bled dry and to get his money back.”

“He’s a coward. I know he puffs up and struts, but you’ve seen him when
the chips are down. The man goes to jelly.”

“He does?” Colin asked.
“I think that Jabin Hollows might be here now, Colin,” Mike interrupted,

knowing that Steven wouldn’t be anxious for his photographic session with
Pizzani to be disclosed.

“I’ll go and chec – I need Betty to do something for me anyway,” Colin
said, and then left the room.

“Tsk! Tsk!” Mike Savage said. “That was a bit close, Steven.”
“Sorry, Mike. Thanks for covering, I appreciate it.”
“He knows?” Tony asked.
“Yes, I know, Tony,” Mike answered. “I’ve got the pictures on my

computer. I’ll still be fucked to know how you guys do that.”
“Well, Mike, that’s the only way you’re ever going to know,” Tony replied,
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laughing.
“No thanks, mate. I think I’ll give it a miss.”
The three men chuckled together, stopping as Colin put his head around

the door.
“He’s here. I’ll send him in.”
Steven nodded and watched Tony and Mike leave the room.
Jabin Hollows entered and shook Steven’s proffered hand, then sat in

the chair opposite his desk.
“Good morning, Jabin – thanks for coming in to have a little chat.”
“What’s this about, Sergeant?”
“I thought you might be able to help us with some information on Sandy

Pizzani.”
“What’s he done?”
Steven ignored the question. “I’m talking to you alone, Jabin, because I

know that Sandy’s a friend of yours.”
“I hardly know him, Sergeant – we have a few drinks together every so

often, that’s all.”
“I don’t think so, Jabin. Call me Steve, please. We’re just having a chat

for the moment.”
Steven reached into his desk drawer and took out one of Pizzani’s naked

photos of Jabin.
“This you?”
Hollows’ mouth gaped as the colour drained from his face.
“He took it for my wife,” he said, quickly.
“I’ve seen the video, Jabin – I don’t think that Sandy took this photo for

your wife. That’s why I wanted to talk to you alone. I know you live here
and you don’t want this to get out, so I’m giving you the opportunity to
explain. Your personal life is your own – I’m not particularly interested in
what you do behind your wife’s back.”

“She’s dead, Steven. I’m sorry, I lied.”
“Who – your wife?”
Hollows nodded. Eleven years ago – before Sandy came to town. I only

wear the wedding ring because Sandy asked me to keep it on.”
“As I said, I’ve seen the video – all of it.” Steven said, staring at the man’s

face.
Hollows lowered his head into his hands and then ran them back through

his hair, before settling against the back of his chair.
“What do you want to know?”
“Just tell me the truth. That’s all I want to know.”
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“Am I in trouble?”
“Depends on what you tell me and how much you can convince me that

what you say is true, Jabin. This is the easy way – just you and me. I could
ask someone else in to listen, if that’s what you want – someone local?”

“No, please. I’ll tell you. I don’t want people talking about me.”
Steven smiled and leaned forward on his desk, his hands clasped as he

nodded for Jabin Hollows to speak.
“I met Sandy ten years ago, when he first came to town. We met in the

RSL – he was single then, and I had lost my wife the year before. We became
pretty good buddies and then it turned into something else. I know that’s
hard for you to understand, but that’s the way it is.”

“It’s not hard for me to understand and my job isn’t to make judgements
about other people’s lives. I have many close male friends who live together.
Nothing will shock me,” Steven said, crossing his fingers in his mind.

Hollows nodded.
“I’ve always been crazy about the man, Steven. I know he’s arrogant and

vain, and fucks around behind my back – but I’d do anything for him. He’s
been promising for years that he’d leave his wife and come to live with me.
I suppose I’ve been a fool. I mucked around with other guys when I was a
teenager and then I met my wife and we got married. I never thought about
it until the day that it happened with Sandy. That’s the truth!”

“So why did he get married, if you two were so close?”
“He thinks of himself as a real man – he doesn’t believe many people on

the earth are as much a bloke as he sees himself. We had a row about a
year after we met and then the next thing I know, he comes back from
Townsville with Maria.”

“So it finished then?”
“No. It’s still been going on. He got married for a cover – he never said

so, but I know. I know he’s been visiting some bloke in Mackay and dicking
other men all over the place, but I put up with it. He always comes back to
me. Sounds sad, doesn’t it.”

Steven shook his head. “No, Jabin. Don’t be hard on yourself. You did
what you felt was right to keep the man you love in your life.”

Jabin Hollows looked up at Steven and smiled.
“You really are being honest, aren’t you? I can hear it in your voice.”
“Yes, Jabin – I told you my role isn’t to judge, I sympathise with your

situation, even though it wouldn’t be my choice in a relationship.”
“I know he’s a bastard, but he’s always been real nice to me. Different

from when other people are around. He’s just shit scared someone would
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find out about him doing it with other men. Life’s fucked like that!”
“You said you’d do anything for him. What have you done for him?”
“Like what?”
“Has he ever asked you to deliver things for him, hire a car, for example?”
“Sure. I’d do that for anyone. I did it for him a couple of weeks ago, and

then I just rented a car for a mate of his the other day. He told me that he’d
already booked it, and his mate who was coming was in a real hurry to go
on a fishing trip, and didn’t want to waste time. He gave me the guy’s license
– told me his mate had posted it to him. So I went to the airport, picked up
the car and left it where he told me to, with the keys on top of the exhaust,
under the car.”

“Is that all?”
“Yeah. I left the driving license and the papers in the glove box, with a

parcel Sandy asked me to leave for him.”
Steven nodded – the parcel had to be the gun. But the timing didn’t fit.

Pizzani was away on the island when Zoccolo had arrived. He couldn’t
have given the gun to Hollows to deliver.

“When did Sandy give you this parcel that you left in the car, Jabin?”
“He didn’t. He rang me and told me what to do. Called me on a mobile

number that I didn’t recognise, and said he was on one of the islands with
his wife and kid for a week, and had hired the mobile because he’d left his
own at home, by mistake.”

“So where did you get the parcel?”
“He often leaves stuff at my place. He just told me which one – so I found

it and took it to the car.”
“Did you open it?”
Jabin shook his head.
“Are there still more parcels at your house, Jabin?”
“A couple – there’s only ever more than one or two, except for when I

pick up stuff for him from his wife’s cousin.”
Steven’s ears pricked up.
“His wife’s cousin?”
“He’s a shipmaster. Comes past every so often on his way down to

Brisbane. Sandy lets me know if he’s got a parcel for his wife, so I meet the
ship out at sea when I’m fishing, and his wife’s cousin throws it down to
me.”

“Always the same ship?”
“Yes. It’s called the ‘Pacific Maru’ – big freighter.”
Steven wrote down the name of the ship.
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“What’s this all about, Steven? I’m still in the dark here.”
“One more thing, Jabin, do you recognise this man?”
Steven showed him a picture of Angelo Zoccolo.
“He’s one of Sandy’s mates. He was here a few weeks ago – bought Derek

Ringer’s old car. He had an old FJ and this guy was a collector. I took his
hire car back to the airport for him. Nice old bloke. He was the mate of
Sandy’s that I rented the car for, I knew that, when I met him and he asked
me to take it back for him.”

“You know where he was taking the car?”
“Townsville – that’s where he said lived.”
“Did you leave a parcel in the car for the man this last time?”
Jabin shook his head. “No, just the car – nothing else.”
Steven nodded – all the connections were slowly falling into place.
“One last thing, Jabin – was Sandy ever violent to you?”
“No. Never! He knew I could knock him down in a flash. I’m bigger than

he is. He was always very gentle with me. Told me that I was the only person
he had ever kissed in his life. He could get into a rage – I’d had enough
about a year ago and told him to make a decision. He lost his block and
then started crying and begging me not to make him do it. But then he
disappeared. Think he went down to the bloke in Mackay and took it out
on him.”

Steven remembered Chris’ story of the night that Pizzani had cried and
then made him lie in the bath while he pissed on him.

“What was going on in the street last week, when Sandy jumped out of
his car and argued with you and his wife?”

“Nathan Massport told you about that?”
“Yes, he did.”
“I thought that things had finally changed. Sandy had been to see me the

night before – he was really attentive and excited. We took a bottle of wine
down to the beach and made love on a blanket – he hadn’t been that relaxed
in ages. He said to me that he’d told Maria about us, and that he’d decided
that he wanted to make a go of it. He had big plans of leaving the house to
his wife and sending her money to look after the kids. He said we should
sell my boat and we could move somewhere up north and start a new life
together. He was going to leave the force, as well.”

“You believed him?”
Jabin nodded. “I did at the time. But the next day I saw Maria in the

street and wanted to say I was sorry. Maybe that was stupid, but I had just
had to say something, and next thing I know is Sandy’s telling me to fuck
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off, and then starts to give Maria heaps. It was never going to happen, was
it, Steven?”

Steven shook his head, sadly.
“Probably not – I’m sorry, Jabin.”
Jabin Hollows began to cry. “I’ve been taken for a sucker – I can see it

now. Shows you what happens when you fall in love with the wrong
person.”

‘Jabin, I believe everything that you have just told me. I’m convinced that
you’re innocent in all of this.”

“Innocent in what?”
“You must know Sandy well, don’t you?”
Jabin nodded.
“What do you think he would do if he ever found himself in a corner?”
“He’d blame everyone in sight. That’s one of the ugly parts of him that

I don’t like. He’s good at not taking responsibility for his own actions.”
“So, Jabin – if Sandy was accused of something wrong, and he thought

that he could get away with it, do you think he might point the finger at
you?”

Jabin Hollows’ eyes filled with tears again, and he nodded.
Steven stood and opened his office door, calling for Tony to join them.
“Who’s this?” Jabin asked.
“Tony is a very good friend of mine and is completely trustworthy, Jabin.

You must believe me on this. I’m anxious for you to have your anonymity
in this community, but I also believe that you need to protect yourself. Tony
has seen the tape, too.”

Jabin dropped his eyes to the ground.
“It’s Ok, Jabin. I’m gay – you can talk in front of me.”
“A gay cop?” Jabin asked, somewhat amazed.
“Yes. But not many people know. I don’t know what you just told Steven,

but if he called me in, then I know it must be important. Seeing that it’s
me that he asked, and not one of the other officers, then I’m assuming that
what you’ve said is personal. I want to assure you that I’ll respect your
privacy – as far as I can.”

“I need you to make a statement, Jabin,” Steven said. “You may not have
to go to court, but if we can present a witnessed statement that proves you
are innocent, then your anonymity might be assured. We’ll have to go
through your house as well to check the other packages. I want to do this
with minimal fuss, so that you can go about your life.”

“Sandy’s in big trouble then?”
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“Yes, I am afraid so, Jabin.”
“Will I see him after this?”
Steven shook his head. “It’s highly unlikely that you will see him for

some time. We think that your lover may have killed Derek Ringer.”

* * * * *

“We’ve got him!” Mike Savage said, walking quickly into the room after
Jabin Hollows had left.

“The prints on the Glock are Zoccolo’s,” Colin Marchant added, closing
the door after he’d followed Mike into Steven’s office.

