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      BOOK 1

      The former mayor thinks he owns the only dog in town because of a law he pushed through back in the day — but he hasn't counted on the arrival of a mysterious Irishman in Windy Mountain!

      Paddy — if that indeed is his real name — is replacing the manager of the Tasmanian Tiger Museum, who left the building unexpectedly in a coffin.

      He is befriended by two old men who are no longer on speaking terms with the former mayor because they think he tried to swindle them out of money.

      They have no qualms breaking the no-dogs-for-commoners law on the Irishman's behalf in order to save the museum.

      The old men also introduce Paddy to some of the other strange things going on in the town, such as the bushrangers’ whiskers fraud.

      

      
        
          [image: Blokes on a Plane]
        

      

      BOOK 2

      Pensioners Oodles and Wish-Wash would normally be the last two people in town to worry the former mayor is missing.

      Especially not now when they are busy planning their trip to Ireland to retrace family roots.

      But when the nasty old mayor disappears, someone starts stealing local landmarks in the quirky little town, and no-one else seems to be overly concerned, the two octogenarians, Oodles and Wish-Wash, go from being unlikely tourists to unlikely sleuths.

      Enter the walkie-talkies and cow-camouflage trousers.
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      BOOK 3

      When a garden ornament goes missing, the new once-shady owners of the Tasmanian Tiger Museum get sucked into a funny whodunnit.

      The clues include a skeleton, a chess set, and a concrete marsupial with a secret pouch.

      Who better than two ex-cons to catch a criminal? It would be easier though if they knew who the bad guy really was!
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      BOOK 4

      The old men think they’re flying to Ireland to trace family history and to inherit a castle. The reality is very different.

      It seems St Patrick was so busy chasing the snakes out of Ireland, he overlooked ridding the country of Tasmanian Tigers. Or did he?
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      BOOK 5

      Nobody warned the three old men that hitmen and Tasmanian Tigers were going into lockdown with them!

      The former mayor is 82, and not on speaking terms with the former town drunk, 83, and one of his former council employees, 85.

      So when they're forced to isolate in a small house together for three months to stay safe from the pandemic, there is bound to be friction.

      But while the old mayor resigns himself to a future of face masks, hand-sanitiser and a life of much less luxury than he is used to in the company of two buffoons he didn’t even want to see again, he gets some very unpleasant surprises.

      BOOK 6
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      When someone threatens to spoil Christmas by demolishing the town's Art Deco cafe, it's time to take sides.

      The proposed replacement is an ugly commercial building that would tower over the district.

      More crazy mystery than cozy mystery, the quirkiness of this funny series goes to a new level when a Tiger Shark surfaces. Don't worry. Tasmanian Tigers make their customary almost appearance, too.

      The three old men are at each other's throats yet again, this time over the proposed development. But they have a new umpire.

      He is someone who has earned an infamous reputation in Windy Mountain before, but he returns in a surprising new role.
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            ONE

          

          
            THE MYSTERY MAN ARRIVES

          

        

      

    

    
      The large Irishman rolled down his passenger window and looked out for signs of life.

      A flickering streetlight bounced a yellow hue on and off the building in front of him.

      The faulty light buzzed gently but the only other noises were the clicking of the car’s engine cooling down and a cricket chirping.

      The Irishman squinted. None of the lights inside the building looked like they were on — though it was hard to tell with the strobe light effect.

      He turned towards the taxi driver. “Are you sure we’re at the right place, fella?”

      The cabbie flicked on an overhead dash-light.

      Jaysus! He had figured from his silhouette that the driver was only the size of a jockey. But he hadn’t expected him to be well into his 70s. Even worse, he was wearing spectacles patched together with what looked like sticking plasters.

      The old man removed his instructions from a shirt pocket, which he unfolded then squinted at up close.

      He looked over with eyes that were magnified by his thick lenses. “Yep, Moose, this is where I was told to drop you. The Windy Mountain Tasmanian Tiger Museum.”

      The Irishman’s chest became even bigger as he sucked in a deep breath, and he unbuckled his seatbelt. “Look, pops, I haven’t got a clue who you think I am, but if you can just open the boot I’ll get out of your way.”

