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  One case still haunts Hardy 




   




  Legendary PI Cliff Hardy has reached an age when the obituaries have become part of his reading, and one triggers his memory of a case in the late 1980s. Back then Sydney was awash with colourful characters, and Cliff is reminded of a case involving 'Ten-Pound Pom' Barry Bartlett and racing identity and investor Sir Keith Mountjoy.




   




  Bartlett, a former rugby league player and boxing manager, then a prosperous property developer, had hired Hardy to check on the bona fides of young Ronny Saunders, newly arrived from England, and claiming to be Bartlett's son from an early failed marriage. The job brought Hardy into contact with Richard Keppler, head of the no-rules Botany Security Systems, Bronwen Marr, an undercover AFP operative, and sworn adversary Des O'Malley.




   




  At a time when corporate capitalism was running riot, an embattled Hardy searched for leads - was Ronny Saunders a pawn in a game involving big oil and fraud on an international scale? Two murders raise the stakes and with the sinister figure of Lady Betty Lee Mountjoy pulling the strings, it was odds against a happy outcome.




  




  





  PETER CORRIS is known as the ‘godfather’ of Australian crime fiction through his Cliff Hardy detective stories. He has written in many other areas, including a co-authored autobiography of the late Professor Fred Hollows, a history of boxing in Australia, spy novels, historical novels and a collection of short stories about golf (see www.petercorris.net). In 1999, Peter Corris was awarded the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Crime Writers Association of Australia and, in 2009, the Ned Kelly Award for Best Fiction for Deep Water. He is married to writer Jean Bedford and has lived in Sydney for most of his life. They have three daughters and six grandsons.





  Peter Corris’s Cliff Hardy novels include The Empty Beach, Master’s Mates, The Coast Road, Saving Billie, The Undertow, Appeal Denied, The Big Score, Open File, Deep Water, Torn Apart, Follow the Money, Comeback, The Dunbar Case, Silent Kill and Gun Control. That Empty Feeling is his forty-first Cliff Hardy book.




  He writes a regular weekly column for the online journal Newtown Review of Books (www.newtownreviewofbooks.com.au).
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  Thanks to Jean Bedford, Miriam Corris,




  Tom Kelly, Jo Jarrah and Angela Handley.
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  To the memory of my parents,




  Thomas Corris (1913–1967)




  and Joan Kelly Corris (1913–2013)




  Hell is empty, and all the devils are here.




  —William Shakespeare, The Tempest
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  part one




  1




  I was sitting on the balcony of my daughter Megan’s flat turning over the pages of the Sydney Morning Herald and trying to decide if I liked its new tabloid format. They called it a ‘compact’ but I prefer to call a spade a spade.




  I decided I didn’t care one way or the other—the paper was mostly gossip and stories that didn’t matter much now and wouldn’t matter at all tomorrow. I turned to the obituary page and almost dropped the paper.




  ‘Shit!’




  Megan appeared at the sliding door. ‘What now? They’re bringing back the death penalty?’




  ‘Barry Bartlett’s dead.’




  ‘Who’s Barry Bartlett?’




  I gazed out at Camperdown Park across the street. It was mid-morning in early spring; all the benches were occupied and people were sprawled on the grass, some already unwrapping their lunches. Barry had always enjoyed his lunch.




  ‘It’s a long story,’ I said.




  Megan came out and eased herself into one of the cane chairs. She was eight months pregnant. It hadn’t been planned but she was happy about it. So was her partner Hank and their son Ben, my grandson. Ben was five and looked a lot like me—tall and dark with a hooked nose and a low hairline. He wanted a sister and you’d have to hope that if she came along she’d look like her mother rather than her grandad. Megan, in her late thirties, still turns heads. She looks a bit like Sigourney Weaver with a few more kilos.




  ‘Cliff,’ she said, ‘Ben’s in school, I’ve done the housework, prepared our lunch and I reckon it’s just about time for a drink. I’ve got nothing to do until 3.30. I wouldn’t mind a story.’




  Megan’s partner is an American. She’s picked up expressions like ‘in school’ and they watch gridiron on television. She ran her hands over her swollen belly.




  ‘Sure it’s not twins?’




  They’d decided they didn’t want to be told the sex of the child but they knew they weren’t getting twins.




  ‘It’s not fucking twins, as you well know. Just a big lump like Ben—and you, probably. What were you when you were born?’




  ‘Nine pounds something, I believe. Don’t blame me. Hank’s a bit bigger than I am.’




