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For Lisa, Joss and Summer, my inspiration for everything





PROLOGUE

Not even the morning sun dared disappoint her, launching like a spotlight on a masterpiece as she danced from the mansion’s shadow to the manicured lawn.

She glanced to the window reflections to confirm her fairytale was real, twirled in the dreamy summer heat, to slow time, white lace wedding dress circling her like the rings of Saturn. Except Saturn didn’t possess her gravitational pull.

You didn’t meet Sara; she injected herself into your bloodstream. Her intimidating perfection and 60s Hollywood style and grace. A smile like a poker player with a royal flush for use any time you had four aces. Tall without towering, athletic and feminine: if Michelangelo had been moved to carve a woman to partner David, he would have chiselled Sara.

‘Air hugs only,’ was the call as her bridesmaids escaped, giggling and perfectly made up, from their make-up artists’ brushes. A few final selfies before handing their phones and handbags to the coachman.

‘Spin the parasols,’ they were begged. The magazine editors and duelling photographers had waited patiently to shoot them in the dappled garden light. The women balanced on the side steps of their gleaming black open carriage. Stylists touched up and reassured them. Waiters with champagne and trays of hors d’oeuvres swapped arms as they tired. All in the stench of Sara’s father’s cigar waft, as he and her mother watched like puppeteers.

As the plaited black horses trotted through the monogrammed gates, the waiting paparazzi fired, their shutter clicks the quintessential background music for the television reporters rapping to cameramen over the cheering crowd.

The stickybeaks were there to be extras in a real-life movie. They were held back at the church’s perimeter by police, while overly muscled security in too-tight shirts guarded the car park. A row of Harley-Davidsons the tell-tale, dark contrast to the Ferraris and Lamborghinis. The truth, amid the fantasy, was plainly obvious in the cavalcade of guests.

The who’s who of Sydney were there, arriving to play in bespoke suits and designer frocks, many with the simple, selfish motivation of being seen. Ageing millionaire men stood proudly with their young trophy wives. Old matriarchs in oversized designer sunglasses and extravagant hats hid as if their latest face was at risk of melting. Some were barely alive enough to lift their diamond-loaded hands.

And sprinkled around, like flashy jewels, were the young heirs to fortunes. All were well-known to society-page and Instagram watchers. They were famous, but not for any achievements, just famous for being famous. Blissfully unaware of the reality that lurked around them, in the brutal-looking tattooed unknown – nameless men with dark suits and scarred cheeks, hiding behind cheap black replica Ray-Bans.

Those aware of the bride’s family secrets were far from fooled by the superficial air of serenity. Or surprised that so few of the groom’s friends and family were in attendance for a wedding of high-school sweethearts. Hate was not a strong enough word to describe Jackson’s relationship with Sara’s father and siblings, who had despised him from the moment they first heard his name. The night Sara waited for brothers who never came. Giving her more proof that if there wasn’t something in it for them, she was barely a consideration.

As guests began filling the church and the clock ticked past the wedding’s start time of 2pm, the atmosphere turned edgy.

Sara’s carriage had trotted to within 50 metres of the entrance but had eased to a halt on her command. The church bells had stopped chiming, and her phone was ringing from inside her handbag stashed in the front footwell. And when she fished it out, there were eighteen missed calls and texts.

Without reading a text, she looked up to realise there was no sign of her groom. Jackson was not waiting at the church gates to greet her as planned, and he was never late for anything.

Sara called him, but it went to his voicemail. Hastily flicking through her calls, she found none from Jackson but eight from his groomsman Scott.

The last few calls were from her brother Joe, who Sara could see jogging towards her – way too slowly for her liking, partly due to his portliness and the tightness of his suit, but mostly as an attempt to disguise the seriousness of the drama. And he knew haste was futile.

Sara looked fearfully up at Jackson’s mother, Connie, in the distance, to see her shaking her head from side to side and gesturing discreetly with her hand to stay away. And the resignation on Joe’s red, sweaty face as he arrived, out of breath, confirmed the disaster before he panted out the story.

‘Your groom is missing.’
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Jackson had been well aware of who Sara was when he’d spotted her hiding at the dark edge of the school’s main entrance streetlight.