      The driver shaped up to fight. “How dare you call me pops! I don’t care how big you are, Moose. Someone ought to have taught you the meaning of respect a long time ago!”

      The Irishman forced himself to speak calmly. “You can just put your fists down. OK? I came to Tasmania to escape trouble, not to knock out your few remaining teeth.”

      The driver punched the steering-wheel, and it shuddered. “Is this the thanks I get for being the first trainer on the scene when you pulled your hamstring in that footy match 18 years ago, Moose?”

      “Cop on.” The Irishman’s accent thickened and his voice rose. “You don’t tink I’d know I was growing up in Dublin 18 years ago!”

      “You’re not fooling anyone by bunging on that phoney accent? I won’t be the last person in this town who recognises you.”

      The Irishman bridged and removed his wallet from his back pocket. He took out some notes and threw them into the driver’s lap. “Keep the change, you silly old eejit.”

      “Right, that’s it!” The driver fired out a jab but the large Irishman was already ducking away as he opened his door.

      He squeezed himself out on to the footpath then turned around and leaned inside the car. “Tell you what. If you pop the boot, I’ll get my luggage and we’ll call this a draw.”

      The old man stretched across. “You haven’t changed, Moose. Just so you know, if you slip in something nasty and pull your hammy again, I won’t be coming running with my medical bag this time.”

      The Irishman closed the door, restraining himself from slamming it.

      The boot bounced open and the angry old man switched the engine on and started revving it. Thick smoke started spewing out from the exhaust pipe.

      The Irishman fanned the fumes away as he transferred his suitcases to the footpath.

      He slammed the boot shut.

      As soon as he did so, though, the taxi shot away like a rocket.

      The Irishman shook a fist at the disappearing car. “Happy New Year to you, too, fella.”

      Amazing! How had the old fart suddenly become a racing driver?

      He had driven all the way from Launceston Airport as if he were going through school zones.

      The Irishman’s ponytail swished around as he looked left and right.

      Where was everyone?

      He heard footsteps. But when he turned, all he saw were two elongated silhouettes that melted into the shadows on the other side of the road and clip-clopped away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            POT OF GOLD AT THE END OF A CRAPPY RAINBOW

          

        

      

    

    
      He had been looking forward to seeing the New Year’s Eve fireworks around Sydney Harbour. But the nearest thing to pyrotechnics around here seemed to be that damn flickering street light.

      He put his cases down in front of the big glass door, and bent down and lifted the doormat.

      Sure enough, it revealed the glint of a key.

      So much for a welcoming committee!

      Jaysus! It wasn’t in his nature to lie low like a scared rat. But here he was in the remote back blocks of Tasmania, the island at the arse end of Australia.

      Joh had insisted this was the best place for him to hide out. No one would ever think to look for him here and it was only for a while.

      “How much do the locals know?” the Irishman had asked.

      “Absolutely nothing. So keep it that way. The less they know, the safer you’ll be.”

      “You must have told them something about me?”

      “I had to tell some little white lies.”

      “Will someone be waiting for me?”

      “Of course. But if they’re not, I’m told you’re to go in and make yourself at home. The key will be under the mat.”

      “What do I know about running a museum? I know nothing about art.”

      “You don’t have to. This is a different kind of a museum. It’s called the Windy Mountain Tasmanian Tiger Museum.”

      “Toigers!” The Irishman gulped. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Relax. You’ll have two days before your employer calls by. Use that time to look around the place and get yourself up to speed.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. Now I know there are toigers in Tasmania, the speed foremost on my mind will be leg-speed.”
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        * * *

      

      He flicked on the light switch inside the door and nothing happened. The electricity wasn’t even connected!

      The bedroom would be upstairs.

      They always were!

      He squinted to make some sense of the room in front of him. The flickering yellow light from the street at least provided a strobe light effect.

      He made out a long counter on the far side.

      He picked up his heavy suitcases and started inching his way across the carpet in beat with the light.

      When a foul smell distracted him, he was too busy sniffing left and right to keep sight of the counter.

      But he certainly felt it when he walked into it. His ribs slammed into the sharp edge of the high bench and something on the ledge crashed on to the floor with a clatter of bell noises that told him it was a landline phone.

