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To Judith,
Who bore the weight
of this book




PART ONE




ONE


Terry Delaney’s father often remarked on the state of Main Street, Penrith, in the hard times of the ’80s. ‘The shops that sell real things close down,’ he said, ‘and in their place you get the bloody juju medicine stalls.’


By juju medicine stalls Delaney the elder meant the agencies of anxious governments, local, state, Commonwealth; the nine-to-five havens for those to whom heroin, spouses or employers had been cruel; the shopfronts behind which the bewildered were counselled. Off Main Street, on the western edge of the park, stood the house which offered financial advice to those who no longer had finances. This was municipal mercy. If you wanted the mercy of the state you went to Youth and Community Services, and the grace of the Commonwealth was incarnated in Social Services. They all, according to observation and the opinion of Delaney senior, did more business than the barber. At any of them you could meet the same tousled and bruised wives, and men who had once worked at the abattoirs at Homebush or Riverstone or at the forklift factory at Flemington or the heavy engineering at Clyde. As workers they had been loudly discontented and whimsically bought Lotto tickets each week, prepared to wait a lifetime for the gods of the numbers to do them a favour. Now they were reflective and awesomely docile, half-shaven, a sort of fluff of ennui caught in the crevices of their faces. They tried to turn out the world’s thinnest roll-your-owns while they waited for the bureaucrats of small bounties to get around to them.


They were the men Terry Delaney had always presumed he’d never sit amongst. Yet when he did give up a day’s work to sit amidst these men and their women and wait for a counsellor to speak to him, he no longer had the pride left to make it clear that he was there because of love and not for want. And now, being desperate, he knew why people came to these places. You couldn’t help but expect that one of those public servants could produce from behind his desk the glittering answer.


Delaney was there for that very answer. He explained how Danielle Kabbel was a hostage, her child a hostage too, all to old Rudi Kabbel’s madness.


‘You claim to be the child’s father?’ the counsellor asked him, used to claims that other parties were lunatics. She was a small dark girl who looked Greek.


‘I registered her birth, April 2, 1984,’ said Delaney, finding the birth certificate and putting it on the desk in front of the girl. A child social worker. I place my daughter in the hands of this seminar attender.


The girl’s arms were stick thin. Delaney feared she was probably one of those inner city vegetarians; her body inadequate for rescuing his child.


He produced his driving licence. ‘See that. The same signature as on the registration. I want someone to please go and look at the place. No electricity, no heating. For all I know the water’s been cut off. How can they warm a bottle for the child? Without electricity?’


‘If I find the conditions you describe,’ the girl said, ‘there would be grounds for removing the infant from the mother’s custody. That wouldn’t mean your daughter would be automatically given to you. You would have to apply for custody separately. It may in any case be necessary to house the mother with the child if it is still breastfeeding.’ The idea of Alexandra at Danielle’s breast made him dizzy with hope.


‘Get my baby out of that house,’ he pleaded. ‘I can’t, because Warwick Kabbel threatened me with both barrels of his shotgun when I went round there. But they wouldn’t do anything like that to you, because you’re in authority.’


‘Oh,’ she said, laughing bitterly, ‘you want me to face firearms, Mr Delaney.’


‘I don’t mind facing them myself, I’m desperate. But it doesn’t do any good.’ He could not explain to her how safe she’d be, how law-abiding and polite the Kabbel boys would be. They would have been polite to the man from Prospect Council who came to cut their water supply. Despite the armoury they kept in the house, they understood precisely who held the power in this pre-wave world. Hence he was certain this girl’s beansprout authority could bring the Kabbels down.


‘Are you able to get the cops to go with you?’ he asked.


‘I certainly can. And will.’


She made him ecstatic.


‘Might not be until this afternoon, Mr Delaney,’ she told him. The weariness of attending to a hundred misused children was apparent in her voice.


He drove three miles down the highway to Kabbel’s and parked in the triangle of gum trees between the railway line and the cluster of little townhouses. They had architectural pretensions. Delaney imagined they had been designed by the sort of young architect who lived at Kirribili, wore open-neck shirts, drove a BMW. He knew too that whatever the pretensions of the design, there were no pretensions in Kabbel’s place, no wall hangings, no light fittings, no light.


By edging twenty paces down the verge of this small clump of trees Delaney could see Warwick Kabbel sitting on a patch of lawn, a baby basket beside him. In it must lie the disputed child, the daughter Delaney had registered as Alexandra. He was grateful to the Kabbels for knowing that a child needs sunlight, for taking account of her amongst their berserk schemes. There must have been a sound from the basket, for Uncle Warwick smiled obliquely at it. Uncle Warwick, booby-trap expert, wielder of Magnums and shotguns.


For some reason, Warwick’s smile caused Delaney to suffer a momentary loss of faith in the girl at Youth and Community Services he’d spent the morning persuading. I ought to kidnap the baby, seize Danielle. I shouldn’t have spent the morning talking to vegetarian social workers.


Warwick picked up a stalk of grass and placed it as a gift in the basket. Delaney imagined the child’s supine hands lying on the baby blanket, the stalk of grass between them, a sceptre.


At noon Warwick hoisted the baby basket and took it inside as if the time had come for the child to feed and sleep, as if the good order of electricity still ran into the house on a line, as if the water of social sanity were still surging in the pipes.


Two further hours passed. From the Blue Mountains to Parramatta, from Richmond to Penrith was a great parish of unhappy and endangered children, so the counsellor implied. His unhappy and endangered child had to join the queue. He spent the time, he kept moisture in his mouth, by sucking – as on a stone – on the courses open to him. For the child’s sake he could offer to pay Kabbel’s bills, but with the Kabbels cut electricity didn’t seem to be an issue; they would let Warwick, who was to be the enforcer in their paradise, drive him from the door with one of their weapons. He could pay his friend Brian Stanton to help him kidnap the child, but Stanton was out on bail awaiting trial for manslaughter and Delaney was his surety. And he could wait in the shade of the gums, in the pleasant autumn air, in the thin murmur of dying insects, for the vegetarian to arrive, a skinny woman maybe, but with the fibre of the law in her.