She was called up regularly at academic awards nights. He had glimpsed her through the gym window, alone at the hoop, slam dunking in a white tutu and ballet shoes. Her weightlessness and grace, as she waited to audition for West Side Story, was an image burned into his retinas. And there wasn’t a dry eye the night she stepped onto the music auditorium’s stage with her acoustic guitar and belted out ‘Jolene’.

That was the night he’d fished a scrunched-up program from the parquetry floor and searched the performer list for her name. And began plotting the ways he might stray into her vision and say hi – problem being that she wasn’t in any of his classes and didn’t hang with anyone he knew. And she certainly didn’t catch his bus.

She was dropped off and picked up at the gate like royalty, usually by a chauffeur in a black Mercedes S-Class with the darkest legal tint. Skipping clear of the door as it was held open, looking unfussed but fully aware that her arrivals drew every eye in the vicinity.

In summer, she would occasionally come with her father, the roof down in his convertible blue Bentley Continental. Conversations would stop as the amazed and the jealous watched her jump from the white leather passenger seat with the elegance of a dove taking flight. Seemingly in slow motion like a scene from an 80s rock video.

‘What are the odds?’ Jackson whispered, when he saw her in the darkness. Rain was falling, and she looked dishevelled as she wiped tears.

‘Can you hit the brakes? I know her,’ Jackson turned and asked his mother.

He leaped out to unfurl an umbrella above Sara’s head and offer her a choice.

‘Would you like a lift home, or to borrow our umbrella?’

‘A lift home would be amazing,’ she said, hoping the rain hid the fact she had been crying. A school mum driving a white Porsche Cayenne looked safe enough to her in a desperate circumstance.

‘My phone battery is flat and my brothers were supposed to pick me up fifteen minutes ago,’ she explained as they fast-walked; Jackson, half in the rain as he leaned to make sure the umbrella fully shielded her.

Her brothers’ failure to show didn’t surprise him. He knew enough about them to know they were bad news. The pair often cruised main street hot spots selling cheap tobacco-cut marijuana joints. Kids would run to their red Nissan GT-R like it was a Mr Whippy van.

Jackson showed Sara to the front seat, closed her door and squeezed into the back himself – a move that he could sense got her attention.

‘Thank you both for your kindness,’ Sara said as she pulled down the sun visor, cleverly using the mirror to fix her smudged mascara and catch another glimpse of Jackson. Dabbing her cheeks as she gave directions. And as their eyes locked a third time, they both smiled at the serendipity of each looking to see if the other was looking.

‘You okay?’ he said.

‘I am now,’ she replied, filling the mirror with the eyes that had mesmerised him from across the schoolyard. Eyes he had only ever dared glance at before, like he would look at the sun. Catch a glimpse but stare at his peril. Eyes that now had him like hands around his throat.

‘What’s your name?’ she asked, her smile broadening.

‘Jackson Jones,’ he said, and a long pause followed.

‘Aren’t you going to ask my name?’ she enquired, watching for his reaction.

‘You are teasing me, aren’t you?’ Jackson threw back. ‘Everybody knows who you are, Sara.’
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Any voyeur peering into Jackson’s apartment window from an adjacent high-rise would have immediately called London police. It was a Rear Window murder scene through binoculars at ten past midnight.

Jackson lay face down on the cherry-red splattered floorboards, blood seeping from the nose and split eye that had broken his fall. Broken glass, strewn papers and toppled books were scattered around him, all illuminated beneath a studio spotlight as if lit for the world to see a man at his end.

It was too late, but if he could have wound back time, he would have. Not to life before Sara, but to before the kidnapping and the death threats. To the moment she handed him the note.



It was a week after the Friday night he’d seen her crying in the school entrance. His moment as Prince Charming had not even bought him a conversation. They had locked eyes across the schoolyard a few times, but she’d looked straight through him.

Until he walked from his final class that Friday. There she was, waiting, leaning on his locker. Her long blonde hair was out of its compulsory school ponytail. And the cool breath of the air conditioner was making the bleached curled ends of her hair flick over her breasts.

He looked down from her killer gaze as he approached to calm his heartbeat, only to snare himself in more danger. Her school skirt was hemmed high and hitched strategically above its minimum legal length. Bright white tights hugged legs so defined you could bounce a dart off them.

‘Remember me?’ she said, beaming, as she held out a square folded note like a cigarette between the forefinger and middle finger of her right hand. And as he reached, she took his hand between hers and eased the note into his palm.