      He continued on to the staircase, which was just behind the counter. It turned out to be a spiral staircase.

      His suitcases became heavier as he went around and around.

      He found the bedroom at the end of a hallway at the top.

      It was a long room with windows at either end. At one end was a large bed, illuminated by moonlight and, wouldn’t you know it, the poxy, flickering glow from the street.

      But it was like the pot of gold at the end of a crappy rainbow.

      He nearly tripped over something soft on the floor but he remained upright as he crossed the room, and dropped his cases at one side of the bed base.

      He stripped off, flopped himself down on the mattress and went out like a light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            MOOSE’S REGRET

          

        

      

    

    
      Moose Routley moved to Windy Mountain in the early 1990s hoping to catch a Tasmanian Tiger.

      He came to know every valley, every fire trail, and every stream better than anyone else.

      The Tasmanian Tiger lived around these parts in large numbers in 1840 when Colonel Richard Northan planted a flag on a bank of the Bing Bong River and started building the town with the convicts under his command.

      Moose’s woes began the day he tried out for the local football team in 1993.

      In September that year he messed up at an orchard on the outskirts of town.

      That row of apple trees had been planted by Colonel Northan and handed down his family line until it was owned by the latest mayor, James Northan, who was now dividing the town by wanting to destroy his legacy.

      Moose never regretted doing what he did to the ponce, but he did come to have misgivings about being sent to prison when people who stood around laughing got off scot-free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOUR

          

          
            TIME FOR REFLECTION

          

          NEW YEAR’S DAY, 2017

        

      

    

    
      The warmth of the morning sun streaming through the window on to his face was probably what awakened him.

      He kept his eyes shut as he listened to the sound of the birds chirping outside.

      Fuelled by exhaustion, the Irishman had slept like a log in the kingsize bed despite his sore ribs. Not even the flickering light outside had annoyed him once he closed his eyes.

      Now he was in that blissful stage of waking fully, and not really wanting the serenity to end. He just wanted to lie here and enjoy it some more. He had nowhere to be, nothing to do in a hurry, no one to see.

      But something nasty-smelling crept into his nose.

      He sniffed. And sniffed again. Another pong? What was that stink?

      He opened his eyes.

      His heart skipped a beat. A large, bearded man was looking down at him! He had the type of tattoos that looked like they had been done in a jail cell.

      Then he realised they had been.

      It was only a reflection of himself from a mirror on the ceiling. Jaysus! Didn’t putting mirrors on the ceiling go out of fashion in the 1970s, around about the same time as spiral staircases went arseways.

      He threw off the covers and swung his legs to the side of the bed.

      The walls were decorated with framed photos of topless women. The floor was a minefield of discarded socks, jocks, shirts and jeans.

      Then the horrible smell hit him again.

      He grabbed a handful of the sheets, which he raised to his nose. Yuk! He had been too tired to care last night the sheets on the bed had probably already been slept in. Whatever pong he was smelling now had probably been enlivened by the morning sun.

      He had to get out of here.

      He looked at his watch. It was 7.16am, which meant he hadn’t eaten for almost 24 hours.

      He bent down to unzip a suitcase and felt a stabbing pain around his ribs. It was a painful reminder of his first night in his hideaway.

      He found his mobile phone.

      He started checking for messages but realised it was out of credit.

      He dressed, bunched his hair together and secured it with a hair tie, and headed down the hall.

      The eyesore that was the foyer revealed itself to him as he descended the stairs.

      Jaysus!

      This large room was in an even bigger mess than the bedroom. How was that even possible?

      He picked an old black phone up from the worn, grey carpet near the gate. He raised it to his ear. Nothing. Completely dead.

      He placed the phone on the counter and hurried across the room. He really needed to get out of here into the fresh air.
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        * * *

      

      As he approached the glass door, he realised too late a figure backlit by the sun was standing on the other side.

      When he opened the door, the unexpected heat of the morning hit him. But it was the man’s blue eyes burning into him that really raised the temperature.