“Tanya has flown to Brisbane to deliver the gun to Ballistics to check on
the rifling. Once we match up the bullet with the gun, then it’s in the bag,”
Mike said.

“I think we better get everyone else in here,” Steven said. “Betty too. Tell
her to lock the station door – if it’s urgent they can press the buzzer,” Steven
said to Tony.

Soon after, Steven waited for everyone to find a place to sit – it was
crowded in the room and Tony had to perch on the end of Steven’s desk,
as there weren’t any more chairs.

“I’ve asked you all in here, as this case is starting to fall into place,” Steven
said.

“It seems highly likely that Angelo Zoccolo shot Derek Ringer. At the
moment we’re still unsure as to why that might have happened, but there’s
also strong evidence to suggest that Sandy Pizzani may have been with him
at the time – and if not, then soon after, when we assume he took the
murder weapon from Zoccolo and hid it.

“Either he was too foolish to dump it, or as I believe, had kept it, knowing
Zoccolo’s prints were on the weapon, just in case this investigation ever
took place.

“It could have been Zoccolo or Pizzani who tried to set up the murder
scene to look like a suicide. I think it was done in a hurry, as the attempt
to swap the murder weapons wasn’t well thought out. Therefore, I believe
that Pizzani staged the fake suicide – Zoccolo was far too clever not to have
realised that we may have found the mismatching bullet.

“We’ve just learned something that suggests that the gun in Ringer’s hand
– the Beretta – wasn’t brought to the scene by Zoccolo. Neither was the
Glock. It looks like Pizzani either brought both weapons to the house, which
seems unlikely, or that he brought one and the other was Ringer’s.”
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Gina Feretti put up her hand.
“Yes, Gina?”
“Steven, have we found out whether the money links Sandy and Zoccolo?”
“Superintendent Marchant informed me this morning that it seems as if

Sandy phoned Zoccolo the day before he arrived here. It is only conjecture
at this point, but I think that Pizzani rang Zoccolo and told him about the
money. He then used the fact that he had the gun with Zoccolo’s prints on
it to blackmail Zoccolo into retrieving it for him. We found the money after
Pizzani left for Hook Island, he didn’t know that we had found it either. I
was watching Zoccolo’s face when I told him we’d already found the money.
He didn’t know it before I told him. We’re going to have to wait until we
interview Sandy Pizzani before we get to know exactly how all these pieces
fit together.”

“Are you bringing him in now?” Howard Ellis asked.
Steven looked at Colin.
“It’s your case, Steven,” he said.
“No. I want to get a few more things organised. Sandy Pizzani can’t get

off the island. Once we’ve got a few more untidy ends sorted out, then we
might be ready for an interview, with some substantial proof.”

“So you think we’re dealing with two separate cases here?” Mike asked.
“Yes. I think that Ringer’s murder is the overlap between Pizzani’s drug

dealing and Zoccolo’s involvement with the missing men.”
“That reminds me, Steven,” Betty Massport said, interrupting. “I was

looking through Pizzani’s things this morning, as Colin asked me to, and I
found one peculiar entry in the address section of his last year’s diary.”

“What was it, Betty?”
“Just a moment and I’ll get it.”
She left the room briefly, returning with a slim black book.
“I noticed it was funny, as all the other entries in the address section are

local, or at least in this country. This address is in Japan. Does the name
Stuart Foley mean anything?”

“Shit!” Mike cursed.
“Betty, go and grab any other diaries, we need to find if this is a new

entry or not. This could be vital information!” Steven said.
“If Stuart Foley is alive and in Japan, then the link to Zoccolo and the

missing men might be in the bag. Why would Pizzani have it?” Colin
Marchant asked.

“Because Foley was Pizzani’s boyfriend just before he went missing,
fourteen years ago.”
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Colin Marchant whistled softly.
Betty returned to the room with two more diaries.
“This one is the year before last, and this one is five years ago.” She

handed one to Steven and began to leaf through the address section of the
other.

“Nothing – his name is not here,” she said.
“Nor here, Betty. Give me the diary that you found the entry in, please.”
She handed him Pizzani’s diary.
He thumbed through it and turned it upside down over his desk and

shook it. A few receipts fell out onto his table.
“Just let me have a look, Steve,” Howard Ellis asked, holding his hand

out for the diary.
He took it from Steven and pulled a magnifying glass from his shirt pocket

and began to peer over the diary.
“Ah! Sneaky, Pizzani,” he said, peeling back the inside back cover.
He held up a postcard, on which was a scene of Mt. Fuji.
“Read what it says, Howard,” Steven said.

Sandy,
Bet you didn’t expect to hear from me. I sent this care of Ingham, if you’re
still around it should get to you. Life is good. I work as an interpreter now.
My business phone no is…

“Then there’s a phone number, Steven,” Howard said, before continuing
to read.

But you’ll have to speak Japanese to get to me. Take care. Stu.

“What time is it in Japan?” Steven asked, looking at his watch.
“What help is that, do you speak Japanese?” Mike asked.
“No, but I know someone who does,” Steven said. ‘Warwick.”
“Warwick Hughes?” Colin asked.
Steven nodded.
“Haven’t seen him for years, I believe we’re having dinner at his house

tonight.”
“Yes, Colin. I can ask Warwick to call and then pass it over to me, if you

wish.”
“Good idea, Steven.”
“Woz, it’s me,” Steven said, after hearing Warwick answer his mobile.
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“Hi mate! How’s it going?”
“Good. Look, do you think you could pop down here for a moment, we

need someone who speaks Japanese.”
“Sure. I’ve just got back from cutting. Give me half an hour, by the time

I have a shower.”
“Thanks, Woz. By the way, it’s business.”
“What? Oh, I understand. Catch you soon.”
“He’ll be here in thirty minutes.”
“It could have waited, Steven. It’s good of Warwick to come down,” Colin

said.
“It’s another link with Pizzani. If we can get Foley to tell us that it was

Zoccolo who arranged for him to leave the country, then he might also
know about the other guys.”

Steven stood and gave his chair to Tony, and then sat on the edge of his
desk.

“How has everyone’s tasks been going – anything to report?” Steven
asked.

“I’ve got Colleen’s statement,” Howard said. “She won’t be back, either.”
“I can stay?” Betty said, “I didn’t realise how much I’d missed this place.”
“Thanks Betty, we can talk later about pay and conditions.”
“So I take it you’re the new station Sergeant?”
“Acting, Betty. My base is Brisbane.”
“Pity,” she said, to Colin. “We could do with someone like that here.

Maybe when the new station is built?”
“New station?” Steven asked.
“We’re building a new facility here, Steven. It will incorporate a few

services that are distributed too widely up and down the coast that will
need to be centralised – search and rescue, smuggling, drugs, etc. The centre
will be in a new purpose built station here. Why, are you interested?”

“I might very well be, Colin. Let’s talk later?”
Mike Savage nodded and smiled as he caught Steven’s glance. “Might

be?” he asked himself. He could just see himself authorising the transfer
right now. This new position would be a short cut to Inspector – he’d hate
to lose Steven, but he knew that his relationship in Packer’s Reef would
eventually be the most important thing in his life. Well, it would be better
than signing off on a resignation, he realised, sadly.

“Tony?”
“Yes, Colin?”
“Tanya also told me that Pizzani’s prints are all over those drugs in his
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house. That means that you are officially included in this investigation. Did
you bring your uniform with you?”

Tony nodded.
“Then you’re no longer undercover. I spoke with your office and told

them that I was sequestering you while you were here. I’d like to see you
here, working with the team, in uniform.”

“Yes, of course, Colin,” Tony answered, with a smile.
“Welcome, Tony – officially, that is,” Steven said, smiling broadly, knowing

where Tony’s first visit would be, in his uniform.
“Gina,” he continued, “I want you to check out the names of the crew

members of the ‘Pacific Maru’, it comes in and out of Brisbane.
“What’s this all about, Steven?” Mike asked.
“I’m going to have to ask you all to not disclose who this information

came from, for the time being. He’ll be back to sign his statement this
afternoon.”

“Who?” Greg Turner asked.
“Jabin Hollows.”
“He gave you information that was useful about Pizzani?” Colin asked.
“Yes, and I’ll fill you in.”
Steven told them briefly what Jabin had said during his interview.
“I’ve known Jabin for years,” Gina said, after he had finished.
“Gay men don’t necessarily go around with a sticker on their foreheads

advertising the fact, Gina,” Colin said.
“Sorry, Sir, I didn’t mean that.”
“What makes you think he won’t try to call Pizzani and warn him,

Steven?”
Mike asked.
“It’s that old gut feeling. You agree with me Tony?”
Tony nodded. “I think that Pizzani’s probably the last person he’d want

to contact at the moment. We’re due to go to his house shortly and do a
search. Pizzani left some stuff with him that might prove useful.”

“Tony, you and Howard go to Hollows’ house. I have to call my contact
in Cairns and see whether our ‘Mr. Melbourne’ is indeed Zoccolo. Greg,
ring Townsville and see if they know anything about Derek’s FJ – get them
to check the specialist dealers – I can’t imagine Zoccolo letting money slip
out of his hands. Gina, you run the ship information for me. That leaves
you, Colin and I, Mike to hold the fort. After Warwick has called Japan, we
might have more work to do.”

He looked at his watch.
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“All right everyone, let’s go to it. Let’s meet back here at two o’clock and
meet again.”

The room began to empty as everyone left to go about their allotted tasks.
“Tony, just a moment, before you go,” Steven said, calling him back into

the empty room. “Close the door mate.”
Tony waited for Steven to speak.
“I think you should go back to the hotel and get changed and then nip

in and see Nathan. Call me and let me know when you’ll be getting there,
so I can stand watch.”

Tony looked puzzled and then flushed bright red.
“It’s Ok, Tony. Nathan told me. I just don’t want you to be sprung. I won’t

listen, I promise.”
Tony hugged him tightly.
“Jeez, you’re a mate. Thanks.”
“No worries, Tony. I’ll wait for your call.”
“Thanks Steve, oh, and by the way – caught you at it last night on the

balcony when I went out for a piss.”
Steven’s jaw dropped.
Tony laughed. “Don’t worry mate, I only got a glimpse. Good on ya! We

need to talk about this stuff sometime anyway – especially since you’re
going to stand guard for me. We’ve finally got something else in common,
so talk to me about anything. I hope I can bring my worries to you. Even
though you’ve got Woz and I have Nathan to talk to, there are things that
you might have to share with a mate – I’m it – and I hope you’ll be there
for me.”

Steven smiled and raised his hand in farewell, laughing at the absurdity
of the fact that he had felt that he couldn’t talk about sex with Tony. What
if his best mate had glimpsed them on the balcony? He wasn’t embarrassed
about what he did with Warwick. He was proud of the fact that he’d been
able to let Warwick fuck him – and enjoyed it. He was a man, he felt that
in the core of his soul – letting his lover enjoy his body, the way that he
did, made him no less of one.