It was nearly two in the afternoon when he saw not the counsellor but a man in a suit drive up to Kabbel’s door. Behind the man’s Commodore came a patrol car with two wallopers. One of the police Delaney saw emerge was Steve Rammage, a fullback from the local club. There’s leverage I hadn’t thought of. Now I’m notorious. I’ve broken a jaw, been suspended for six months – more visible now, under suspension, than I ever was as just another promising five-eighth. The wallopers in the club would do anything for me.


The man in the suit knocked on the door. It was answered by Warwick. Delaney expected that: Warwick was the Kabbels’ delegate to the outside world. Warwick answered all enquiries. There seemed to be a polite and reasonable conversation between Warwick and the man in the suit and Delaney could hear no raised voices. The man handed Warwick a folded document. Delaney understood at once. This was an eviction. He was sure Warwick would be explaining that the child was asleep and that certain things would need to be packed – his manual of explosives, for example.


For two or three seconds Danielle appeared at the upstairs window, a neat blonde woman in a floral dress, a cardigan worn over her shoulders like a cape. She looked down tranquilly on the large young policemen who had escorted the estate agent with the eviction notice to her door. In the edge of the patch of scrub Delaney flinched and raised his wrist to his mouth.


‘Oh, you berserk poor bitch,’ he murmured against the beat of his pulse. He could feel the darkness of the house bulking and stirring behind her. She turned quietly from the window as if someone behind her had spoken.


You’re coming out of that dark bloody hole. That cave without water and power. He could rush down the road and promise the estate agent a month’s rent if that was the point. The Kabbels, however, had lost interest in rent, just the same as in water and power. Kabbel himself still owned firearms worth thousands of dollars to enthusiasts; the house was furnished with weaponry. He could sell off half of Uncle Security’s arsenal and still have an armoury adequate for starting a new company or a small revolution.


At the door Warwick excused himself and went inside the house. The door itself remained ajar. Waiting, the estate agent turned back to the constables and they spoke softly between themselves, old and – it seemed to Delaney – sad hands at evictions. As his father, old Greg, would have said, watching the young coppers, ‘Use the working class to piss the working class off.’ If only the Kabbel case was just another instance in the class war.


It was not impossible that Danielle would emerge carrying Alexandra in her arms and look around for Delaney. In his daydream, the eviction would shake her loose from her father by mere cumulative effect. First no light, then no water, now no roof. It had to have an impact on a bright girl, it had to cause a bit of doubt in her. There had been no wave, no great ice-melt. The desert was still the desert. They still got bugger-all rain at Ayers Rock. The map was still the map. Rudi Kabbel had delivered her nothing except a dark hutch where she couldn’t even warm her baby’s milk or give her the breast in any comfort.


From the shade of the gums Delaney believed he now could hear the Kabbel family moving things – the chest perhaps, the arms cabinet. The young wallopers would open their eyes when they saw Rudi’s firearms, but Rudi would smile and show them his business card which said Uncle Security. His pose – an honest professional whose company had in a bad time itself gone bad – would only partially satisfy them. It came to Delaney with a sense of unfamiliar joy that there was no way that Rudi Kabbel could bring his property out into the sunshine on the pavement and not instantly attract the attention of a number of instruments of government, including the New South Wales police and the Department of Youth and Community Services for whom the skinny Greek worked. Rudi would be forced into new directions. The family would disintegrate under scrutiny, and Delaney would pick up the two fragments which were all he wanted of life.


Again he believed he could hear the hard bark of furniture runners against the upstairs floor of Kabbel’s townhouse, but no one came to the door to explain the delay to the estate agent and the police. Delaney saw the agent approach the not fully closed door, call towards the kitchen, open the door wider, make a trumpet of his hands and yell up the stairs. He turned for a moment to the police and then the three went indoors. No more than ninety seconds later the estate agent burst out of the door, fell on to the lawn where Alexandra had this morning been placed in her basket, and rolled writhing there. Delaney wondered if Rudi or more likely Warwick had shot the man, if the revolution had begun. Both police ran upright out of the house and one of them bent over the agent, giving aid. The other, the handy fullback, went to the patrol car and reached in for the mouthpiece of the two-way radio.


Delaney raced from his cover amongst the gums and sprinted over vacant land and into the townhouse road. Constable Rammage turned to him a face almost transparent, so drained of substance that it was no more than a filament.


‘Oh holy Jesus, Delaney!’ Rammage cried, beginning to weep. ‘Who are those people?’




TWO


Delaney had first met Rudi Kabbel by the park one humid 3 a.m. in January 1983. The southerly for which Sydneysiders always wait on humid nights had not arrived, but weathermen were assuring a desperate population that it would turn up late the following morning, flush the humidity away, and restore everyone to well-being. Delaney and his partner Stanton, though they worked separately, always met up in the small hours to share coffee from a thermos they took turns in providing.


Delaney and Stanton were responsible as officers of Castle Security for a range of properties, including a Subaru dealership and a Rural Bank. At least Stanton persisted in calling it a Rural Bank, the way he continued to call Westpac the Bank of New South Wales. You can bank on the Wales, said the old slogan of the New South Wales. You can wank on the bales, Stanton liked to say of the Rural, now renamed the State.


The Sun Ya Restaurant was also in the care of Delaney and Stanton, as was a caravan and trailer dealership and a yard full of swimming-pool liners. These last lay bluely on their sides like gigantic children’s bathtubs, like – as Brian Stanton said – bedpans for bloody Gulliver. Within Castle’s mandate there fell as well the premises of a licensed club. During his patrols, Delaney saw many a late-night inebriate enter his Commodore and drive away in perfect safety, at least until he reached the highway, where carnage was always a possibility.