      The stranger was tall, thin and unsmiling, and he was wearing a white shirt with a blue tie. He switched his clipboard from one side to the other and offered his hand. “Henk Van Gogh . . . I was about to knock.”

      The Irishman took his hand tentatively. He had no idea who this man was but he relaxed when the man said:

      “I’m here to welcome you.” He spoke in a deep baritone with the hint of an accent.

      He tensed up again, however, when the man on the doorstep added: “Well, I’m here to induct you really. I’m the group manager for Biggs and Sons. The owner of the museum?”

      “Um, of course. You’d better come in. Happy New Year.”

      Van Gogh brushed past. He looked around and shook his head. Then he locked his piercing eyes on to the Irishman again. “You might want to keep that door open.”

      The Irishman sniffed the air for effect. He could hardly say he hadn’t noticed the pong. He followed his nose to the other side of the reception counter and lifted up a milk carton that had solid bits floating inside. “I’ll just put it outside.”

      When he came back in, Van Gogh was still surveying the shambles.

      The foyer needed a good scrub, and perhaps a lick of paint. Some of the posters on the walls had come partially unstuck. Some were lying on the carpet. One had fallen on to the reception counter.

      “I wasn’t expecting you until Tuesday.”

      “You didn’t get my email?” Van Gogh said. “You said in your application you were keen to hit the ground running.”

      But before the Irishman could reply, Van Gogh said: “I must say I was expecting someone older. When I think of a professor, I think of an old guy with a white beard. How do you like to be addressed? Professor O’Brien?”

      The Irishman wished now he had bothered to look at the job application that had been lodged on his behalf. What had Joh been thinking?

      He forced himself to smile. “Just call me Paddy, that’s fine.”

      Van Gogh studied him. “Did you know you look bit like a young Moose Routley?”

      “Not him again!”

      “How could you possibly know him?”

      “I don’t, but I’ve got a bone to pick with him.”

      Van Gogh sniffed. “If you don’t mind me saying, you smell a bit like him, too.”

      The big Irishman did mind his lack of tact, actually, but Joh had asked him to be on his best behaviour. So instead of punching him in the face, Paddy raised an arm, which caused him a bolt of pain from his sore ribs, but was worth it because it made the rude Dutchman step back.

      “I’ve been marinating in my own juices on planes and long car rides, and I couldn’t have a hot shower when I arrived last night because the power wasn’t on!”

      Van Gogh tapped a finger on his clipboard. “You didn’t read the contract properly. It’s the manager’s role to ensure the power and phone services are reconnected. You can sign up to both at the town hall.”

      Van Gogh bent over and picked up one of the posters from the floor. He sighed before screwing it up and throwing it down again. “I fail to see what girls in bikinis have got to do with the Tasmanian Tiger. Do you, Professor?”

      Paddy’s eyes narrowed. “You should see the mess upstairs. Did the last manager leave in a hurry?”

      “Not fugging fast enough for my liking. Luckily for you we haven’t got customers beating down the door, which gives you a bit more time to get this place back into shape.”

      Van Gogh’s eyes bore into the Irishman’s again. “You say in your application you are interested in studying the Tasmanian Tiger?”

      Paddy had no choice now but to bullshit his way out of this. “Do you keep them in a cage at the back?”

      Van Gogh frowned. “Keep what?”

      “The toigers.”

      Van Gogh raised an eyebrow. “What university did you say you were from?” he said slowly.

      Paddy rubbed his sore spot, mainly to stall for time so he could think of a feasible reply. “I didn’t, but, er, you’ve probably never heard of it. It’s one of the smaller campuses in Dublin.”

      “That might explain it.”

      “Explain what?”

      Van Gogh sighed. “We weren’t even going to reopen this place. But when we received your application and you said you’d work for nothing until you could ramp up business, that was the clincher for Mr Biggs.”

      Paddy blinked. Twice. Did he just say he had agreed to work for nothing?

      “Of course, you have free use of the flat upstairs.”

      Van Gogh looked at his watch. “I’ll give you a couple of days to get on with the clean-up. I’ll be back on Wednesday. 10am sharp?” He looked towards the doors on the other side of the room. “If it’s OK with you, I just need to do a quick stocktake in the gallery and then I’ll get out of your hair.”