“Steve, Warwick here yet?” Mike Savage asked, coming into the room.
“Should be here any moment, Mike.”
Mike closed the door behind him and walked to Steven’s desk.
“Give me a hug, Steven,” he said.
Steven stood and hugged his boss.
“What’s this all about, Mike?” he asked, bemused.
“I’m going to be sorry to see you go, mate. I just wanted to talk to you
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alone before Warwick got here.”
“Go? Go where?”
“You don’t fool me, Steven Miles. I saw the look on your face when Colin

starting talking about the new station and the responsibilities of the man
who would take charge. You’re perfect for it – and you’d be a fool not to
apply.”

Steven smiled.
“Just do one thing for me, Steven. Have your holiday up here with

Warwick before you decide. I don’t want to lose one of the best officers I
have ever had, and then have him come crawling back a few months later,
with his tail between his legs.”

“I’d already thought that it would be the way to go. I’d have to talk it
over with Warwick first, though.”

“Take my advice, Steve. Keep it to yourself. If you get the job, then it will
be a huge surprise. I know people – you’d both be bound to start making
plans. Wait ‘til it’s in the bag then you’ll give your mate the best present of
his life – after meeting you, that is.”

“Mike Savage, I don’t care what any one else says about you – you’re a
great bloke,” Steven said, shaking his head in amazement.

Warwick knocked at his door.
“Come in!” Steven called.
“Hi Woz. This is my boss, Mike Savage. Mike, this is Warwick Hughes.”
The two men shook hands.
“Nice to meet you Inspector, Steven has told me what a great guy you

are.”
“It’s all lies, Warwick. Don’t believe a word he says.”
Mike laughed, somewhat surprised at Warwick. He didn’t know what

he’d expected. He’d seen his photo, of course, but Warwick looked as
straight as a dick on a honeymoon. It sort of figured, he imagined, that
Steve wouldn’t be interested in someone who was obvious. Take Tony
Sobrocchi, for example, he told himself. Most of the girls in the office had
wet their knickers over him, the first time he came in. He had to admit that
his idea of men who slept with other men was stereotyped.

“Woz, we need to speak with a man called Stuart Foley. He works as an
interpreter at this number in Japan, but it seems that you have to speak
Japanese to get through to him. Would you mind calling, and if you get
him, pass the call to me?”

“Sure, no problems,” Warwick said.
Steven dialled the number and handed the phone to Warwick.
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Warwick began to chat rapidly in Japanese for a few moments and then
waited for a short while and then began once more. He handed the phone
to Steven.

“Hello? Stuart? I don’t know if you remember me from Ingham. My name
is Steven Ventimiglia. Yes, that’s me, the one with the big cock,” Steven
laughed, smiling at Mike and Warwick.

“Stuart, I’m a police officer these days. No, you’re not in any trouble. But
we have a case that involves several different men who all disappeared
about the same time you did. I am just anxious to know that something
bad has not happened to them.”

Steven listened for a while at the phone, jotting notes into his book.
“I would be very grateful Stuart, if you could tell me the name of the man

who introduced you to Mr. Furayama. If we faxed through a photo, would
you recognise him? Can you accept faxes at work? Good, then I’ll take down
the number. Call me reverse charges once you get it. Thanks, Stuart. Is
everything Ok? Good. By the way – Joe Williams is interested in knowing
where you are, do you mind if I say I spoke with you?”

Steven nodded, listening to the man as he spoke.
“Yes I’ll say hello to Alberto for you, and to Sandy Pizzani. What? Then

why did you leave him? I understand. Take care, Stuart, I’ll get someone to
fax this through right away. Please call me straight back.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Steven said, after hanging up the phone. “The other
men are all alive as far as Stuart knows. He’s still in contact with a few of
them, but has drifted away from the others over the years.”

“You want me to leave?” Warwick asked.
“No, it’s fine, Warwick,” Mike said. “I’m sure you know a bit about this

– I know what bedtime talk is like.”
”I’m usually to busy to chat about work,” Warwick said, with a grin.
“As I was saying,” Steven interrupted, “That rules out foul play. Zoccolo

was the inbetween man and probably supplied the passports. I’ll fax
through Zoccolo’s photo right away and then Stuart will call me back. Then
there’ll be no need to make things uncomfortable for my contact in Cairns.”

“Joe Williams, the QC?” Mike asked.
“I’d rather you kept that one to yourself.”
“My lips are sealed – Jesus!” he said.
“Stuart also told me that he left Pizzani when they were together because

although he really liked him, the job in Cairns was too tempting. He said
that Pizzani used to come up fairly frequently and stay. He’s also clean
now.”
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“You want me to send this fax, Steven?” Mike asked.
“No, I’ll do it.”
“I have to tell you that I’m looking forward to dinner at your house

tonight, Warwick,” Mike said, once Steven had left the room.
“Me too. I hear so much about you guys, that it’s nice to put a face to the

name.”
“Likewise, Warwick. Look after him, mate – he’s had a rough time.”
“Steve? You mean about Anne and his kids?”
Mike nodded.
“He told me briefly, but I don’t know the details.”
“That didn’t take long,” Steven said, returning to his office.
“Well, I’ll see you both tonight,” Warwick said, standing to leave.
“Don’t mind me, guys. Do whatever you have to,” Mike said, grinning.
Steven pretended to unbuckle his pants, and then laughed, giving

Warwick a hug and walking with him to the door.
“He’s a nice bloke, Steve.”
“Do you think I’d fall for a drongo?”
“Nope. Not your style.”
“I think you’re right, Mike. I’ll think on this job. I really want to be with

Warwick, and if I got the position up here, then it would make everything
fall into place for me. Did you know I’m buying a house?”

“No. Here?”
“Yes. It’s the one that Ringer and Zoccolo were killed in. It’s got ten acres

and Warwick will use some of those for his business.”
His phone rang.
“There’s a Stuart Foley on the line for you, Steven.” Betty said.
“Thanks, I’ll take it, Betty. Stuart? That was quick!”
“My fax is on my desk, Stinga. That’s him all right. But his name was

Alfredo Bussola when I met him.”
“Would you mind writing me a statement to the effect and posting it to

me?”
“Sure, no worries. What’s the address?”
Steven recited the Brisbane head office address.
“Stuart, have you contacted your parents?”
“Sure, why?”
“I was just wondering, you’re still down as missing on our records.”
“They probably forgot – they live in Thailand now.”
“The other guys that you are in touch with – their parents must think

that they are dead.”
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“I’ll ring around. Time goes by quickly, mate, and most of them probably
would prefer to remain missing. None of us is proud of what we did in
those days, but I’ll have a word.”

“Nice talking with you Stuart. Thanks.”
“Alfredo Bussola,” Steven said, to Mike. “I bet ten to one that there are

a number of bank accounts in that name around the country. Once we get
Stuart’s letter, then we can freeze the money in them. I’ll get Howard to run
a check on any properties in Townsville under that name. If there is one, I
bet Ringer’s car and his missing mobile will be there.”

“I’ll do it. You want lunch?”
“No. I said I’d meet Tony and help him for a bit. I’ll see you at two.”

* * * * *

Steven stood outside Nathan’s door, down the corridor.
It had been halfanhour since he’d arrived to meet Tony, and the

bumping of the bed against the wall had stopped about five minutes ago,
he thought.

He’d already headed off the nurse who wanted to take Nathan’s
temperature.

The things you do for mates, he thought.
Nathan’s door opened and Tony came out into the corridor, straightening

his tie. He looked very handsome in his uniform, Steven said to himself.
He’d just got too used to him in civvies.

“Thanks, mate. Ready to go?”
“I’ll just say a quick hello to Nathan, Tony. Won’t be a tick.”
Steven put his head around the door and grinned at Nathan, who was

lying back on his pillows, looking exhausted.
“Hey, Nuts! How are you, mate?”
“I’m fine now, thanks, Steve.”
They both grinned.
“Looking forward to dinner tonight,” Nathan said. “Thanks for standing

watch.”
“Anytime,” Steven said, with a wink. “Nathan?”
“Yes, Steve?”
“You’ve got cum in your hair, mate. Catch you tonight!” he laughed, as

he closed the door.
Tony looked at Steven as he left the room.
“What’s up?”
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“Bad shot, mate.”
“What do you mean, bad shot?”
“Nathan’s got spunk in his hair,” Steven said, laughing loudly as he

walked quickly to his car.
“Fuck me!” Tony said, grinning, as he hurried to catch Steven.
“Did you tell him?”
“Of course, mate! I’m your friend, Tony. Enjoy yourself?”
“You bet, mate. Mind you, it’s hard when your other half has an arm in

a sling.”
“Oh, I bet you found a way.”
“Yeah. I sat on it!” Tony said, grinning.
“You guys fucked in there?”
“Sure – you were keeping watch.”
“Shit!” Steven said, laughing at the image that came into his mind.
“Nearly fell off the bed, once or twice,” Tony said, laughing harder.
Steven punched his shoulder.
“It’s good to talk to you about this stuff, mate. You were right, about what

you said before. Let’s have a quick puff before we go back.”
Tony took two cigarettes from his packet and lit them both, handing one

to Steven.
“It’s great, Stinga.”
“What?”
“Fucking.”
Steven nodded.
“I was a bit surprised to see you taking it though, last night.”
“Why?”
“Dunno. You guys only met two weeks ago.”
Steven was quiet for a moment.
“It was nice, Tony. I really enjoyed it.”
“Yeah, I do too.”
“I never ever thought that I would end up with some bloke throwing a

length up my arse, mate, and me getting off on the fact.”
“Why not, Steve? I told you plenty of straight guys take it.”
“Yes, you did, and I don’t feel ashamed of the fact that I did it too.”
”Man, you’ve got some issues there. Just because someone fucks you,

doesn’t mean that you’re an instant homo or anything. It’s just stuff that
men can do – and if it gives them pleasure, then why not?”

“You’re right, Tony. But this is all new to me. Last night was the first time
I did it and it was only because it was with Woz.”
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“Fuck me! So I got to see you pop your cherry?” Tony laughed, crudely.
“You just saw the second time, mate,” Steven laughed, punching his

shoulder again.
Tony put his arms around Steve and hugged him.
“I’m pleased that we can talk this way, Steve. It will make it real for you

to talk with someone else. It’s stuff that goes on between you and Warwick
and that’s your business, but if you make it a secret, then you’ll end up
being afraid. It’s better to do what you like, and fuck the world!”

“Being ashamed of what we do is never going to happen, Tony. I love
Warwick and I’m not going to turn into a banner waver, but I’m proud that
I can be like other men, and give my body to the man I love.”

A car passed them by, tooting its horn, with two young men giving them
the finger as they drove by.

“Poofta cunts!” the kid in the passenger seat yelled as they sped past.
Steven and Tony broke from their embrace.
“Shall we?” Tony asked, putting on his police hat.
“Yes, I think we shall, this might be our first educative talk to the young

folk of Packer’s Reef about political incorrectness.”
The two officers laughed and got into the police car, Steven turning on

the blue lights and siren, as they sped to intercept the two young men.

* * * * *

“Thanks for joining us, gentlemen” Mike Savage said, looking at his watch.
“You’re only fifteen minutes late.”