‘Come if you can,’ she whispered, with Ferrari-red glossed lips, demanding eyes and a wicked touch like nothing he had felt before.

She then turned, leaving him searching for words and oxygen in her wake. Jackson was frozen as he watched her walk. But she didn’t look back. She didn’t need to.

‘1313 Hillside Drive Banksia, 1pm Sunday’ was all she had scribbled. His zoom in on his phone’s map unearthed the building: an old ice-skating rink reported as bankrupt and recently sold. His Uber there on Sunday was like a rocket to a new world after a Saturday that moved like treacle.

At his best guess, she had invited him to some sort of techno dance party, one of those empty-building raves he had heard about but had never been to. His push through the baby-blue double entrance doors told him different.

Four male skaters in full competition costume were taking turns to fling themselves into the air. Thin and weightless, their mix of balance and strength was mind-blowing. The loud chik of their skates echoed around the otherwise silent expanse as Jackson’s eyes scanned it.

Three tiny girls were practising spins with their coach in a corner. Their three mums, all with coffees, watched through side-eyes, more interested in comparing the knit of their sweaters.

A younger girl, barely school age and looking afraid, laced her new white skates with her parents and grandparents. A box with an untied ribbon, torn wrapping and a birthday card sat alongside them. Jackson somehow, through a sixth sense of mood change, was drawn to lift his head the moment Sara floated onto the ice. She was gliding on one skate and spinning like she owned the place.

Spotting Jackson, she waved and smiled, gaining speed as she blew playfully across the white expanse like a hot summer wind. And without warning, she dug in one toe, launched, twisted and landed as softly as a butterfly.

His unfiltered grin gave him away. He immediately knew the score. This was her secret palace where she wasn’t a schoolgirl – she was the queen. Her beauty, power and dominance on display as she delivered a one-minute array of athletic wonderment that pulled every eye in the arena.

It wasn’t a show of who the best skater was. Because if it was, it was an unkind assassination of everyone there. It was simply a statement to Jackson. He was tangling with someone out of his league. Way out of everyone’s league.
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Being inept had never been so advantageous.

In the hours that followed, the other boys leaped and landed and tried to catch Sara’s attention. But she was too busy holding Jackson’s hand as he slipped and stumbled on skates for the first time. The pair were oblivious as the public session patrons came and went around them.

‘You are a klutz,’ she said teasingly, to test his sense of humour.

‘You have muscles like Tarzan, but you skate like Jane.’

‘They hire ice prams here for the mothers and babies session, if you would like me to grab one and push you for a few laps,’ Sara added as he laughed.

‘Maybe I’m just faking all this new-born giraffe clumsiness, because I like holding your hand,’ Jackson replied with a smirk.

So, she picked up their speed and flipped to skating backwards, dragging him at a pace well beyond his comfort zone. And when he least expected it, she released him.

‘Prove it then,’ she said as she let go of his hands. ‘Do a lap on your own. If you can catch me, you can kiss me,’ Sara taunted him, continuing backwards as Jackson found his legs.

He was a fast learner. Cricket, golf, tennis, boxing, football; he could play any sport at a level that often took people by surprise.

Balanced, athletic and ambidextrous, he didn’t shun school sport because he wasn’t good at it. He avoided it because he hated the blokey macho culture of it. So, digging in both blades, he set out after her, like he once chased down the kid who stole his bike. A kid he caught, but didn’t have the heart to hit.

He quickened his pace, but so did Sara, a tantalising metre in front of him, openly giggling at his effort level. Her ease, cruising in reverse, leaving Jackson no choice but to lunge to her.

He thought she would catch him and not let him fall, either out of sympathy or because she secretly wanted a kiss. But Sara casually hopped aside like a bullfighter. Jackson faceplanted heavily, and with ice from his nose to knees, he looked up. The pair were in hysterics, like the couples beside them that saw his desperate dive.

‘You are cruel,’ he said, with enough comedic acting to give himself away. She was his kind of girl.

Their afternoon, filled with burgers, shakes and puppy-love fun, only ended due to closing time.

‘So, you are the art guy,’ Sara said, clearly having done her research.

Jackson had schoolyard cred because his sketches and cartoons adorned walls in weird places and won him every art prize available. He was the school’s Banksy. The trompe l’oeil he had painted at the dead end of the main school corridor made you think you could walk through glass double doors into the Garden of Eden.