      Paddy watched the Dutchman head across the foyer.
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        * * *

      

      Paddy stomped back upstairs.

      Breakfast would just have to wait.

      Who did this Van Gogh think he was anyway?

      If he liked cold baths so much Paddy would have been happy to hold his head underwater for a bit. It was easy for Joh to tell him to stay out of trouble, he wasn’t the one who had to go against his normal inclinations.

      Paddy decided to kill time by putting his things away.

      But the more he started flinging open drawers and cupboards in his new bedroom, the harder he flung them and the more his ribs stung. Jaysus! All of the drawers were still full.

      He stormed into the bathroom. Same result. Shampoo on the side of the bath, a stiff-as-a-board towel hanging over a rail, two-thirds of a roll of toilet paper sitting on the window ledge above the jacks, and half a cake of cracked soap with three strands of pubic hair on the sink. A red electric razor sat in a cradle attached to the wall. Paddy opened a cabinet and found a toothbrush in a mug shaped like another topless woman.

      He stormed out of the bathroom and crossed the hall to the other door, which he opened.

      What a mess!

      It looked like it was the kitchen/lounge room.

      Dirty dishes were scattered all along a long white bench that divided the room.

      As he stepped further in, he could see more encrusted dishes filled the sink.

      A pale yellow phone sat surrounded by dishes on the bench. He lifted the receiver to his ear. Nothing. Just like the phone downstairs, it wasn’t connected. It was probably just an extension.

      He opened the fridge, and slammed it shut almost immediately. The smell was overpowering, which was surprising considering hardly anything was in there.

      He opened the cupboard above the sink. Inside was a stack of saucers and a few stubby holders.

      He turned around and found himself looking at six long rows of books along the back wall..

      Jaysus! That looked out of place.

      He walked across and examined the books. They were all in alphabetical order of author.

      Paddy selected one and looked at the cover. It was Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.

      The front door downstair slammed. Van Gogh obviously wasn’t happy. Was something missing from the gallery?

      Served him right!

      The good news was that Paddy could now go and try to find some breakfast.
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      When he turned to lock the door, his shirt felt sticky against his back. Who knew Tasmania got this hot?

      Left and right of him were full length windows, which provided lots of light inside, as well as a brilliant view of the car park out front and the road beyond. But right now the windows were just radiating lots of heat and glare.

      Paddy caught a flickering reflection of movement on the street behind him, and spun around.

      He was blinded by the sun.

      Only when he raised a cupped hand to shield his eyes did he see the little dog on a leash pulling an elderly man past him on the footpath.

      The old man was shiny-faced, like he had shaved, then scrubbed his mug, then shaved again in case he had missed a whisker. He was dressed in a neatly pressed grey pinstripe suit, and he carried a little yellow spade and a plastic bag.

      Paddy smiled. “All right? Grand day. Happy New Year.”

      But the man just kept walking towards what Paddy assumed was the town centre.

      Maybe he hadn’t heard him?

      He did had large hearing aids protruding from both ears.

      The dog stopped and squatted a little further along the footpath, and the old man shakily went down on one knee and held the spade behind the pooch.

      Aware he was being watched, he turned and shouted: “FOR GOODNESS SAKE, HAVE YOU NOT SEEN A MAN USING A POOPER-SCOOPER BEFORE?”

      He spoke at the decibel level you might employ in a noisy room, with a voice halfway between clipped plum and rusty razor-blade.

      He stood back up, funnelled the droppings into his bag, and continued huffily on his way.
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      Clarrie Noodle could feel his ears burning when the old timber church came into view as he climbed the steps, and the voices grew louder.

      He had only hit Bert Whish-Willson twice at the funeral yesterday, but he feared their punch-up would be the red-hot topic of discussion among people milling outside the church waiting for it to open for the 8am mass.

      If it had been two young bucks fighting at the gravesite of a beloved dearly-departed citizen, that’d be bad enough.

      But the culprits were two elderly blokes who ought to have known better. Their altercation would be regarded as much, much more disrespectful.

      At 83, the man everyone called Oodles was the second-oldest person in town and Wish-Wash, at 81, was the third oldest.