“Sorry, Mike – trouble with the natives – just had to give a lecture to two
of the local hoons.”

“Well, since you left, Steven, I have been busy,” Mike said, vacating his
seat behind Steven’s desk and moving to an empty deck chair. “We have
managed to trace five bank accounts in several cities so far, in the name of
Alfredo Bussola, with assets of over six million dollars.”

“Holy shit!” Tony exclaimed.
“What’s more is that Gina ran a check on the ‘Pacific Maru’ crew. Guess

what the name of the Captain was? Pierluigi Zoccolo.”
“Looks like we’ve made our connections,” Steven said, grinning.
“One of our blokes in Darwin is taking Chris Warren’s statement, right

at this minute,” Tony said, checking the time.
“So we’ve got enough on Pizzani to have a nice little session with him

in the morning.” Steven said. ‘What time does the ferry get in from Hook
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Island, Tony?”
“Tenthirty, Steve.”
“Very well, let’s spend the rest of the afternoon preparing for Sandy

Pizzani’s welcoming committee. Then I suggest we all get a bit of rest,
because I think it might be a long one tomorrow. Gina, make arrangements
for Maria Pizzani and her children – she can’t go back to the house in the
state it’s in.

What did you both find in Jabin Hollows’ house, Howard?”
Howard lifted a box from the floor and held up a long, doubleended

dildo.
“That’s all?”
Howard shook his head. “There were two more parcels – boxes really –

full of ‘toys’.”
“Pizzani’s playthings – Chris Warren told me that Pizzani used to use

them on him. What was Jabin’s reaction?”
“He was shocked, Steve,’ Tony answered. “It was obvious he didn’t know

they were there. He was very cooperative and let us look around the house.
The man’s as clean as a whistle. Pity that he got messed up with a loser
like Pizzani – he even had a picture of him next to his bed.”

‘It’s sad, really,” Steven said. “Now let’s plan our interview for tomorrow
morning. Several of us have an appointment tonight and I’d like to get as
much organised as possible, before we meet back here at eight in the
morning.”

* * * * *

“To Nathan!” Irene Marchant said, raising her glass.
“Nathan!” the company responded, toasting the young man who sat at

the end of the table, his arm in a sling, and his wheelchair folded against
the wall beside him.

Steven noticed Betty Massport’s sad expression. Nathan must have told
her about him and Tony when she visited after work.

“That was a very courageous thing you did, young man,” Colin Marchant
said. “And you too, Irene. Speech, Nathan!”

“Thank you, Superintendent. But it’s not me who deserves to be praised.
I was just doing my job – and not very well at that. I didn’t have the courage
to shoot Zoccolo. I tried to get him to drop the gun. I suppose I should have
aimed at his hand and disabled him – but I was shit scared. All I could think
about was my buddy, Steve – he was the one in real danger. I kept thinking
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shoot me! Don’t shoot Steve! And then he did. That’s what gave Steve the
opportunity to draw his weapon. If I’d died, then that’s what my job would
have really been all about – saving my buddy! Here’s to you, Steve,” Nathan
said, raising his glass of water.

Steven felt the tears hit his cheeks before he knew he was crying. He
raised his glass to Nathan.

“Thanks, mate,” he said, stumbling on his words. “Forgive me everyone
– it’s the Italian in me! We cry at the drop of the hat!”

“Shut up, Steven!” Irene said, sniffling. “You’re not the only one here
who’s bawling.”

Steven looked around the table. Betty and Irene were wiping their eyes,
but it was Tony who caught his attention. He was bursting with pride –
Steven saw it clearly, his eyes brimming with tears as he stared into
Nathan’s. He watched Betty Massport’s gaze move from her son’s eyes and
then to Tony’s. She lowered her head, sniffling into her handkerchief, her
face resigned to acceptance.

“Betty, come with me!” Irene said, holding out her hand. “I want to show
you the view from the veranda over the sea.”

“But it’s dark, Irene!” Betty protested.
“Just get on your feet and come with me!” Irene commanded. “Go and

look at the pool, Colin – and take Mike with you!”
Steven watched as the two men left the room after Irene and Betty.
Tony waited until they disappeared and kissed Nathan, gently but

lovingly. Nathan wound his arms around Tony’s neck and pulled him tighter
into a more passionate embrace.

Steven felt Warwick’s hand move onto his own.
“I’d hate to be in Betty Massport’s shoes right at this moment,” he

grinned, to Steven.
They sat hand in hand as they watched Tony and Nathan break from

their embrace.
“Thanks mates,” Nathan said. “Tony told me about the house. Mum’s

not too pleased, but she’ll cope.”
“I think that’s what Irene is telling her right this minute,” Warwick said.
“Here’s to us!” Nathan said, raising his water glass into the air.
“Here’s to love!” Steven said, clinking glasses with Warwick.
The four men drank a toast to the thing that had drawn them all together.
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14

My golden man.
That’s what he is, Steven said to himself. My golden man – lying beside

me, asleep.
It was still early and he had woken with the first rays of light that entered

the room. He hadn’t immediately opened his eyes, but had lain in bed,
soaking up the sensations that his other senses fed him.

He felt the cool, soft texture of the sheets beneath his bended knee, as
he stretched it gently, so as not to waken the quiet form beside him. The
pillows smelled of sunshine, he thought. They evoked the feel of hot sun
and the slight crispness of linen that had dried stiffly in the heat of the day.
He sniffed. The room itself had a slight, sweet perfume – it was the banks
of tall whiteflowered gingers that ran below the length of the balcony, he
assumed.

Birds and insects twittered and clicked about their early morning
activities, their sounds overlaid by the quiet, gentle swish of the morning
breeze in the trees.

He decided to open his eyes – there was his golden man.
Steven stared at Warwick’s face, examining it in minute detail. He

wondered if other lovers did this – cataloguing every slight feature, to be
filed away somewhere to create a glossary of the object of their love.

He noticed the slight stubble on Warwick’s chin – palebrown, unlike
the blond loose curls that covered his head. His eyes drifted slowly up from
the stubble, over the short, clean plain of smooth skin, to stop and then
run along the sudden line that cut the fine golden hairs at the shaving line
on Warwick’s face, under his cheekbone to his ears.

There was hair all over a man’s body, he realised, as he gathered
information with his eyes. There were tiny fair hairs on the edge of
Warwick’s ears that followed its curve down to the earlobe itself. He watched
a small drop of sweat gather at his jawline, just below his ear, and then
followed it with his eyes, as it ran down Warwick’s neck and along the ridge
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of his collarbone.
Carefully, Steven lifted one arm from his side, and pointing his index

finger, brushed it gently through the blond thicket that covered Warwick’s
chest. The hairs caught momentarily in his finger, as each curl unwound,
then flew back to reform themselves into golden ringlets.

He flattened his hand and passed it over the hair on Warwick’s chest,
his palm barely touching the fair growth beneath it. His eyes rested on
Warwick’s right nipple, exposed in its glowing nest, like a pale brown
clearing in a forest of hairs.

“Go for it!” a thick voice barely murmured.
Steven smiled – he’d been sprung. He leaned over and bathed Warwick’s

nipple with his flattened tongue, fulfilling the examination of his senses,
that of taste.

Warwick murmured low in his throat, and then rolled over to Steven for
a goodmorning kiss.

“Hi,” Steven whispered.
“Hi, yourself – what were you looking at?”
“You.”
“Why?”
“Can a cat not look at a king?” Steven asked, kissing him again.
“You’re a worry, Steven,” Warwick said, pulling him close.
“Sleep well, Woz?”
“Sure – after you let me get to sleep.”
“Sorry.”
“Who’s complaining?” Warwick said, sitting up in bed. “Ow!”
“Sore?”
“Just a bit – You?”
Steven nodded.
“I was a bit rough with you, sorry, Steve.”
“As you said, who’s complaining?”
They both laughed softly.
“I have to piss, Woz,” Steven said, throwing off the sheet and walking

out on to the balcony.
He yawned and stretched, scratching his stomach as he urinated between

the uprights of the veranda balcony.
Warwick got out of bed and wandered out onto the balcony. He leaned

against the rail, smiling.
“You know that round thing in the bathroom, next to the shower?”
Steven nodded, as he shook the last drops from the end of his dick.
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“That’s what you’re supposed to pee in.”
“Really?” Steven asked, with a big smile.
Warwick shook his head, laughing gently.
“Morning guys!”
They both turned to see Tony walking naked towards them, his eyes

showing that he had just woken up.
“Sleep well?” Tony asked, standing next to Steven and pissing over the

balcony, as Steven had just done.
“If you two are going to piss off my veranda every morning, can you

please choose different locations? This spot is going to stink when the sun
comes up.”

“Sorry, Woz,” Tony apologised sheepishly. “Coffee? I think it’s my turn.”
“We’ll be out in the kitchen in a bit, Tony,” Steven said.
“Go back to bed, I’ll bring us a cup and we can have a boy’s morning

while we have it.”
He wandered back into the house and headed for the kitchen.
Warwick ran into his bedroom and threw himself onto the bed, face

down, sighing in contentment. Steven followed him into the room and
slowly lay on top of Warwick, kissing the back of his neck.

“I’m probably going to be late tonight, Woz. We’ve got Pizzani returning
this morning, and the interview could go forever.”

“Maybe he’ll get it over and done with in a hurry, mate?”
“Perhaps – just letting you know it might be a late one. Someone could

do a good business in this town with nice food at nighttime. It would be
nice for us not to have to cook every night.”

“Silvia used to talk about it, but I think she’s over the catering thing. It
was nice food last night, wasn’t it?”

“Very good. Woz.” He kissed Warwick’s ear. “If this interview gives us
what we need to know, then I’ll probably have to head back to Brisbane
after I’ve got all the paperwork finalised. The case won’t come to court for
a long while, but I’ll only be away for a few days.”

“I’ll miss you, mate. See how I go. I might enjoy trying your bed out down
there.” Warwick said, wickedly. “I could come down for a day, that’s if
you’re not too busy.”

“Should be Ok – but let’s see. Anyway, after the paperwork is over then
I’m at your disposal for four weeks.”

“Any plans?”
Steven nibbled his ear. “One or two.”
“Such as?”
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“Oops! Sorry!” Tony said, entering the room and then quickly turning to
leave.

Steven laughed. “Come in, you dag, we’re just lying here!”
Tony reentered, laughing, as he carried three cups on a small tray.
“Well, forgive me for assuming. I’m only used to men lying naked on top

of each other when they’re playing hidethesausage.”
Tony sat on the end of the bed and passed them their coffees, and then

took his own from the tray, nudging their feet out of the way so he could
spread out.

Steven and Warwick rearranged themselves and sat up in bed – Steven
leaning against the wall, and Warwick sitting next to him, crosslegged.
They both looked at Tony, sprawled across the foot of the bed.

“I was just telling Woz that we might have to go back to Brissie for a few
days if Pizzani spills his guts.”

“Let’s hope he does it here, and we don’t have to conduct the interview
down there, Steve.”