On the night of their meeting with Kabbel, Delaney and Stanton emerged from the back lane behind Franklin’s supermarket and saw Kabbel sitting in the park by the bandstand, his nightwatch lunch spread before him, a picnicker in the abandoned shopping centre. He looked so strange in his blue uniform – it was not the blue most security men wore, it was what Delaney thought of as a foreign blue. Delaney could tell too – by a sort of musk of hostility given off by his friend – that the man’s tranquil mastication annoyed Stanton.


As they got closer, Delaney noticed that the top button of the man’s collar was done up and that this added to his foreignness. On his collars were two brass badges of four circles arranged rather like the Olympic rings, though there were only two rings in the top row as in the bottom. Stanton approached the man in that jovially hostile manner he had picked up in the New South Wales police force.


‘Enjoying our tucker?’ Stanton asked.


The man was tall, Germanic-looking, bullet-headed, with spiky blond hair turning in places to a grey poll.


‘Would you like some?’ the man asked, pushing the packet of sandwiches towards Stanton, whimsically reducing him to the status of a beggar. Stanton said no thanks and moved his shoulders threateningly inside his blue shirt. But his authority seemed to Delaney to be debased by this muscle flexing. It may have meant more had he still been a walloper. It would then have conveyed to the citizen, even to this foreigner, that Stanton was thinking of a range of possible provocations, and such charges as – resisting arrest, using obscene and indecent language, malicious damage to a police shirt.


‘You work for Castle,’ said the man reading the label on their shirts. ‘I used to work for Ramparts. Such references to medieval fortifications! Now I’m in business for myself.’


The man took from his breast pocket a wad of business cards and peeled off one for Delaney and then one for Stanton. The business cards displayed the four rings. Below them was the name Uncle Security, and below the name of the business, in larger lettering still, Rudi Kabbel, Maturing Director. The card conveyed that if not quite a prince of the industry Kabbel was at least local nobility. His office, he said, was in Parramatta and he employed a staff of four. In Penrith he had a number of motor dealerships, a ship’s chandler who supplied boaters using the Nepean river on weekends, and a timber yard.


‘My real name is RADISLAW,’ said Kabbel, spelling it. ‘But Australians can’t handle that.’


Stanton mellowed enough to try half a cup of coffee from Kabbel’s thermos. ‘My sons, Warwick and Scott, work for me,’ the man conceded in return. A family business did not have the same credibility as one which employed total strangers.


‘Warwick and Scott,’ Stanton murmured. ‘Long way from Rudi, isn’t it?’


‘My wife wanted them to be given Australian names. We’re divorced now, but the names linger on. My daughter, though – she runs the control room – I dug in over that name. She’s Danielle, after my mother. Danielle is a French name.’


‘And this Kabbel, it’s French, eh?’ Stanton didn’t entirely dislike the idea of the French. The people who had once knifed him belonged to a more southerly and swarthy race than that.


‘It’s Belorussian.’


‘Come again?’


‘Belorussia. Belorussia. Bela Rus. White Ruthenia.’


‘Where’s that when it’s there?’ Stanton asked.


‘That is a land of milk and honey which has never been allowed to go its way,’ Rudi Kabbel explained. ‘A land of plains and forests and gentle hills. You know Lithuania, you know the Baltic?’


Both Stanton and Delaney nodded, though their geography was not exact and the man knew it.


‘It’s east of Poland. If you want to invade Russia, as has sometimes been tried, you’ll have to go through Minsk. Minsk is the capital.’


‘Oh,’ said Stanton, whose sense of where everything in Eastern Europe was had been improved by an admiration for Lech Walesa. ‘You come from Russia?’


‘The Soviets would say I do. I do not say I do. I am a Belorussian. We are different in language and religion. Some of us, anyhow. If there was any international justice, we would be our own nation.’


‘Like Queenslanders,’ Delaney suggested. He could see Kabbel frown but then decide to yield to this small joke about Australian regional feeling. Whenever later he was debating the nature of Kabbel with himself, the question of whether Kabbel was a fanatic, Delaney would remember how in the humid night Kabbel had given in with a smile and allowed Bela Rus to be compared whimsically with a northern Australian state.


‘You could say like Queensland,’ Kabbel admitted at last But, he said, at least the Queenslanders could make their own mistakes. They had the Barrier Reef, which they were ruining for themselves. They had the rain forests which they were decimating and profaning. All the Belorussian treasures had been destroyed by other people, by the Poles, the Litvaks, above all by the Russians. For example, the Belorussians had and treasured a race of buffalo, of bison, like the American bison which Buffalo Bill had hunted. ‘Now you didn’t know that, did you, boys?’ he asked Stanton and Delaney, winking once at them, a heavy comic-opera wink. Though Delaney confessed he didn’t, Stanton wouldn’t admit to any ignorance of Belorussian wildlife.


These bison were called zubr. Kabbel wrote it down for them on the back of one of his Uncle Security cards. You found them in the Forest of Belovezh. The Russians and the Germans, their two great armies, had hunted them out in world war one and world war two. ‘What they know they don’t own,’ said Kabbel, ‘the Russians shit on. And what they did to the zubr they have done to all the Belorussian treasures.’


‘The Americans are bastards too,’ said Stanton, not so much to back up Kabbel’s argument but to balance the ideological scales. Stanton was in fact very pro-American but didn’t want this clever alien to get away with being so expressive.


They are both unjust kingdoms,’ Kabbel conceded. He looked wryly at Delaney. ‘But if you were, say, a cosmic force and had to choose a side, which one would you?’


‘America,’ said Delaney, smiling as he played a divinity. ‘For a while, at least. Give them a burl, I reckon.’