As she slurped the last of her shake, she reached and took a pencil from a diary in her skate bag, playing her aces by beaming her eyes into his. Her pupils pulled him deep, like the warm summer sea that hides the rip that drowns you.

‘Draw me?’ she asked, holding the pencil suggestively between her thumb and forefinger while tapping it on her lips.

His wordless hesitation as she held the pencil out to him was deliberate. She had held him in the palms of her hands all day, and for the first time, he had the chance to hold her in his. Jackson’s desperation for a kiss was suddenly secondary to a richer opportunity to see inside her by using his one superpower.

Without diverting his eyes from hers, he casually pulled over her paper menu and flipped it to its blank side, and then he rescued the pencil from her fingers to draw her skating. He drew her spinning, with one arm high, the other arm outstretched to her side, skirt flowing like a jewellery-box dancer. The smooth movement of his pencil on paper was as definitive as her blades on the ice. His swaggering confidence gave her goosebumps as he watched her face flush red. Nothing anyone had ever done for her had been so flattering.

Jackson turned the sketch to face her, staying silent as she gazed at his interpretation of her beauty. Her deliberate touch of his hand, like an electric shock, was his reward.

‘Can I keep it?’ she asked, her words soft in the warm steam of her breath. But she didn’t wait for his answer before rolling it up to slip it safely into her left skate.

‘I owe you a lift home,’ she said, smiling. The fact she wanted to own him a little longer was the icing on his cake.

‘Bye, Ian,’ she yelled to the manager as she rose.

‘Can you lock the front door? I’m heading out the back. See you Tuesday and tell your dad we need to restock the fridge,’ he called back.

‘Don’t tell me you own this place,’ Jackson said, as he saw her with her own key.

‘My father does,’ she said succinctly, before changing the subject.

‘I get to find out where you live now,’ she quipped as they walked towards her chauffeur’s Mercedes.

‘Maybe I should pick a giant mansion somewhere and get you to drop me there,’ he joked back.

‘You wouldn’t lie to a girl on a first date, would you?’ She laughed.

‘So, this is a first date, is it?’ Jackson chuckled as they walked towards her chauffeur, who was holding open the passenger-side front door.

‘We are dropping Jackson home, please, Paul,’ Sara said, leaving the front seat vacant to climb into the back with her new toy.

The moment Jackson had given his address, Sara handed him one earphone, with a shush finger to her lips for his eyes only. Jackson understood, as he pulled his seatbelt, that a conversation was not an option.

Her father’s private driver obviously reported everything. The look of disapproval in Pauls eyes, as Jackson glanced to them in the rear-view mirror, made him certain Sara was in for some grief when she got home.

With her favourite song on and the volume pumped up, she laid her head back. Closing her eyes, she reached for Jackson’s hand. The tightness of her grip shortened his breath.

Jack White, her choice of storyteller, was a singer he wasn’t familiar with. The assault of overmodulated guitar and his words begging for a desperately needed life change left Jackson unsure if Sara was deliberately smacking him to the ears with her current philosophy. Or maybe it had no deeper meaning at all and, like he often did, he was overthinking it.

After the twenty minutes of her warm hand in his, there was no coming back from a sensory Nirvana that he could never un-feel.

The rattle over the train tracks ruined the bliss and severed his thoughts about what she was thinking. He had barely a minute left before his street corner. His stumble for something profound to say as they stopped at the large iron gates bearing his street number ended with Sara unclicking her seatbelt.

‘I’ll be back,’ she told Paul. Jackson exited, quiet, feeling it was safer to say nothing than ruin an unforgettable day by babbling something regrettable.

But as he pushed the code for the gates to open, and she grabbed his hand to walk him up the long bluestone driveway, his confidence returned. He wanted to kiss her and there was no more romantic a setting than beneath the fairy-lit Norfolk Island pines. But her chauffeur was still in eyeshot.

‘Did you play one of the Jack White songs twice on purpose?’ he asked. ‘The one about wanting a love so strong it changes your friends to enemies and kills your mother.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘An old skating coach once told me the same thing about love, as the song.’

‘If I don’t wake up tomorrow missing you with a pain so strong it’s like a knife has been stuck inside me, then you are not the one.’

‘So don’t tell a soul at school about this, and maybe we can do it again next Sunday,’ she added.