“Why’s that, Tony?” Warwick asked.
“Another day with Nathan,” he replied, grinning. “I’m glad that this is

all out in the open – you and Woz and me and Nathan, I mean.”
“Why?” Steven asked, sipping his coffee.
“I feel so comfortable with you mate – all the time now, I mean. You used

to get so uptight the minute you even changed your clothes in front of
anyone. Now, here we are lying around without anything on and yakking
like we did it all the time. It just feels good – like there’s no barriers between
us any more.”

“That’s my fault, Tony,” Steven said, gently nudging Tony’s thigh with
his toe. “I cut you out of my life and I regret it.”

Warwick observed the interaction between the two men. It was good to
see them growing back together. He knew that they had been close and
then lost touch after Steven’s wife and kids had died.

Steven had told him the story last night, after they got into bed. It had
been a painful experience for them both. How tragic it was – Anne and her
two children mowed down by a runaway truck as they waited, in a crowd
of other people, to cross the road. He remembered reading about the
accident, years before. Several people had been killed and many injured.

He had held Steven as he sobbed for a long time, holding him tightly,
until Steven had finally collapsed, exhausted onto his shoulder. They had
talked into the small hours of the morning, Steven pouring out his grief and
loss – and then telling him that he didn’t know how he could cope if he
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ever lost Warwick.
Eventually they had fallen asleep for a short while – until Steven woke

him up, drawing him into his arms and almost crushing him in his embrace.
Steven had sought his mouth with urgent desire – Warwick knew it was Steven’s
need to reassure himself that Warwick was still there – and still loved him.

As if his love for this man could disappear after hearing his tragic story
– it had only made another branch grow across the space between them.

As he watched Steven and Tony, it made him realise what a loner he had
been in his life – he’d never had a friendship as close as Steven had with
Tony. But then, he told himself, they both share a culture – one that I know
about, but am not part of.

He watched as Steven crawled down the bed and put his arm around
Tony, holding him as they spoke – both men naked and affectionate with
each other, with no suggestion of anything more than love and friendship.
Even when Steven kissed Tony quickly on the lips, he felt no jealousy – just
peace and understanding that Steven’s relationship with Tony was that of
men who were so close that they were almost siblings.

“Sorry, Woz. Italian men kiss each other all the time,” Tony said,
explaining the quick lip touch.

“No worries, Tony. I’m not threatened by you. I feel very secure in what
is between Steven and me.”

“You do?” Steven asked, trying to take the piss. “How about if I give him
a bit of tongue with it?”

Tony pushed him roughly away. “Go and stick your tongue up Rosie’s
date, Steve. She probably loves dog breath.”

“Fuck off!” Steven laughed loudly. “My mouth’s hasn’t been anywhere
yours hasn’t at some time or another!”

“Well if it’s not your breath I can smell, must be your arsehole!”
Steven exclaimed in outrage and he and Tony began to push each other

around on the end of the bed, laughing and mockpunching each other,
Rosie barking noisily on the floor at the foot of the bed, at the noisy tussle.

“Hey! Break it up, you two, you’re spilling my coffee!”
The two Italian men stopped wrestling, and still laughing, embraced each

other.
Tony lifted his head and looked behind him. “Thank fuck that Pizzani’s

not hovering around with his camera. Then Mike Savage’s jaw would really
drop!”

Warwick laughed along with them – happy for Tony, for himself and very
happy for his man.
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* * * * *

“There have been a few more things finalised this morning,” Mike Savage
said, to the assembled group in the room. ‘First off, there’s this fax for you,
Steven, from Stuart Foley. The cover sheet said he's posting the original.”

Steven took the page from Mike and read it quickly as Mike continued.
“Then I had a call from Townsville this morning. They found Ringer’s car

in a warehouse owned by an ‘Alfredo Bussola’. Ringer’s mobile phone was
in the glove box. They also did a search with Qantas – Zoccolo flew from
Townsville to Melbourne under the same name.”

“Did they find anything else in the warehouse, Mike?” Colin Marchant
asked.

”A nice little stash of alcohol and, under the floorboards in the office,
drugs and a few weapons.”

“Phew!” Steven said. “Prints?”
“They’re running them now. They did the steering wheel and mobile –

they were covered in them – I’m assuming that they will turn out to be
Zoccolo’s.”

“Tell us how you intend to interview Pizzani, Steven?” Colin asked.
“I think that Mike and I will conduct the interview here. We’ll have to

cuff him, in case he tries to do a runner, but Howard, you can be an observer
in the corner of the room – armed, please?”

Howard Ellis nodded.
“Gina, I would like you to arrange a reeltoreel recording, patched through

to Pizzani’s old office. We’ll also tape it here, but a backup wouldn’t go
astray. Pity this place hasn’t got video facilities.”

“The new station will have all of that, and more, Steven,” Colin said.
“If we get Pizzani to talk – something I think will be highly likely – then

he’ll have to stay overnight in the lockup. Greg, would you make sure it’s
prepared?”

“Yes, Steve,” Greg Turner jotted it in his notebook.
“This will be an initial interview, the fuller one will have to take place in

Brisbane – but I’d like to get as much out of him as possible,” Steven added.
“I think it unlikely that Pizzani’s got any more favours to call in, but I’d

like everyone to be armed while he is in the station – it’s just a precaution.
No one will be allowed to enter while we are doing the interview, unless I
ask for them.”

“I’ll be in the office with Gina, listening, Steven,” Colin said.
Steven nodded.



389Stinga

“All right folks! Let’s get down to the jetty and give Sandy Pizzani a nice
welcome home.”

* * * * *

Sandy Pizzani stood on the afterdeck of the highspeed ferry that headed
towards Packer’s Reef.

Leaving his wife and children inside the cabin, he had decided to go up
on deck and think about his week on the island.

What had started off to be a nightmare had finished very well, he told
himself.

That bloke, Kevin, really appreciated me, he remembered. He never
stopped telling me how goodlooking I was, and how much he loved my
body and what great sex he had with me. The young, blond, married man
was uninhibited, so unlike some of the other guys he’d gotten off with over
his lifetime.

The day after they’d met in the gym, and after he’d received his phone
call, they had wandered off across the island to a deserted beach. The guy
had been so hot for him, he remembered, and they’d had sex for over an
hour.

The following day he had been at first alarmed, and then delighted, when
the gym instructor from the resort had caught them at it, and asked to join
in. The instructor had noticed them going off together and had followed on
a hunch.

Sandy smiled at the memory of that day. He’d been so turned on by the
two men – both of them enthusiastic in their praise of his body – that he’d
let them fuck him, one after the other. He remembered how he’d laid face
down, on his towel, as each man unloaded into him. It had been rough,
demanding, raw sex, and he’d loved it. They had both brought him off after
they’d finished, going down on him at the same time – one on his cock,
the other mouthing his balls.

Fuck that was hot! he said to himself – pleased that the instructor had
taken his mobile number, promising to give him a call when he came into
town once a month.

He glanced ahead, the Packer’s Reef jetty in the distance, thinking of
getting back on the job. The holiday had been good for him. He’d be home
soon, call Zoccolo and check that his share of the money had been left in
the prearranged hiding place, outside town – and then he’d be back at work.

Jabin would be waiting for him. He’d have to make it up with him, he
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realised. He’d lied to him, and that wasn’t fair. Now he had his money back,
he’d probably give it a go with the bloke. Jabin’s share, from the sale of his
fishing boat, would keep them going for a long while. He was sick of the
police force anyway. Jabin was putty in his hands – he knew he would have
someone to look after him, do the dirty work around the house, and who
would be there for him for sex. Besides, he told himself, Jabin doesn’t mind
if I screw around, and I really care for him.

Sandy Pizzani smiled at the new direction of his life, that he envisaged
for himself, momentarily frowning as he noticed the flashing blue lights of
the police car on the wharf, in the distance.

“Some silly bastard’s probably driven his car off the end of the jetty
again,” he said in a quiet voice, and then laughed at the stupidity of some
of the fools in town.

* * * * *

“You’ve got nothing on me!” Sandy Pizzani spat out. “This is one big
mistake!”

He sat handcuffed, his hands before him, in a chair in Steven’s office,
growling contemptuously at Steven and Mike.

“I’m afraid you’re wrong there, Sandy,” Steven said quietly, his eyes cold
and hard. “We’ve got everything on you!”

“People won’t like what you’re doing to me – this is very unwise,
Ventimiglia,” he shouted, in Italian.

“We can talk in Italian, if you wish, but then I’ll have to call in Gina Feretti
to hear what you have to say. Just let me remind you that this interview is
being recorded. Besides, I think you’ll find that these people, who you say
will disapprove, won’t give a shit!” Steven said, in English.

“Angelo Zoccolo is dead, Pizzani.” Mike Savage said calmly, watching
for Pizzani’s reaction.

Sandy Pizzani went white and he gaped in disbelief.
“Steven shot him at Ringer’s house trying to recover your money.”
“What money?” Pizzani stammered quietly, lamely trying to lie.
“Let’s get one thing straight, Sandy!” Steven snapped. “You know how

the law works! The court is going to look at you in a different way if you
are cooperative. We could of course let you sweat for a few days in jail in
Brisbane, Sandy. The boys there would love a chance to ‘play’ with a cop.”

“We found the Glock in your house, a stash of drugs and money, Pizzani,”
Mike Savage said, coldly. “Plus the photos that you took of Ringer’s Polaroids



391Stinga

– and a few other cosy items.”
Pizzani swallowed – his mind racing in an effort to find a way out of this

situation.
“Stuart Foley said to say hello, Sandy,” Steven added. “I spoke to him

yesterday and he provided some very nice information – in a statement, I
might add.”

“We’ve also got a statement from Chris Warren.”
Pizzani lowered his head. He knew when he was trapped.
“I didn’t kill Ringer. OK, you found the drugs and the money, but I swear

I didn’t kill him – it was Angelo Zoccolo.”
“We know that already, Sandy. Zoccolo’s prints were on the gun –

Ballistics let us know this morning that the bullet that killed Ringer came
from the Glock that we found in your house.” Mike said bluntly.

“So, Sandy,” Steven said. “I think we’d better start at the beginning, don’t
you? By the way, don’t bother lying, because what we just told you is the
tip of the iceberg – we know plenty more. Just one thing more – I told Mike
about the photos of Warwick and me.”

Pizzani nodded and held up his arms.
“You can take these off – I’ll talk, but if I do, I want to know that it’s

because I said I would, as one cop to another, not like a crim.”
Mike Savage looked to Howard Ellis, who was seated in the corner.

Howard drew his weapon from his holster and held it in his hand, resting
on his knee.

“There’s no need for that either,” Pizzani said, indicating Howard with
his head, as Mike unlocked the handcuffs.

Steven leaned over with a packet of cigarettes, his own gun on the seat
between his legs, just in case Pizzani tried to bolt.