  Megan groaned. ‘I can see the stretch marks. I’ll get you a beer and you can tell me all about Barry what’s-his-name. Take my mind off thoughts of the delivery suite.’




  She brought the beer and I drank most of the stubby before saying anything. Megan looked enquiringly at me.




  ‘What?’




  ‘It’s not something I like to think about.’




  ‘Not your finest hour?’




  ‘Not by a long shot. I opened a file on it but in the end I didn’t put anything much in it. I just left it pretty empty. Empty . . . the whole thing had an empty feeling.’




  ‘Probably do you good to get it off your chest.’




  2




  Barry Bartlett was what the media called ‘a colourful Sydney identity’, which means that he was a crook who had stayed out of gaol for more than twenty-five years. His English family had migrated to Australia just after the Second World War—Ronald and Irene Bartlett, Barry, his sister Milly and his brother George. Barry was in his early teens then.




  ‘I was a terror on that ship and no mistake,’ he told me.




  This was close to thirty years later, when I first knew him. He’d been a Balmain tearaway who’d left school early, worked for bookies and light-fingered wharfies and done eighteen months in Long Bay for assault with menaces in his late teens. Nothing since. He’d branched out into big-time fencing, illegal gambling and nightclub ownership. He also managed a few boxers. An Aboriginal fighter I knew, Bobby Munday, introduced us.




  Bobby went on to have a successful career and have his money honestly managed and invested by Bartlett, which was a very rare thing then and since. I sat with Bartlett at a few of Bobby’s fights. After we watched him just squeak a points decision defending his Commonwealth welterweight title, Bartlett phoned me.




  ‘That cunt Simmonds wants to buy Bobby’s contract and put him in against Sugar Ray Leonard in Vegas.’




  ‘Jesus,’ I said.




  ‘Bobby’s not in that class and never was, plus he’s near the top of the hill if not fucking over it, wouldn’t you say?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘I know you’ve got influence with him, Hardy. I won’t sell his contract but those things aren’t really worth a pinch of shit. Simmonds could find a lawyer to get Bobby out of it. There’d be one hell of a big pay night and Simmonds and the lawyer and some fat prick in the US’d get the lion’s share and Bobby’d end up with brain damage or worse. I want you to convince him not to do it.’




  ‘A lot of money to pass up.’




  ‘He’s got a lot of fucking money.’




  This was well before the days of email. Bartlett had the accountant he’d put in charge of Bobby’s affairs fax me over details of Bobby’s bank accounts, investments and tax status. As things stood, Bobby was set for life, with enough coming in from investments to live on and capital to invest in other enterprises of his own choosing. His life and that of his wife were insured; there were tax-friendly trusts set up for his two kids.




  I phoned Bartlett. ‘I should have had you manage me.’




  Bartlett laughed. ‘Bobby had some big fights at the right time. That’s how he got the world ranking. I wrung money out of the fucking media every time they wanted him to say two words. That doco brought in a motza. What’s the most you ever made from a case?’




  ‘Okay, point taken, but you know fighters. They don’t know when it’s over and they don’t like to be told.’




  ‘I’m asking for your help. Might sound fucking weird, but I’m proud of what I’ve done for that boy. Makes me feel I’ve given something back to this country that’s been so good to me.’




  I laughed. ‘Blarney—I thought you were a Pom, not a Mick.’




  ‘Call it what you like. I’ll pay you . . .’




  ‘Shut up, you’re not getting the bloody moral drop on me. I’ll do what I can. The last thing I want to see is Bobby on the canvas in Las Vegas and Teddy Simmonds counting the money.’




  I rang Bobby and asked if he could spare me some time. Me being a private detective amused him, and he was usually pleased to see me to talk boxing and make jokes about trench coats and .38s. Didn’t matter that I didn’t own a trench coat and my Smith & Wesson hadn’t seen the light of day for quite a while.




  I dropped in at Trueman’s gym in Newtown and caught the last of Bobby’s sparring session. He had a massage and a shower and we went out onto King Street.




  ‘Fancy a beer?’ I said.




  ‘Are you kidding? I’m strictly off it.’




  ‘Why’s that, champ?’




  Bobby shot me a look. He wasn’t dumb. He knew of my acquaintance with Bartlett. ‘Oh, shit,’ he said. ‘You’re going to tell me Teddy Simmonds is a bigger crook than Barry and not to listen to him.’




  ‘Not a bit of it. You’re not a child. You can talk to whoever you like. I just want to show you something. Where’s your car?’
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