A few steps later, she stopped. Reaching to his cheek with her fingers, she turned him towards her, leaning in for a kiss to his lips that lingered just long enough, but nowhere near long enough.

And with that life-taking act, she turned and went. Walking to her car without once looking back.
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The virgin-white stretch limousine looked Friday-evening perfect, slicing its way through the after-work traffic to Jackson’s driveway. The bags and the haste were the giveaway. The chauffeur had barely pulled to a stop before the front door sprung open.

‘Airport please – Qantas International.’ Jackson was respectful but sharp, as he and Benny flung their bags into the boot and dived to the bench seats. The change of plans was not required to be explained to the confused driver, who has been booked to take a trio of boys on Jackson’s wedding eve pub crawl.

The main street alfresco drinkers barely raised an eye as the limo turned past them towards the freeway. But Jackson’s heart raced. He took a long glance back to calm himself. They were not being followed, but his head kept swivelling. Full speed, a mild anaesthetic.

‘There is a chance Sara’s family might simply wash their hands of you,’ Benny said, resting a supportive hand on his mate’s knee.

‘There’s also a chance the plane will crash.’ Jackson smiled, adding flippantly, ‘If they don’t kill me, the guilt will.’

Benny leaned back; his heart rate was elevated for a different reason. Accidental casualness and an often envied resistance to stress was his trademark. Reclining on the comfortable leather, he almost felt disloyal that, within his best friend’s wedding eve nightmare, he was embracing the adrenaline rush of heading into the unknown.

He knew Jackson was in pain, but that words of sympathy weren’t the remedy. Just being with him was. Silence was underrated as a cathartic tool. Benny smiled as he flicked through phone pictures of the furnished two-bedroom warehouse on the Thames near Waterloo Bridge that Jackson had picked as a safe house.

‘What do you intend to paint?’ Benny asked, knowing Jackson’s plan was to lose himself in his art while the dust settled.

‘Something Picasso to get my old mojo back,’ Jackson said, upbeat. ‘And I promised Scott the copy of Renato Guttuso’s La Vucciria that he and Suzie wanted. They don’t know it’s a man walking through a Sicilian market with his wife when he is confronted by his mistress,’ he added, and they both laughed. ‘But painting a scorned woman will remind me of her,’ Jackson finished, his tone lower.

Running from a wedding was a bastard act. His finger unconsciously touched the thumbnail-sized red heart Sara had tattooed on his arm as he contemplated tomorrow’s fallout.

She had asked him, on their final day of high school, to draw a life-sized long-stemmed rose, running from her wrist to her elbow. And then she shocked him by taking him to her cousin’s Oxford Street studio to have it tattooed on before borrowing the gun to ink her heart on him.

‘It’s not just a high-school crush’ were the words she tattooed into his brain that night.

Jackson reached for the limousine’s cheap complimentary champagne – something he would normally only use to marinate ribs – and poured himself and Benny a glass. Skolling it, he closed his eyes to see Sara laughing above the buzzing of the tattoo gun as she carved the small heart outline into his flesh, then coloured it red as he screamed with fear at her recklessness, and they watched his blood ooze.

No amount of bad alcohol could make him forget how her eyes had glowed with a love so strong it dampened the pain of his rose being cut into her – and the pain inflicted on her by her parents when they saw it.



It wasn’t until the aeroplane’s wheels touched down in London that Jackson realised the size of the wildfire he had left behind.

Turning on his phone, he saw the Sydney Morning Herald website running a photo of Sara and her mother, Angelique, leaving the church in each other’s arms. Their mascara was flowing in their tears like they were Pagliacci clowns. ‘Missing millionaire groom’ – it was a clickbait goldmine.

The fact that Sara was Sydney rich list and Australian Olympic royalty added to its topicality. A video of celebrities scampering from the mayhem pleading ‘no comment’ was the juicy news clip. The horror made Jackson’s gut churn.

Reports had seven bullet holes in his front door and Scott in hospital, the wildest theory being that he and Benny lay beneath the foundations of Sara’s father Dino’s latest high-rise, which had had a concrete pour the day before Jackson’s no-show.

Journalists were now on the hunt for him, dead or alive. Jackson was Australia’s most hated man, especially among women. Men were more divided: some thought him a coward; some had him a hero.

The phone call to Scott settled him a little.

‘You had to do what you did, mate, even though the day was pure carnage.