‘Exactly, my intelligent friend,’ said Kabbel – Delaney thought the man’s tone patronising. ‘For a time! No power gets eternal chances, chances that go on for ever.’


He excused himself then. He had a casual working nearby in the Mount Druitt area and had to look in on him.


‘Do they all wear that turquoise bloody uniform of yours?’ asked Stanton.


‘It’s the company uniform,’ murmured Kabbel, firm but not being doctrinaire about it Delaney would remember that as well at a later date. ‘A looser cut of shirt. All very well for you blokes’ (he pronounced it ‘blouks’) ‘. . . your shirts hug the body and remind criminals of Robert Redford or some such. But our shirts allow a layer of air between the fabric and the body, and on such a night as this a layer of air is to be welcomed.’


Delaney sweated all the more at this talk of cool spaces beneath garments, and his shirt seemed to cramp his damp shoulders.


Terry Delaney was the husband of Gina Terracetti, herself the child of a sturdy Italian couple from Palermo. Aldo Terracetti was a market gardener, had left a tribal history of centuries of labour behind him in Sicily to labour just as hard, though to better profit, fifteen miles south of Penrith in a shallow farming depression called Bringelly, one of the few places in Sydney where in winter water left overnight in a bucket or a dog’s dish would grow a crust of ice, and which in summer, day after day in the dogdays of January and February, led the metropolitan maximum temperatures. Delaney loved the Terracettis because they had a composure that triumphed over temperature and because they had bred for him Gina, a good wife but not in the bruised, subdued manner of Stanton’s wife, Denise. Gina was a robust person, a woman of opinions. Old Mrs Terracetti – not so old in fact – said it was the Australian high school education. It turned women into harpies who challenged their husbands’ authority.


Delaney sensed in old Terracetti an honest and ancient connection with the earth, something he had passed on to his larger-boned daughter Gina. Her skin was olive, sometimes reddish like terracotta – Delaney might call her a squaw as a joke, but he never said it without a tremor of desire. Her features represented symbolically to him the Sicily she and he had never visited – strong, with a tendency towards the craggy. In middle age, he supposed, they would be especially craggy, like her mother’s. All of history, Delaney thought, from the Romans onwards, looked calmly out of those features. The Delaneys made love in the mornings, after Delaney had got back from his night patrols, before Gina went off to her work at a discount clothing store in St Mary’s. As often as not they ended with Delaney entering Gina from behind, from those well-made flanks which somehow to Delaney signified the geography of the world. As they both cried, Delaney had a sense of remaking and honouring the earth. He was sure that he would not get that sense from anyone else.


He’d been unfaithful to her once, a public infidelity he could not find the words to convey to Gina, but which other men (and perhaps some of their women) you were likely to meet in Main Street knew about. It had occurred the previous October when the third grade team – third grade being the lowest form of professional play – had for the first time in its history reached the grand final at the Sydney Cricket Ground, playing a bloody, defensive game which it lost 12–8 to South Sydney. After the grieving, the Leagues Club had offered the team a trip to Hawaii instead of a grand-final match payment. You had to pay your own accommodation, that was all, but it would be at discount rates. Gina insisted that he should go, even though she knew some of the wild buggers like Steve Mansfield, a second-rower who had an evil reputation for twisting the testicles of the opposing hooker, would play the sort of merry hell for which he was notorious from Parramatta to the mountains.


One night at the Ilikai there had been a party in the adjoining rooms of Steve Mansfield and Chicka Hays. The Maui Wow-ie the team had been smoking for the whole week suffused the air, an acrid sweetness which enlarged the brain. Chicka had filled his bath with ice in which sat dozens of cans of Primo, the Hawaiian beer of which none of the team approved but on which, in the absence of Australian beer, they were willing to incapacitate themselves. As each of the guests arrived – various American girls and a few vacationing Australians – Chicka would hand them a freezing can of the stuff. ‘Crook beer, love, but the best we can do!’


Delaney sat in a chair in Mansfield’s room, by the window, watching Diamond Head, which he had never thought he would see; a majestic slope and inside it a fort. The idea appealed to him. It was an example of American extravagance. Only the Americans would stick their forts inside ancient volcanoes. He was smoking the stuff like everyone else. Such a thing was possible to confide to Gina. It would be a delight to see her scandalised. Delaney holidaying on the silvery fringes of narcotics. Delaney who watched large green headlands. At the far end of Waikiki! Imagine.


He could afterwards not clearly remember the face of the girl who came up to him. She was slighter than Gina. Her hair was brown, cut short for the heat. Her skin was fine-grained. She was what Delaney thought of as ‘un-ethnic’ and showed no traces of any specific origins. Compared to Diamond Head she was not a primary object of notice. Nor was Mansfield’s bed, on which the two wingers were rubbing gin from the refrigerator bar on the breasts of a Chinese-American girl and licking them clean. That sort of thing was to be expected. A Rugby League team on a celebratory journey had to create a store of outrageous events to take home. These tales – in the tradition of Rugby League clubs – should cover four aspects: sexual excess; excess of alcohol; jovial damage to such property as lobby fountains or alterations of the clocks behind the reception desk which told what time it was in Copenhagen and Tokyo; and peripheral encounters with local police. As arousing as some of the scenes might be, Delaney, inhaling the smoke, saw himself by temperament and marriage as a witness.


‘Charlene,’ the slight girl told Delaney now as introduction.


‘I’m Terry Delaney,’ said Delaney.


‘Birth sign?’ she said, closing her eyes and seeming to grasp in the air for the images of the Zodiac.


‘Libra. But that’s all bloody nonsense, love.’


She opened her eyes so quickly that Delaney thought that his pot-enlarged senses could hear them click apart.


‘You say so, Delaney?’


He stood up. ‘Mind my pew and look at Diamond Head, and I’ll get us one of those crook beers each.’


‘Crook,’ she said. ‘Crook?’ She chuckled.