“Smoke?”
Pizzani took one and lit it, taking an ashtray from the corner of Steven’s

desk.
“I met Domenico a couple of years ago in the RSL,” he said. “I hadn’t

seen him for years – I suppose you know already about my dealing?”
Steven nodded.
“Well, he told me he’d given up – cold turkey! Anyway one night he lets

out that he was involved with supplying guys to Zoccolo in Cairns for some
Jap who liked Aussies. I got suspicious because Stuart had disappeared on
me, so I kept bringing up the subject every so often. One night he got pissed
as a fart and told me that he’d kept insurance, in case he ever needed money.

“I went to his house the next day, while he was at work, and found the
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Polaroids in the drawer beside his bed. One of them was of Stuart. I freaked
because I thought that Stuart must have been sent away, and then killed or
something – I don’t know. Anyway I took snaps of the Polaroids to keep
for my own use one day. Dom didn’t know the man he’d told me about
was Zoccolo – I worked that one out for myself. He kept a gun, wrapped
in a towel on the floor underneath his bedside table – I found that too.”

“The Beretta?” Steven asked.
Pizzani nodded.
“Why was he blackmailing you, Pizzani?” Mike Savage asked.
“He found out from his sister that I was supplying her. She was a

prostitute at the place that Chris Warren worked. I suppose she told you
that?”

“She’s dead, Sandy – overdose,” Steven said.
“Shit! I didn’t know that,” he said, shaking his head. “Well, one day

Domenico calls me and tells me he wants to see me. When I get to the RSL,
he tells me that he’s decided to leave town and needs money. He threatened
to tell you guys about my dealing in Mackay and in Ingham if I don’t give
him money.”

“So you did?”
“Yes, Steve, I did. I fought it and fought it, to try to think of a way out of

it – and then this plan came to me. I went to Mackay and took a picture of
his nephew – which I posted to him anonymously, So, I turned up at his
house the day he got back from Brisbane and gave him the money. I’d
already called Zoccolo and told him that Domenico had pictures and had
threatened to use them to blackmail him for money. Angelo was very pissed
off, and had already arranged to turn up later that night to get the photos
back.”

“You arranged a car for him and a gun?” Steven asked.
“Just the car, I took the Glock with me, when I went back later on. I had

it stashed for years – bought if off a dealer in Cairns. I thought that Zoccolo
would use it to get his pictures and I could get my money back at the same
time. I’d decided to tell him that I’d won it on the nags. Then if Ringer
squealed, my hands would be clean. I’d just say that I hadn’t been there
and deny knowing anything about what had happened. It would have been
his word against mine – and he’d have no evidence once I’d got my money
back.”

“What about Ringer’s sister – wasn’t she a threat?”
“She wouldn’t blab to anyone but her brother – she’d lose her supplier

that way. I asked a few contacts in Mackay and they told me that her story
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was that she thought I was someone from Rockhampton, and a security
guard. That was mistake number one – I only thought of checking after I’d
given him the money.”

“She lied to her mates, Sandy,” Steven said. “She got busted doing a deal
in Mackay and they told us that she said a cop had supplied her. She
overdosed before they could bring her back in again to ID your photo.”

Pizzani sighed.
“I didn’t know that she was dead. If I had then he would have had nothing

on me. Domenico would never have turned his sister in, just to get me.”
”She died after Ringer was already dead,” Mike explained.
“Well,” Pizzani continued. “I started to get nervous, so I turned up at

Ringer’s house early, before Zoccolo was due. I put my gloves on, took my
gun with me and some sleeping pills. I’d got it all planned. I was going to
threaten him with the gun to tell me where the money was, and if he didn’t,
then I would make him take the dope, wait for him to pass out, and then
search the place before Zoccolo arrived. I’d thought that he’d probably tell
me where the money was quickly, and then I’d give him the drugs so he’d
be out of it when Angelo arrived. I’d get out of there – then call Zoccolo’s
mobile and tell him where the photos were.”

“But it all went wrong,” Mike said.
“Yeah – really wrong. I turned up and Ringer was in the kitchen. I went

in with my gun in my hand and made him put his hands up. Then I told
him to fill a glass with water and take it into the living room and sit down.
When he got there, I made him put it on the table and poured the stuff that
I’d squeezed out of the capsules into the water. Then I told him to tell me
where my money was. He laughed in my face and, before I could stop him,
drank the glass down in one gulp.

“Then he starts taunting me and tells me to shoot him. So I told him
Zoccolo was on his way. He says to me that he thought that he was coming
sometime soon, because he’d got a picture of his nephew in the mail when
he got back, and had supposed that Zoccolo was going to do him over, or
threaten to hurt his nephew, if he didn’t get all of the photos back. That
was my second mistake. I’d only posted it to him to make him frightened
enough to give me his money. That’s when I knew I was in trouble – he
said that he burned the photos and I could go to hell.

“I still thought I had enough time to search the house for my money
before Angelo turned up, once Domenico was out to it.”

“But he turned up early, didn’t he, Sandy? Steven said.
Pizzani nodded. “His got an earlier flight, on Virgin Blue – arrived half
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anhour before he should have. Shit, was he fucked off when he walked in
the door and found out that the photos were burned, and Domenico was
halfconscious! He started to yell at me and then took my gun and pulled
him into the kitchen. He stuffed the gun in his mouth and started screaming,
trying to get Domenico to tell him whether he’d burned the lot. He was
only trying to get him to tell him – and then…”

Pizzani stopped and hung his head.
“What happened, Pizzani?” Mike asked.
“I sneezed.”
“You sneezed?” Steven was stunned.
“Yeah,” Pizzani said quietly. “A big, loud sneeze – it scared the shit out

of Angelo, he jumped and the gun went off.”
Mike Savage shook his head. It was farcical, he thought.
“So whose idea was it to stage the suicide?” Steven asked.
“Mine. I lied to Angelo and told him that Domenico had already told me

all the photos were burned. I said that I knew he had a gun, so I went and
got it. Angelo took some of those surgical gloves from his pocket and took
the Beretta, wrapped Ringer’s hand around it, and fired it into the fireplace.

Then he threw the Glock at me and told me to get rid of it.
“I told him that everyone thought that Ringer was away in Toowoomba,

and if we took his car, they’d think he’d left town for a while. I knew he
always paid his rent a month in advance, so if anyone came looking for
him, they’d see that his car had gone and would think he’d gone off for a
bit. He was always mouthing off about going away. I didn’t think anyone
would bother coming into the house for a month – his body would have
been bones by then. I left a note on the front door saying that he’d gone
away – I don’t even think Domenico could write, so I made the letters big
and childish.”

Steven tapped his pencil on the desk. “We didn’t find it. You’re not just
saying this?”

Pizzani shook his head. “Must have blown away – it could be anywhere.
I had to leave the note, because the lock on the front door was busted.”

Steven made a mental note to get back to the house with a few of the
other officers and scour the bush around the house.

“The sunbirds!” Steven said. “I remember seeing the nest when I went
to the house, under the eaves. It had bits of paper in it. They must have
used pieces of the note to build their nest.”

Pizzani shrugged.
“Then my phone rang. My wife told me my kid had been hurt in an
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accident and that I’d have to take him to hospital in Mackay. It looked
serious and seemed like he’d have to go on to Brisbane. I argued with
Angelo, and he agreed he’d take the car and drive it up to Townsville. I left
him there, thinking that I could come back later and search the house for
my money.

“Why didn’t he take the car then? We know he came back the next night,”
Steven asked.

“He rang me and told me that the battery was flat. He decided to stay
over, up the coast somewhere, and come back the next night with a new
one – that’s when he took it. Then Warwick found the body before I had
time to search the place, I was still in Brisbane, I’d only just got home when
the call came in – that’s what fucked it. I thought that I’d have had a month
before anyone came looking for Domenico.”

“So then, when you found yourself on the island, you called Zoccolo on
a stolen phone and arranged for him to get the money. That was stupid,
Sandy,” Steven said, shaking his head. “Did you really think you’d get away
with blackmailing Zoccolo?”

Sandy Pizzani nodded slowly.
“I told him I’d won it on the nags, and if he found it for me, he could

keep half. I merely mentioned that I hadn’t had time to ditch the Glock.”
Mike grunted. “I think he understood”
“Mistake number three,” Pizzani said, shaking his head.
“Sandy, you think with your balls,” Mike said. “You don’t think quickly

enough. You left the glass at the scene – you forgot all about it, didn’t you?”
Pizzani nodded.
“Then you thought you could get away with blackmailing one of the

biggest crims in the country. Zoccolo would have kept the money for himself
and then arranged an ‘accident’ for you. I wouldn’t be surprised if he
couldn’t have managed it, even on Hook Island.”

Steven’s desk phone rang.
“Steve,” Colin said, “just step outside for a moment, I’ve got an idea.”
“Excuse me a moment, please,” Steven said to Mike. Howard lifted his

gun, indicating that Pizzani should not make a move.
Steven left his office and went into the room where Colin and Gina had

set up the reeltoreel.
“Steven, I think that what he’s saying is true. Don’t you?”
Steven nodded.
“I’m going to send in lunch, and then I want you to outline my little plan

to Pizzani.”
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* * * * *

Their lunch finished, Steven moved the empty wrappers from his desk and
emptied them into his waste bin.

“You see, Sandy. I’m still treating you like a cop.”
“Why? What do you want?”
“You know you’re going to go down for this, don’t you?”
Pizzani nodded.
“Well, I think that you might find life difficult, even in protection, in a

regular jail. You know how things can go wrong – someone looks the wrong
way, and then the excop ends up smashed up bad, or found with a coat
hanger up his arse.”

Pizzani gulped.
“I think that we could arrange a little tradeoff, Sandy. We could perhaps

negotiate a special custodial sentence in a secure unit. We could even make
it so that you never saw any other crims.”

Pizzani’s eyes narrowed, suspiciously. “In exchange for what?”
“In exchange for the name of every associate of Angelo Zoccolo that you

know, Sandy – plus all the names of everyone who you have ever dealt with
here, or in Ingham, or anywhere else. There’s no way they will know the
information came from you – we’ll just arrange raids. We’ll spread the word
that we found the information when we raided Zoccolo’s house. Then all
your drug mates will think that you are just another victim, like them.”

Steven sat back in his chair and watched Pizzani’s face.
Alessandro Pizzani realised that the offer was a good one – and he knew

Steven well enough to know that this was a genuine offer.
“Ok, you got a deal,” he said. “But on one condition – and there’s no

negotiation on it.”
“I don’t know that you’re in a position to make demands, Pizzani!” Mike

Savage was now angry.
“Let him speak, Mike,” Steven said.
“I want to see Jabin,” Pizzani said quietly. “Alone. I know the procedure

– you’ll take me to Brisbane in the morning on a special flight. I need to
see Jabin and tell him stuff – stuff I’m sorry for. If you found things in my
house then you must have watched the video.”