‘I’ll be fine, but I’ve got no memory of who hit me.

‘And the police will find that out.

But the truth was undeniable. It stared back at Jackson from his and Benny’s new apartment’s hallway mirror the moment they walked in. His cold-heartedness and the wreckage he left were unforgivable. Two days of drinking and oxycontin finally gave him the stomach to listen to his phone messages.

With the help of a dozen Coronas, he and Benny sat to hear Sara’s distressed voice quivering from the open carriage. Her bridesmaids were panicking in the background, their shock and confusion as if a grenade had been dropped in a supermarket.

Her second call was from the hollows of the church.

‘Please come. Or just ring me. We can sort this out,’ was her repeated crying plea.

She called another five times that night, saying she would forgive him. But he knew her family never would. A fact confirmed by Sara’s messages being interspersed with death threats from her older brother, Carlos.

‘Your limo driver confessed to dropping you at the Qantas terminal, and a friend of mine at the Emirates desk confirmed you boarded the Emirates flight to London. We can access CCTV vision anywhere, so start looking over your shoulder because we’re coming for you, you piece of shit. It’s only a matter of time before a bullet hits your fucking temple,’ Carlos shouted convincingly.

‘Toss it in the Thames,’ was Jackson’s response, handing his phone to Benny. ‘I don’t need my phone in London, and they’ve traced it before.’

Benny didn’t need to be asked twice. He opened the balcony door, danced two steps and launched the phone into the river like he was Tom Brady.

Having no phone was a godsend as Jackson lost himself for days in pills, gin, paint and canvas.

And Benny lost himself in London’s sights: jogs every morning, bars every night. Jackson’s concern about leaving his mate to discover the city alone ended the moment that, true to form, Benny put his suit on and took his toiletry bag.

‘Good chance I won’t be home tonight, so don’t worry,’ Benny said with a brief man hug.

‘I’ll give you the full report tomorrow,’ he added, as he headed for the door.

Jackson watched him go, smiling and relaxed, because the pair were very alike. Both occasionally happiest with just their own company. And Jackson knew Benny had bigger plans in sight.

‘I want to open my own nightclub, so I want to see a few in London, and get an insight into how the successful ones do it,’ Benny confessed to him at the airport lounge.

And it was over a morning coffee that Benny explained that a tourist-free members-only piano bar in St Martin’s Lane had become his favourite. He had met the owner and was locked in to work some shifts. Slick, well-groomed Aussie barmen who could mix cocktails and tell tall stories were highly sought after – especially if they worked for cash.

He even convinced him to hang Jackson’s Picasso copy among the Montreux jazz posters in exchange for a £200 bar tab. And it sold within twenty-four hours. The week passed quietly until the afternoon Benny arrived to stock the fridges.

‘A guy with an Aussie accent was in here an hour ago asking for you and your mate, JJ,’ the bar manager said, to Benny’s surprise. ‘He said his name was Kennedy, and he left a business card with a message to call him,’ she added.

Benny checked the security footage. Kennedy was well-dressed and had no tattoos and a full head of hair. It wasn’t Dino or either of Sara’s brothers. But it was confirmation that, after less than a week, London wasn’t safe.
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The lift doors released Jackson to his nightmare like rodeo gates.

The late lunch footpath stampede forced a bottleneck at the foyer exit.

He could barely recognise himself in the giant reception hall mirror as he waited in the queue. With his long hair, moustache and beard he was unsure whether he looked homeless or like a young Jesus.

A stranger asking for him at the St Martin’s Lane bar left him no choice but to pack and head for Amsterdam. Benny’s long hug said more than words. Cash tips, friendly girls, being the centre of attention: Benny’s London recipe was working. And he could find out more about Kennedy by hanging around.

As an only child, Jackson had always been comfortable alone. But it was different aged twelve, with your mother in the next room. He had never felt isolation like the silent elevator descent. And now, added to it was the worry that someone would recognise him. A sense of a figure approaching from the corner of his eye turned his fear into fact.

‘Hi Jackson, my name is Kennedy. Have you got a minute to talk?’

Being found was a crossroad moment he knew was inevitable. But countless mental rehearsals weren’t preparation enough for the paralysing stun of the moment itself.

Trying to escape was an option: a quick launch into the mayhem, to disappear through traffic. But the relative safety of the crowd kept him composed. Curiosity was his dominant emotion once he saw Kennedy’s appearance.