When he returned with the two cans from Chicka’s brimming bathtub, the girl was still sitting by the window, was obediently watching Diamond Head though he’d supposed that to her, since she was a native, the sight was ordinary. Before he went she’d seemed to him such a drifty presence that he expected her to have washed away by now into the other room.


‘You guys won the Super Bowl in football. Is that it?’


‘We lost the grand final at the Sydney Cricket Ground. That’s like the Vatican. The first time we ever got through that far.’


‘You lost? What did they give the guys that won?’


The blokes who won,’ said Delaney, ‘are more used to winning. Winning to them didn’t mean as much even as getting there did to us. We’re working-class boys, see.’


‘And what’s the name of this game you guys play?’


Delaney shook his head. It had amazed him from childhood that there must be foreigners – 220 million Americans, 280 million Russians, a billion Chinese – who had never seen this most delicious game. ‘It’s called Rugby League,’ he said.


‘How many players to a team?’


‘Thirteen.’


‘On the offence or the defence?’ the girl asked him fixedly, staring not at his eyes but at his lips.


‘The same thirteen play all the way through. Unless someone gets injured.’


‘The whole goddam game?’


‘That’s right. We’re bloody supermen down there. We’re not like those poofters of yours who play two minutes at a time and all covered with padding.’


‘Rugby,’ said the girl speculatively.


‘Rugby League,’ said Delaney. ‘They reckon Rugby League is a game for gentlemen played by thugs and Rugby Union a game for thugs played by gentlemen. Rugby Union’s full of doctors and solicitors.’


‘Solicitors. You mean male hookers?’


‘No. Lawyers.’


‘Oh. Attorneys.’


‘Dead right.’


The door opened and smiling Paul Tuomey, the coach, ran in like a man doing laps. He wore nothing and Delaney noticed the way his belly, in no way enormous, disproportioned him nonetheless. He turned left past the girl and sprinted through into Chicka’s room. Soon he would reappear at the now permanently open door of Mansfield’s room. It turned out he was running for a bet, an old footballer proving he still had mileage left in him.


After a few circuits he was ignored. Delaney got used to the recurrent gasps which meant he was coming around again.


‘What position do you play, Delaney?’ the girl asked him.


‘Five-eighth,’ he said. There was a chance that if they didn’t keep importing five-eighths from Queensland, England, or the bush he could play five-eighth in first grade. But he decided it would be too difficult to explain to the girl the concepts involved in that.


As he would assure himself later, he would have been content to spend the evening gently educating the girl within the limits of his interests. Instead she made some obvious pun about the word five-eighth – ‘Of a goddam inch or what?’ – opened his shorts and, without warning, began to fondle him. The readiness with which her hands persuaded him was a surprise. Ten seconds before, he had felt on a less earthly plane than the two wingers and the Chinese-American guest, than naked Paul Tuomey. Playing cards on the far side of the bed, the lock and the fullback saw what had befallen Delaney and began to nudge and laugh.


‘Watch it, Terry,’ they yelled. ‘The dreaded bloody herpes, mate!’


He begged the girl to stop. Most of the third graders were not expensive imports but Penrith boys whose mothers and wives met Gina in the street. He was also appalled by what the teaching brothers who had educated him would call the ‘immodesty’ of the event. That did not mean he did not want this girl who lacked an origin or any name that meant anything. Nonetheless, he groaned for her to cut it out. ‘Not here,’ he begged. He dreaded becoming one of the tour’s unlikeliest stories.


Cramped over his erection he led the girl to his room. Stanton had once told him that space-shuttle personnel suffered enormous fats, stiffies untrammelled by gravity. Delaney felt crippled by such a space-shuttle special. But he survived the walk across Mansfield’s room and down the corridor, the small static of derision from the card-players and from red-faced Tuomey, whom they met in the corridor and who asked if they wanted him to come too.


Delaney spent two hours with the girl. Occasionally one of the team would come and knock drunkenly on the door. At last Chicka told a chambermaid that it was his room and he’d lost the key, but all he found beyond the door was Delaney and the girl resting and enjoying a sage conversation. When the Parnassian calm of Maui Wow-ie wore off, he would remember Chicka’s intrusion with a shame incisive enough to wake him in the middle of the night.


He would remember too, as a rider to his guilt, that he had discovered only one concrete fact about the girl – that she was a waitress.


Stanton had a good wife. He was always saying so. Yet in Denise Stanton’s face a heaviness could be seen, a weariness, particularly noticeable – Delaney thought – as she waited in line for communion at St Nicholas’s on Sunday mornings. It seemed to Delaney that two elements were aging her – shortage of cash, and Stanton’s wildness, his capacity for mad adventures with strange and troublesome women, dangerous ones, the sort whose friends or husbands carried weapons or received stolen goods – liaisons she could not have known about in detail but which she sensed. A dangerous woman and a knife had been involved in Brian Stanton’s resignation from the New South Wales police force. Stanton had told Delaney the story, but Denise herself knew only about the knife and the dozen scar marks on Stanton’s body.


The Stantons lived in a little timber house – the estate agent said it had been built before Federation – in Emu Plains. Emu Plains was famous in legend and folk song as a penal station during the days of convictism. There was still a prison farm there – the prisoners lived in little yellow brick cubicles which were said to be very hot in summer. These days so many of them were wealthy embezzlers that most of the cubicles were air-conditioned. The sad and poor of the convict world occupied those sweltering cells which were not already taken by the prison gentry. Nothing very violent had ever happened at this prison farm, except once, when two escapees from another gaol had called in there looking for weapons and had killed a warder. That had been twenty years past, but Stanton would still sometimes worry about his women – Denise and the two girls – alone at night in the little cottage, a mile across the paddocks from the prison farm. They were letting so many bad bastards get away with murder these days. So many bad bastards were buying soft options for themselves, paying off prison officials.