Steven nodded.
“Jabin was too good for me. I used him – I just want to say goodbye and

apologise. I want halfanhour alone, to clean things up. You can watch if
you want,” he snapped, “if that’s the way you get your kicks – but I love
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Jabin, and I won’t say jack shit unless I get a chance to have time with him.”
Mike leaned forward in his chair, his eyes hard. “This is pretty irregular,

Pizzani.”
“You can strip search him – he’s not going to bring anything in, if that’s

what you think. I’m not the type to top myself anyway,” Pizzani pleaded.
“Me lo giuri sul’onore?”
“Si – te lo giuro.”
Mike looked at Steven for an explanation.
“He swore that what he said was the truth.”
Mike Savage stood and left the room.
Steven stared into Pizzani’s eyes – it was the truth. The old bravado had

gone, and he could see the pain in his eyes. He himself could do nothing –
it was up to his superiors.

Mike and Colin came back into the room together.
“Ok, Pizzani. You’ve got a deal,” Colin said. “You tell us enough for me

to fill a dozen pages in my notebook and, if we are successful with your
information – then I promise that you will get your secure unit. I’ll also
make sure that you’re kept under police protection in Brisbane in the VIP
cell at head office – under my direct supervision, until your trial.”

“What about Jabin?” Pizzani asked, in a small voice.
Colin nodded.
“Strip searches for both of you – and half an hour maximum with Sergeant

Miles and Inspector Savage outside the door.”
Pizzani nodded, and then, as Colin sat, began to talk.

* * * * *

Three hours later, Steven sat at a table outside Wendy’s with Mike, Colin,
Tony and Gina.

“How was he when you left him, Steven?”
“Quiet, Mike. He said he didn’t want to see his wife. Dr. Harrison did a

full examination, including a cavity search – he’s clean, and I think he
knows that everything is over.”

“Greg Turner’s standing watch outside the cell door.” Mike explained to
Colin. “I don’t think it’s necessary – but better safe than sorry.”

“His information already matched up on suspects in Melbourne, I called
someone I know there,” Colin said. “I think that we’ll find that what he
told us will knock the drug trade on the head up and down the coast, for
a bit anyway. My friend in CIB down south was beside himself – they’ve
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been trying to crack Zoccolo’s little setup for years.”
“Where have you got his wife and kids, Gina?” Steven asked.
“They’re in the hotel you stayed in, Tony. She called her sister in

Townsville – I think that they’ll go back there to live.”
“This wraps up a big file for Internal Investigations, Colin,” Tony said.

“I’ll have to head off myself, maybe tomorrow.”
Colin Marchant nodded. “We’ll all have to meet up in Brisbane – maybe

Tuesday. Steven will have to finish paper work before then.”
Steven nodded. “I’ll do most of it here, and then come down on Monday.”
“What time’s Jabin due in?” Tony asked.
“I told him about four. I want to talk with him first for a bit, then Mike

and I can do the strip search and Dr. Harrison can do the rest.”
“Think that’s necessary?” Colin asked.
Steven shook his head.
“No, not really – but I think that we should be certain.”
“When’s Nathan getting out of hospital, Tony?” Mike asked, changing

the subject.
“Tomorrow morning, I think.”
“I’m sure you won’t be missed until Monday, come down with Steven, then.”
Tony nodded, slightly embarrassed by Gina’s questioning look.
“Gina, I’ve been very pleased with what you have done to help me,”

Colin said. “I think that I can safely say that upon my recommendation you
can assume that your ‘acting’ will be removed. You can look after the place,
once we’ve all gone.”

“I wanted to talk to you both about that,” Gina said. “I was hoping that
I might apply for a transfer to Brisbane. I’m very interested in casework,
and thought that if a vacancy came up, I’d like to be considered for
investigative work.”

Colin smiled and looked quickly at Steven.
“I think that a vacancy might be available in the next short while, don’t

you, Mike?”
Mike Savage nodded.
“I’d be pleased to have you working with me anytime, Gina.”
Steven sat quietly listening to the exchange, realising that the decision,

as to whether to apply for the new position in Packer’s Reef, had been made
for him. It wouldn’t be a bad thing, either, he thought – being with Woz,
having a job with prospects of promotion, in a field that sounded right up
his alley. But most of all – being somewhere that he realised was starting
to feel like ‘home’.
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* * * * *

“Jabin, are you sure you want to see him?” Steven asked.
Jabin Hollows nodded. He sat opposite Steven, holding his hands together

and looking at the floor.
Steven stood from behind his desk and taking another chair, moved it

close to Jabin and sat, holding the man’s hands in his own.
“He asked to see you, Jabin. He said that he wanted to clear the air. You

know that you don’t have to go?”
“If he said he wanted to see me, then I’ll go,” Jabin said, fighting back

tears.
“We’re going to have to ask you to take off all your clothes, and have a

physical examination, before you’re allowed to go in,” Steven explained. “I
can make it easier for you – I’ll be in the cell with you, next to Sandy’s and
you can give me your clothing. Then Dr. Harrison will come in and examine
you. He’ll want to look everywhere – you know what I mean?”

Jabin nodded.
“Sandy asked for halfanhour with you, Jabin. I’m telling you this,

because my boss and I will be outside the door. You won’t have your clothes
back until you leave the cell, so you will be alone – do you understand what
I am saying?”

Jabin Hollows laughed quietly. “Yes, Steve. Thanks. But I couldn’t do
anything with you watching.”

“Jabin, you were open with me, and honest. Whatever I saw would not
be strange to me.”

Jabin looked up into Steven’s eyes.
“It’s up to you – I’ll turn my back, if that’s what you want to do with

Sandy. I’m not saying I approve or anything like that – I just want you to
know that I won’t find lovemaking between two men disgusting, that’s all.”

Jabin squeezed Steven’s hands.
“Thank you. I mean that.”
“No worries, mate,” Steven said, standing up. “Now if you’d like to follow

me, I’ll take you out to the holding cells.”
Steven called for Mike and Robert Harrison, and the four men left the

station and crossed its backyard to the small outbuilding.
Steven showed Jabin into the cell next to Pizzani’s and waited while the

man undressed. He took his clothes and passed them out of the cell to Mike.
Robert Harrison came in and started his examination of the man.

Steven watched impassively as the doctor looked inside his mouth,
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checked his body carefully, and then bent down to peer between Jabin’s
legs, as the man bent over, resting against the wall. Harrison asked him to
squat, and then gave him a rectal examination, before leaving the cell.

Steven led Jabin to the door of Pizzani’s cell. The cells were strangely
designed – they both stood side by side facing the wall of a narrow corridor
that led to the outside of the small building.

Steven looked through the small barred window that was at head height
in the otherwise solid door, and then unlocked it, opening it to allow Jabin
to enter.

Pizzani was curled up on the bed in the cell, naked. There had been
nothing available to dress him in, and Mike had suggested that they leave
him like that until a pair of heavyduty overalls arrived from Mackay. Mike
had been reticent to let Pizzani keep anything – in case he tore the sleeves
from the garment, or the legs, and tried to hang himself.

“Jabin!” Pizzani shouted, jumping off his bed to embrace the tall, blond
fisherman.

Jabin Hollows enfolded Pizzani in his arms, holding him fiercely.
Steven and Mike stood at the open door, against the wall, watching.
“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” Pizzani said, starting to sob. “I love you Jabin,

you have to believe me – I love you.”
He buried his head into Jabin’s shoulders and began to cry loudly.
Mike Savage turned his back and walked to the end of the corridor,

leaving Steven to watch.
“Shh, Sandy, it’s OK. I’m here now,” Jabin said, comforting the weeping

man in his arms, and then starting to cry himself.
“I only ever loved you – I know I’ve been a shit, but I came back from

that island knowing that I had to be with you.”
Steven lowered his eyes to the floor.
The two men began to kiss frantically, their arms moving urgently over

their bodies, as they fell onto the single bed in Pizzani’s cell.
Steven looked down the corridor at Mike Savage, who was looking at

him with his eyebrows raised.
Steven nodded and turned sideon in front of the cell door, folding his

arms on his chest as he continued to stare at the floor.
He glanced into the cell after a few moments and noticed that the men

were beginning to make love, Pizzani moving his head down Jabin’s body,
towards the man’s erection.

Steven quickly averted his eyes and began to blush.
Mike Savage coughed to draw his attention, and then mimed lighting a
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cigarette and indicating with his head that Steven should come outside.
Steven pulled the door closed and locked it.
“You don’t need to see that, Steven,” Mike said. ‘Have a smoke.”
He gave him a cigarette.
“I’ll have this and pop back and see if Jabin is OK.”
“You think Pizzani will try anything on him?”
Steven shook his head.
“No – I think the man is being honest for the first time in his life, Mike.”

Steven’s voice was tinged with sadness.
“Then leave them to it, Steve. I don’t believe Pizzani would hurt the man

either.”
They stood outside the entrance to the outhouse, smoking and trying not

to listen to the soft noises that issued from the cell at the end of the corridor.
They chatted quietly, Mike looking at his watch every so often, and then

coughing loudly when the obvious sounds of a climax came loudly to his
ears.

“Twenty minutes,” he noted.
Steven smiled and took another of Mike’s cigarettes.
The two men leaned against the wall of the building, near the door.
“Pizzani will have to get used being alone for a long time,” Mike started

to say.
“Shh!” Steven said. “What’s that?”
A soft sobbing came from the cell at the end of the corridor.
Steven turned quickly and pulled the key from his pocket as he and Mike

rushed into the small building.
The sobs had turned into a high keening wail.
Steven fumbled as he put the key in the lock, and then threw the door

open quickly.
Jabin Hollows sat in the corner of the cell, his head tilted back as he

sobbed noisily.
In his arms lay the naked body of Sandy Pizzani – his head hanging at

an impossible angle.
Pizzani’s eyes were open and stared emptily into space.
“I killed him,” Jabin Hollows sobbed. “He lied to me – the bastard lied

to me!”
“God help me!” he bawled. “I’ve killed the man I love!”
His head fell onto Pizzani’s chest and he moaned loudly, rocking the

lifeless body in his arms.
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* * * * *

Deputy Commissioner Alan Peterson’s room was not as big as Steven had
imagined, he thought, as he sat with Colin and Mike, listening to the man
speak.

“It’s not your fault, Mike – I want you to know that I don’t blame you for
what happened.”

Mike Savage looked uncomfortable. “I should never have left them alone.
But we were only worried that Pizzani might have harmed Hollows. It never
occurred to any of us that it would have been the other way around.”

Alan Peterson nodded, and then turned to Colin.
“According to your report, Colin, it was you who agreed to let Pizzani

have time with this man.”
“It was part of his agreement, Alan. He said that he would not give us

any information unless he could have time with his partner. If anyone is to
blame, then it’s me – I allowed it.”

“I think that proportioning blame is not going to get anyone anywhere,”
the Deputy Commissioner said. “The information Pizzani supplied has been
extremely useful – and accurate. This case has turned out to be a complex
interweaving of several crimes, persons and situations. I must congratulate
you, Senior – you have handled a very difficult situation in the most capable
manner.”

“Thank you, Sir,” Steven said, lowering his eyes to the floor.
Alan Peterson laughed. “No need to look embarrassed, Senior. Most men

in your position would glow with pride!”
“Not my style, Sir.”
“I believe you. May I call you Steven?”
Steven nodded. “Of course, Sir.”
“Well, Steven, what you just said about ‘not being your style’ is also very

much my style. I have on my desk, right here, a commendation for an award
in bravery. Did you know that?”