If ‘disarmingly ordinary’ was a dress style, Kennedy was a model for it, so much that it seemed deliberate. He was fit, of average height, clean-shaven, with stylishly gelled hair, no tattoos and wearing a pressed plain white shirt under a dark-blue linen jacket. His look was minimalist cool, finished with black casual stovepipe pants and polished new Chelsea boots.

Kennedy looked Jackson in the eye and held out a hand, his Rolex visible as they shook. It was a commonality between them as it flashed against Jackson’s father’s old Breitling.

Kennedy wore no jewellery other than a gold Daytona. No wedding ring, no chains, no diamond stud earrings or other displays of wealth. Ordinary guys often wore Rolexes, and fakes wore fakes, but Jackson knew that ordinary men didn’t wear Rolex Daytonas.

‘Can we talk for a moment?’ Kennedy asked again with a slight Australian twang, gesturing to an empty table through the cafe window.

As they sat, Jackson pegged him as either a detective hired by Sara’s father or a well-connected journalist hunting an exclusive. Either way, it was bad news.

A waitress pounced, but Jackson picked up the menu and said, ‘Please give us a moment,’ not to consider an order but to buy some seconds and gather his thoughts.

But Kennedy didn’t give him the luxury.

‘My boss bought your Picasso copy from the piano bar. We know exactly who you are and why you are in London, but I’m not here for any of that, so rest easy. I have an offer for you.’

Jackson leaned back a little easier, alert for lies as he listened.

‘I work for an art dealer in Paris called Sebastian Lee. He is a former French ambassador who owns a gallery in Nice and a copy house in Cannes where replicas are painted in oil by computer and shipped around the world,’ Kennedy continued.’ Mr Lee was in London to see a jazz musician friend and saw your copy of The Old Guitarist on the wall for sale. The technique and likeness impressed him enough to buy it on the spot and ask about the painter. The club owner told him an Aussie guy called Benny Kay walked in a week ago asking if he needed staff. He pointed out Benny behind the bar while explaining it was Benny’s mate, JJ, who was the artist needing cash. It only took an hour of internet research on Australian artists, JJ, Ben Kay and Picasso, before Mr Lee knew exactly who you were.’

An old internet article spilled the beans. It detailed a controversial New South Wales high school art excellence award won by a student called JJ Jones. The story had made the mainstream media because his winning entry included a brilliant copy of Picasso’s Le Rêve, which outraged parents with its ‘erotic content’.

Jackson had painted the early Cubist 1932 oil on canvas partly to illustrate his understanding of Picasso’s style but also because he thought it funny that Picasso had hidden the image of his own erect penis in the upturned face of his subject, his twenty-two-year-old mistress at the time, Marie-Thérèse Walter. Jackson collected on a bet with mates that he could paint a penis for a school competition and not only get away with it but win first prize.

Le Rêve or ‘The Dream’ had been topical due to millionaire Las Vegas casino owner Steve Wynn agreeing to sell it for US$139 million. It was set to be the highest price paid for any piece of art in history – until Wynn accidently put his elbow through it while showing friends and bragging about its worth at a dinner party.

The real meat of the ‘High School Erotica’ article was hidden in the final paragraphs. The judges were so stunned by the job Jackson had done of replicating it that it led to a worldwide alteration to teenage art award criteria.

‘It sends the wrong message to reward anyone producing a copy ahead of an artist presenting an original work, even though this copy needs to be seen to be believed’ was the closing paragraph that explained the philosophy change.

‘Mr Lee and I both read the stories which praised your amazing skills,’ Kennedy added with a pause to assess Jackson’s engagement.

‘But how did you find my apartment building?’ Jackson asked, still not convinced Kennedy was who he said he was.

‘I was sent here armed with Mr Lee’s jazz night snaps of Benny and the pictures of you from the internet,’ Kennedy explained. ‘I followed Benny home today, hoping he would at least call the number on the business card I left. Plan B enacted when Benny hit the fifth floor button and my phone failed to ring.

‘There are only four apartments on level five. I was on my way to knock on the doors when I saw you exit the lift,’ Kennedy finished, before explaining Jackson’s lucky twist.

‘Your anonymity is perfect for Mr Lee. He needs someone with your skill to paint something special. And he wants to pay you handsomely for it.’
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