At dawn Delaney drove behind Stanton westward to the plains. They could see three separate bush fires burning on the long escarpment above the river. It was hoped that the day’s wind would turn them back on themselves and that an afternoon storm would douse them.


Stanton’s little house looked hot When Brian and Denise had first bought it, a large Cyprus pine, another survival of the nineteenth century, had shaded it But that had made the place too cold in winter – the rheuminess and vapours of the old tree seeming to spread into the hallway and bedrooms. Leakage of detergents from nearby drains had begun to kill it, and the past August Brian Stanton had been pleased to rent a chainsaw and, with a few ropes and some help from mates, dismember and fell the tree and stack it for firewood. The lawn looked parched without it and the little house, surrounded by hard-lined brick bungalows, looked naked and bereaved. The tree and the old house had been planted together. Delaney was aware of that, and he wondered why Stanton wasn’t and had cut up the pine so willingly.


The house had settled in the earth, so that the path to the front door seemed higher than the interior of the place. In the middle of the path stood a tricycle left there the dusk before by the younger of the Stanton children. From the front door you entered straight into the living room where Stanton’s two daughters were watching a Japanese animated cartoon. The younger one, the tricyclist, Sharon, bounced on the springs of the old lounge suite while fixedly watching a dragon push a skyscraper over. Denise Stanton had taken this one to doctors so that they could find out why she bounced all the time – in bed, on the lounge suite, apparently on the seat of her school desk as well. The doctors called her hyperkinetic. They said the condition often went with mental brightness.


This child, seeing Delaney, launched herself directly at him from the sofa and landed in his arms, holding on with knees, and with hands around his neck. It was so instantaneous a vault that Stanton and Delaney laughed. The elder daughter, Donna, was not distracted from the apocalyptic cartoon. She watched a tidal wave swirl people and animals away and down some vast gurgler.


In the kitchen Stanton grabbed Denise from behind. ‘This is my bookkeeper,’ he told Delaney. ‘They reckon I sleep with her.’


They halved a can of beer between them, and it was only as Stanton walked out to the car with Delaney that he began to talk about the questions raised by their encounter with Rudi Kabbel.


‘Bloody marvellous. Here’s a bloke who comes from a place no one’s heard of. “Below Russia”. I watch the bloody Eye Witness News like a hawk, but I never heard of “Below Russia”. And here he is giving us lectures about bloody buffaloes, and employing blokes who all wear this bloody Wog uniform of his. My people’ve been in this country four generations and never worked for themselves. Beats me how the bastards are able to do it. Straight from Below Russia into a business of their own.’


‘They’re better at business, that’s all,’ said Delaney.


But Stanton went on talking as if there were a secret he hadn’t been let into, as if he’d been denied a vote.


Across the paddocks, from the direction of the prison farm, came the sound of a tractor. Stanton glanced away briefly at it, and when he looked back at Delaney the grievance in his eyes had grown.


‘Makes me aware I’m a bloody fool,’ said Stanton.


But when Delaney was on his own, driving home to Penrith, he understood that Kabbel had enlarged the night rather than narrowed it down.




THREE


It became a regular matter – perhaps four nights of the week but certainly three – for Delaney and Stanton to emerge from the laneway behind Franklin’s supermarket and find Kabbel seated in his baggy uniform at the picnic table by the bandstand. A thermos and an array of rolls, slightly more than even a large man could eat at that hour of the morning, that security man’s lunch hour, waited loosely wrapped on the table before him, as if for sale, as if Kabbel would – as Stanton said – really prefer to be one of those Wog delicatessen owners. Eventually even Stanton let himself drink a full cup of Kabbel’s coffee. It was full-bodied and very sweet, a strange robust sweetness. Delaney found himself considering the stuff distinctively Belorussian, a sort of proof-by-beverage of the validity of Belorussian claims to an identity.


‘Security,’ Rudi Kabbel used to say during these meetings, ‘is the wave of the future.’


Delaney noticed that Kabbel often talked in terms of waves, cleansing fires, earthquakes which would leave the earth vacant and pure. But before that great wiping of the slate, the future of security was enormous. Kabbel had been to a security seminar in Los Angeles, and reported from that megalopolis that there security was an industry employing hundreds of thousands. A Beverly Hills mansion, for example, could provide three or four security men with employment. The same was about to happen here, for Sydney was no longer the innocent and distant city to which his father had immigrated. ‘The wave that breaks on the West Coast this afternoon breaks on Bondi Beach tomorrow morning,’ Kabbel would say.


Delaney’s father often echoed Kabbel, though he would never meet the White Russian. Old Greg Delaney remembered Penrith before there were traffic lights on the Great Western Highway. Property lay all night unprotected under the wide rustic moon – for in those days Penrith was considered to be beyond the western limits of the city. What had been in the childhood of Delaney senior the earth’s most modest and least thrustful car yards, pharmacies, furniture stores now however required guardians.


Stanton continued hostile to Kabbel’s Eastern European palaver, but Delaney enjoyed the meetings. Granted, it was not hard to interest a security man, who apart from a regular soldier had the most boring job on earth.


‘A good life, gentlemen,’ Kabbel said one night in his perfect though vaguely accented English. ‘Society has achieved the point of decay where it needs our gentle services, but not to the extent that we cannot sit here by the bandstand in the true dead of night and eat our red cabbage and sausage. We carry weapons we never use unless, as happens with some security men, we take casual work holding up Westpac branches. But imagine this: the ice-cap in Antarctica melts and raises the level of the sea by seventy metres, destroying the banks, which you notice are always coastal institutions. Foothills become beaches, currency has no meaning – it has no meaning now, for that matter, is kept aloft by a faith which makes belief in the Virgin Birth, say, a small matter. When this happens, no man can pose as Mr Security.’


He bit into a roll. Then he asked, ‘Do Castle Security let you take your guns home with you each day, gentlemen?’