“No, Sir. But it’s not me who deserves it – my partner, Nathan Massport
is the one who was brave, and it’s him who copped the bullet!”

“See this?” Alan Peterson held up a paper. “That’s his.”
He lifted up another. “This one is for Irene Marchant.”
Steven smiled at the Deputy Commissioner.
“Now that’s more like it, Steven. A smile! You know, policing has changed

since I was a constable. Things are different these days. Ever heard of
‘community engagement’?”



403Stinga

Steven shook his head. “No, Sir.”
“It is a phrase that is very dear to my heart. It means that the police force

should work with and for the community – it should grow and embrace
the people it is there to protect. We have to lose the identity that we have
had in past years – that of ‘us’ and ‘them’. The public needs to learn that
it doesn’t need to fear us, to keep out of our way. After all, we are members
of the community as well, aren’t we?”

“Yes, Sir – it’s something that I have learned a lot about, during my time
in Packer’s Reef.”

“Packer’s Reef – you like the place don’t you?”
“Yes, I do, Sir – very much.”
“I believe that you intend to apply for the position as the head of the new

unit that will be based there.”
“That’s correct, Sir.”
“Good God, Steven! Do you ever speak in sentences of more than a few

words?”
Colin and Mike laughed loudly, to Steven’s embarrassment.
“I have spoken with the Commissioner and the Minister, and we all agree

that a very special person is needed for this new position. It is my
prerogative to either advertise for the position, or to appoint it, with the
support of my superiors.”

Alan Peterson fell silent, waiting for Steven to raise his eyes, he could
tell Steven was somewhat confused.

“I’m not being fair, am I, Colin?”
Colin Marchant chuckled. “Shake Alan’s hand, Steven!”
Steven looked up, to see the Deputy Commissioner standing behind his

desk, his hand outstretched. He stood and shook the hand firmly.
“Congratulations, Steven! The job is yours!”
“It is?”
Colin and Mike stood from their chairs and slapped Steven’s back,

laughing as they congratulated him.
“Now, I believe a short speech of acceptance is in order, Senior?”
Steven swallowed, blushing hotly, before speaking.
“Thank you, Sir. Thank you Colin and you too, Mike! I’m extremely

grateful for this opportunity and I promise I won’t let you down!”
Steven looked around the room.
“I’m delighted of course, but the case that afforded me this opportunity

is one that has filled me with sadness, Sir.”
“Go on,” Alan Peterson said.



404 Stinga

“Three men lost their lives – and, if this had happened fifty years ago, a
fourth would have died. All of them were victims. Domenico Campanile
was a victim of greed and stupidity. Angelo Zoccolo was a victim of his
upbringing – an Italian man brought up in the tradition of a secret society
that profited from misery.

“But Alessandro Pizzani and Jabin Hollows were victims of a different
sort, Sir. They were victims of our society. Had we allowed them to lead
their lives, as lovers, in a public that didn’t judge their relationship as
shameful, then I believe that this particular episode may not have ended as
tragically as it did. It was very sad to see Pizzani and Hollows at the end –
I could see in Pizzani’s eyes that he was totally honest and vulnerable when
he told me that he really loved Hollows.

“You and I might say that Jabin Hollows was a fool to put up with the
abuse and deception, but we also turn a blind eye to women in that
situation. Things are changing and there’s public acceptance and
understanding of the need that women have, who are abused, to find help.
The same rules didn’t apply for those two men. Our culture killed them in
many ways, Sir – a culture that made them afraid of what they felt for each
other.

“I believe that my role in this new job will be to embrace all the members
of our community. Italians, Maltese, men, women – they are all Australians,
who they love and how they live their lives, as long as it is within the law,
is their own business. They have to believe that the police force is there to
protect them all. If I can gain the trust of everyone around me, then that
will be my job satisfaction – not the awards, not rank, just the fact that they
believe that I am doing what I feel is right – as a police officer, but more
importantly, as a man.”

Steven sat, moved by his words, but uncomfortable in the manner in
which they had exposed himself in front of his superior officers.

“Stand up, Steven, and shake my hand! I think that I have finally met a
man who is the face of the New Queensland Police Service.”

Alan Peterson moved from his desk and shook Steven’s hand warmly,
embracing him at the same time.

“I look forward to introducing you to the Minister next January, Steven.”
“January, Sir?”
“Yes, Steven. I have decided to recommend Constable Massport for the

Australian Police Medal, QPS, for bravery, and I would like you to be there
when it is presented to him.”

Steven’s eyes filled with tears, his heart bursting for Nathan.
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“The job I have offered you allows you, with my approval, to appoint
staff to positions under your administration, Steven. Think on it. I think
that you might be able to find places for competent officers, don’t you?”

“Yes, Sir!” Steven replied, grinning broadly.
“Then, Steven. I wish you every success. Colin will be your supervisor

from Brisbane, liaise directly with him. I look forward to seeing you on
Australia Day. Have a good holiday.”

“Thank you, Sir, I will.”

* * * * *

The bar of the Racecourse Hotel was filled with cops.
It always was, as it was just behind the Head Office where he had worked

for over ten years, Steven thought. He looked around, recognising most of
the faces – nothing seemed to have changed here. Strange, he thought, as
so much had changed in his life in the past two and a half weeks.

“So when are you guys heading off?” Mike Savage asked, calling to the
barmaid to bring another round.

“Tomorrow, Mike.”
Tony nodded.
“Beth has been on and on at me about having a break. I’d love to show

her Warwick’s house – it’s exactly what she would like our place to be.”
“Come up whenever you like, Mike. Bring the kids too. There’s plenty to

do.”
“Thanks, mate, I might take you up on that.”
Tony and Mike began to talk – Tony enthusiastic about his six month’s

service leave and the fact that Steven would, in the future, be in Packer’s
Reef.

Steven glanced casually around the bar, his eyes resting on a familiar
figure.

“Excuse me guys,” he said, leaving Tony and Mike deep in conversation.
He weaved through the crowd to the bar and stopped next to a tall, young

blond man.
“Hi, Peter!” he said to the airline steward.
“Steven! How nice to see you!”
“What are you doing here, mate?”
“Oh, just popped in to have a look around.”
“Is he here?”
Peter nodded.
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“Still keen, huh?”
“Yes, Steven – still keen.”
“Care to point him out? I promise I won’t say anything.”
Peter shook his head, and then took a mouthful of his beer.
“Hi, Steven!” a police officer said, behind him. “Hello, Peter,” he added,

less enthusiastically.
Steven turned. It was his coworker from CIB, Matthew Watkins, who

he had handed the Traffic Gang case to, when he was sent to Packer’s Reef.
“Hello, Matt, how’s it doing?” Steven asked, noticing the downcast look

on Peter Holiday’s face.
“Good, Steve. Didn’t know you knew Pete.”
“Met him on the plane a few times.”
“Oh, yeah?” Matthew said, staring at Peter.
Steven made the connection in a millisecond. His coworker was Peter’s

cop friend who had ditched him, because he couldn’t cope with being gay.
“Matt. Do you know Tony Sobrocchi?”
“Sure, Steven – he’s a good friend. We used to work out together at the

gym. He’s a great bloke.”
“He sure is. Did you know he’s one of my oldest pals?”
“No, I didn’t. Makes sense – you’re both fantastic cops!”
“Give me a moment, will you, Matt. I just want to have a quick word

with Tony.”
“Sure, I’ll talk with Pete for a bit.”
Steven motioned Tony to meet him outside.
“What’s up, Steve?”
“Tony, I’m going to ask you a real big favour.”
“Oh, no! Not again!” Tony rolled his eyes and sighed deeply.
Steven told him the story that Peter had related on the plane, when he

was travelling to Cairns.
Tony looked at him, from the corner of his eye, and then smiled.
“I think I’m going to enjoy this,” he said, before turning and going back

into the bar.
Steven waited outside the hotel, smoking a cigarette, and then watched

Tony and Matthew Watkins in an animated conversation on the corner of
the street.

He smiled and leaned against the wall, as Tony’s gestures became more
vigorous, finishing when Tony grabbed Matthew by the shirt front and shook
him vigorously.

Steven wandered down the street to join them.
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Matthew was red in the face and puffing, his fists clenched at his side.
“Hi guys! What’s up?”
“Nothing, Steven,” Matthew said, between clenched teeth, glaring at Tony.
“Nothing?”
“Yes, nothing!”
“I wouldn’t call breaking a man’s heart nothing, Matthew!”
Matthew Watkins gaped at Steven.
“Matt, I know about you and him – and I’m afraid to tell you that I don’t

think very much of what you have done. Peter is a really nice guy, and nice
guys deserve a chance.”

“But, Steven! You don’t understand, I’m a fucking cop!”
“So am I, mate, and my lover is a man – just like Tony’s is.”
“What?”
“Wise up, Matthew. Swallow your pride – I’m as much as a cop as you

are and I’ll be fucked if anyone is going to dump on me because my partner
is the same sex as I am. Go ahead! Stuff up your chance of happiness – but
don’t do it for the wrong reasons. See ya, Matt!” Steven said, turning from
him and going back into the hotel with Tony.

“Wow! You don’t mince words do you, Stinga?”
“Not when love’s the issue, mate,” Steven said, with a wink.
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“Drinks, gentlemen?”
“No thank you, Miss,” Tony said, holding his hand up to the Qantas

stewardess.
“You told Woz, yet, Steve?”
“Not yet, Tony – saving it for a big surprise.”
“You told Nathan yet?”
“About his award?”
Steven nodded.
“That’s your job, Steve.”
“I want you to be there – we’ll all go straight to the station and tell

everyone about my new job. Then you and I and Woz and Nathan will have
a little chat in my office. I want to talk to him about more than his award,
Tony. I want you to be there too, so that he can hear it when I ask you to
be my secondincommand.”

“You do?”
Steven laughed. “The family who plays together, stays together, Tony. I

know you’ve got long service leave, but we are a team. We work well
together. I know it’s going to be difficult with you and Nathan and Betty all
working in the same place, but Colin told me the new office should be ready
by the time you’ve finished your leave, and the station is going to be very
spread out. I’m telling you now, so that you can think about it, before I ask
you in front of Nathan.”

Tony grinned. “No need, mate. I accept!”
“That quickly?”
“That quickly! Look out Packer’s Reef! Here we come!” he said, loudly.

* * * * *

The two police officers strode into the airport terminal in their uniforms,
their caps on their heads.
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Two other men stood waiting for them at the terminal gate, smiling as
they saw Steven and Tony approach.

The crowd cast quick glances at the two couples who embraced and
hugged each other. They may have not even bothered, except that in each
couple was a police officer in uniform.

Some of them shook their heads, a few muttered, but standing behind
the crowd was an older, large woman, in a new flowery dress, leaning on
her cane, her face wreathed with smiles, as she watched the four men in
each other’s arms.

So it was that four men came to stay in Packer’s Reef.
Their experiences in Packer’s Reef had changed them and had drawn

them together, and in time, their love and friendship would change Packer’s
Reef, in its own quiet way.
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