‘That’s the company’s business,’ said Stanton.


‘Ah yes. It is certainly that. The company’s business.’ At that he laughed a little, as if he had agents who kept him posted on Castle’s laxities.


‘So you take all your men’s guns back off them at the end of each shift?’ Delaney asked him.


‘I have to. I cannot afford to cultivate friends in the police force who will turn a blind eye. I cannot afford to have my company’s weaponry used in domestic disputes and other private enterprises. Two men like yourselves don’t worry me. If left to my own devices I would say to you take home your firearms. This industry, however, is full of disappointed policemen and deluded cowboys.’


In the subsequent silence, Delaney knew Stanton would speak. ‘I used to be a copper,’ Stanton murmured at last. ‘And I’m not bloody well disappointed. Retired on a disability allowance.’ Stanton often said that, inferred a pension or insurance. Delaney knew by an accidental reference by Denise Stanton that there was no such leeway in the Stantons’ life, that Brian and Denise Stanton and their two daughters, the dreamer and the bouncer, lived without any special benefit from the state of New South Wales. It was a harmless conceit of Stanton’s though, and Delaney would not betray it to Kabbel.


‘Disability,’ Kabbel said. It sounded like fraternal concern.


‘Nothing serious,’ said Stanton.


‘So,’ said Rudi Kabbel, ‘you’ve had this valuable professional experience?’


‘Too right I have. What about you?’


‘Not me,’ Kabbel confessed. ‘I could say the closest I got to any police force was when my father was Chief of Police in the city of Staroviche in Belorussia. I don’t think the statutes there bear much resemblance to those of New South Wales.’


He proffered his thermos of coffee in Delaney’s direction. ‘You, Terry?’


‘No thanks.’


‘I meant, have you had police experience?’


‘No, Rudi. I’m too young.’


Kabbel laughed at that.


Stanton said, ‘He’s only filling in time between football matches.’


They all laughed, Delaney especially, since he knew how true that was. When people say that to someone like Delaney a sport is a religion they are uttering something more than a metaphor. A sport could be to people like Delaney not merely a sect but a cosmology, a perfected model of an imperfect world. Rugby League was a game whose laws had been codified by workers in the forlorn north of England; miners and mill-workers of Bradford and Wigan, Hull and Warrington, were invaded by that peculiar genius which concerns itself with the serious business of human games, and produced what was to Delaney the supreme code, a cellular structure composed of thirteen players which mimicked life and art and war so exactly that it became them. Delaney had all the mental attributes necessary to the professional athlete. The mystery of why his talent was not greater was one he accepted together with the other mysteries. These other mysteries included the passion and dignity of Gina, the grace of the lemon-scented gum, the literalness of the Incarnation and Resurrection of Christ (since Delaney was of Irish stock), and the question of why the Holy Spirit should descend upon slew-vowelled Yorkshiremen meeting in a second-rate commercial hotel in Bradford in 1888 to decide on rules by which working men could play and be paid for time they took off work to glorify the game.


Delaney’s talent, though not of national note, was adequate to double what he earned from Castle Security. The poker machines in Penrith Leagues Club, smelling acrid with the spilled beer and exhaled tobacco of gamblers, and fed eight hours a day with twenty-cent coins – the duck-billed platypus aswim on one side, the monarch whose ancestors had oppressed Delaney’s ancestors on the other – these mechanisms were largely what paid for Delaney’s occasional brilliance at five-eighth.


Delaney never mentioned his earnings as a professional League player to Stanton because he knew Stanton had to manage out of his wage, had no margin. The scar tissue which showed fish-white on Stanton’s chest and abdomen went entirely uncompensated by the state, and the superannuation he had brought with him from the police force had gone into the Stanton cottage.


Stanton himself was to Delaney an example of how a life could be destroyed by an unlucky passion. Delaney intended to suffer no such unlucky passions in his own life.


Stanton had been a constable in Petersham, a suburb of solid old terraces which had begun life as an enclave for British artisans but which, when Stanton worked there, housed men and women of sixty-seven nationalities, many of them volatile both in private affairs and in political memory. Like Kabbel, but sometimes less rationally, they remembered the intricate wrongs of their racial histories. The Greeks remembered what the Turks had done, as did the Armenians. The Christian Lebanese spat at the shadows of Muslim Lebanese. Egyptian milk bar owners mourned Sadat and cherished a memory of the hubris of the Pyramids. Croatians told their daughters not to talk to Serbians, and in coffee shops Serbians muttered complicated curses at Croatians. The domestic argument was run in the same full-throated manner as were ethnic politics. Policemen representing Anglo-Saxon law were faced daily with mad-eyed Mediterranean husbands who believed in a tribal code which said that a wronged husband had the right to impale an unfaithful wife.


On the day they looked into a complaint from a number of neighbours in a row of Edwardian cottages Stanton was the young offsider to a middle-aged senior constable called Gorman. Between spells of work, a Serbian shift-worker had been loudly beating his wife over the past two days.


Gorman, said Stanton later, relating the incident to Delaney, was out to lunch, tuned-off, Wed and too fat, with a tendency to beat his own wife but less flamboyantly than Serbs do. Constables Gorman and Stanton approached the house believing they knew what to expect – a peasant baggage of a woman, face bruised with tears and blows, and a dark Slavic banshee of a husband uttering curses even a police translator might find beyond him. Gorman would sit the wife down and try to get a statement from her, while Stanton would – as matter-of-factly as he could – remove the kitchen knife from the husband’s hand, wave a truncheon at him, and tell him that in countries where cricket was played they had family law courts for dealing with the matters which in more primitive non-cricket and non-Rugby nations were dealt with by marital disembowelment. And all of it would be a waste of breath, and within a week Gorman and Stanton, or two like them, would be called back to the terraces for a second loud conjugal bout.


It was early evening when Gorman and Stanton knocked on the door. At last it was opened by a Serbian girl with a distended lower lip and bloody mouth. The two policemen at the door saw these injuries for an instant only. The girl raised a bloodsoaked teatowel to her lower face, lifted her head and looked over her threshold as if defying their pity. The house was silent. The husband had already left for his shift at a tyre factory in Balmain. They would be able to ask the Balmain police to call in there and heavy him. Stanton thought that if the husband’s exit from home that evening had any of the style the girl-bride showed at the door, it must have been quite a scene.


Neither Gorman nor Stanton was in a hurry to leave the house once she let them in. They sat in the kitchen with her, and she spoke clearly through her damaged lips, which at last she let them inspect but not treat. Her English was first-class; she had done courses at the University of Belgrade. Her husband was of country stock but an engineer. It was very hard for him to get qualified in a new country. That was what made trouble between them – jealousy was his only way, she said, to ease the boredom.


‘She sits there at a kitchen table,’ Stanton later confided in Delaney, ‘with a mouth like raspberry bloody jam. Not touching the tea because it hurts her too much but not letting us know that I mean Gorman, she wouldn’t want to share the sleeves out of a vest with a bloody yobbo like Gorman, and she certainly doesn’t want to let him into the secret that she’s in pain. We suggest taking her to the outpatients for some stitches but she says offhandedly that a million bloody Serbs were killed in the war and that she doesn’t think a cut mouth will kill her. Then she has to excuse herself to go and spit blood down the loo – she moves off as though she’s going to a bloody Government House investiture. And this bloody awful dickhead Gorman says to me while we’re waiting in the kitchen, “We could both get our end in here.” I couldn’t believe what I’d heard. “Yes,” he said, “her old man’s gingered her up and she’s ready to go.” I told him if he suggested it I’d declare him. I mean he spent an hour a day at the pushing shop down near the railway, rooting himself stupid or stupider more like it – our station took 35 per cent of that place, and the young blokes used to have this joke about Gorman eating the proceeds. And now he wants to get his putrid bloody end into this absolutely grade-A Serbian girl. I couldn’t stand it – I stamped round the bloody kitchen telling him I’d rupture him. He got very cranky and we left quickly, without giving Danka much good advice. Who were we anyhow? She had the best advice she could possibly get just from her bloody genes.’


The next evening Stanton went back to Danka’s house to give her some homegrown legal counselling on her position under the common law of assault. We have the code Napoleon in Yugoslavia, she explained, looking at him limpidly over her healing lips. ‘The way she said it,’ he would later tell Delaney, ‘it sounded like a bloody liqueur or something. It made you want to travel.


‘I was gone a million,’ said Stanton. ‘I thought of leaving poor bloody Denise. Danka thought of leaving her old man. His name was Sima, but at the factory they called him Steve. Danka and I used to daydream we’d shoot through to Northern Queensland and farm or run a little country shop, but she kept saying, I have to see Sima qualified as an engineer first’


The affair lasted four months. One morning Stanton got a call from her – she wanted him to come to her place. She sounded demented, and he knew that that was uncharacteristic, that a cool fury was her nature. He had known from his visit there the evening before that Sima and some other Serbs had chartered a boat for fishing that day, and would probably be at the time of Danka’s call a reckless number of miles out in the variable currents off Sydney Head.


It was summer by now, and the door of the terrace stood open. Stanton went into the deep shade of that hallway. These houses were built not with regard for Australian light and sun but on the British model, as if they were meant to keep out the mists and intensify the dimness of a Midlands winter’s day. Stanton, coming in out of the full brassiness of the day, had not been able to see much as he loped up the hallway, confident of his power to soothe the girl. He called out her name as he went, and found her in the kitchen, sitting at the table. There was a strange lack of any answering sound or gesture from her. Stanton laid the keys of the patrol car down on the kitchen table and put both his hands on her shoulders.


He saw six or seven men jogging up the hallway. As they emerged into the kitchen they stood still. He was aware that at least four of them carried kitchen knives, or perhaps the knives with which they had intended to gut the day’s catch. Stanton would never discover what old loyalty or threat they had exploited to force her to set him up. He tried to get his .38 out of its stiff leather holster, but by then Sima had stepped up and put a knife in his chest. Sima muttered away as he plunged the knife in a dozen times. ‘I was in this cold tingly shock,’ Stanton would relate. ‘It was the grating on the ribs I really found bloody disgusting.’


It seemed to Stanton, halfway through this torment, that Sima had in mind an exact blood tax and did not intend to kill him unless it was, more or less, by accident. Towards the twelfth thrust, said Stanton later, confiding in his friend Delaney, Sima’s Yugoslav fishing mates began to crowd in, to restrain him from dealing Stanton some coup de grâce. The bastard was throughout, said Stanton, cool as a bloody cucumber, and Stanton could remember Danka saying something like that, that he just mumbled away, and that it was always her cries which made the neighbours dial for the police.


Sima stepped away at last. Stanton inspected his tattered and bloody uniform and began weeping and yelling threats. ‘I thought, malicious damage to a police bloody shirt. I didn’t even think of using my piece. I still didn’t believe I’d been stuck a dozen times. An exact dozen, you know, three for every month of bloody rapture. But at the time I didn’t feel like he’d done me much damage. I was really hurt that Danka could give me up like that, but you know . . . marriages are very strong, stronger than the buggers that are in them will ever let on. If you’re coming in from outside there are rules they don’t tell you. You might get into the wife’s bed but she doesn’t let you see the rulebook.


‘I wandered off down the hallway yelling how I’d be back with the whole fucking Central Western Metropolitan Division, but I knew I wouldn’t be coming back, no way. The walls began to move but I hung on. I didn’t want old Superintendent Monty Walsh to find me stuck like this and laid out on Danka’s hall carpet – he’d know what I’d been up to.
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