      Oodles thought it was almost as if the do-gooders thought the more money they put in the plate, the more high and mighty they were allowed to be.

      This was a good excuse for him to skip mass today. What he didn’t hear couldn’t hurt him.

      But Oodles had never been one to break a promise.

      When he walked around the other side of the church, the hostile, hateful looks he got made him think he was entering the gates of hell.

      Oodles grabbed at his tie to loosen it. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. Perhaps he’d come back for the 10am service?

      He turned to go, but he turned around when he heard two clunking sounds behind him.

      An overweight woman in a floral dress was climbing on to one of the benches.

      Daisy Rowbottom had kicked off her high heels and she was slowly raising herself into a standing position.

      “Moose Routley is back!” she said. “I saw him last night.”

      Meredith Mayweather tightened her grip on her water bottle. “I thought Moose was still in jail.”

      “So did I,” Daisy said. “But I saw him arrive in a taxi around midnight. He went into the Tasmanian Tiger Museum but I didn’t see any lights go on, so I think we can safely assume he doesn’t want anyone to know he’s here.”

      Bob Gregan said, “He must have come for the reunion. Shouldn’t someone warn James Northan?”

      Moose had left town in the back of a paddy wagon more than 20 years ago. Unlike most folk, Oodles wasn’t terrified of the big bloke. Moose still owed him $20. But it was hardly his fault because he had been arrested the day after borrowing it.

      Heads turned towards the museum through the trees.

      It was about two or three hefty kicks of a footy away, on the other side of the river.

      That area used to be Northan’s orchard, now it was the site of an unoccupied building.

      Just then, a huge man came out the front, turning to lock the door.

      I’ll be buggered. So Wish-Wash had been right. They were replacing the manager of the museum? He hadn’t suggested it’d be Moose though!

      Daisy lowered her head to see beneath the branches.

      “Now do you believe me?” Daisy spoke with the voice of confident authority she had honed as head nurse at the Windy Mountain Hospital.

      What she was doing wandering around town at midnight was another question.

      Oodles could hardly believe his luck they’d found a distraction big enough for him to escape mass condemnation.

      They were mistaken though

      That bloke certainly did look like Moose Routley.

      But what made Mrs Mayweather think he’d still be in jail though? If he had kept his nose clean, Oodles knew he would have been out years ago.

      There was something different about the far-away figure that Oodles couldn’t put his finger on.

      As they gawked, someone else came into view. He was walking a dog, so it could only be one man.
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      Paddy began walking in the same direction as the old man had gone but veered towards a sign that told him the building next door was a pub.

      He looked up at the large sign suspended on two posts above a low, yellow stone fence.

      If he had looked down, he would have seen the dog excrement right in front of him.

      He trod in it and went sliding. It was like slow motion. He tried to recover his balance but couldn’t, and realised he was crashing head-first towards the fence. He threw out his hands as he fell.

      Next thing he knew, he was spreadeagled on the ground. Dazed. Feeling stupid. What if someone had seen him?

      He hadn’t actually hit the fence, but it must have been close. His head was almost resting on it.

      He ran his fingers over the top of his scalp to check for damage.

      He reached up for the top of the fence and slowly hoisted himself up.

      Once he was upright, Paddy squinted towards the town centre. Some sort of statue stood in the middle of the wide road. But no people were in sight. No traffic, not even a parked car. Where had the old fart with the dog gone? He deserved a right bollicking for not cleaning up after his dog properly.

      He patted himself down. His hands were a bit torn and bloody, his ankle hurt and the tumble hadn’t made his ribs any less sore.

      He focused back on the sign.

      It told him the Applecart Hotel was established in 1861. But it kept the worse news till last and in the smallest type. “We stay true to our traditional roots by only selling apple cider.”

      What kind of tradition was that?

      Paddy removed his left shoe and scraped the dog excrement off his sole on the edge of the gutter.

      He re-tied the shoe and started wiping his hands clean on his handkerchief but stopped and turned around when he heard voices.

      The noise was coming from one of two churches on either side of the road just beyond a little yellow, stone bridge but he couldn’t see any movement through the trees.

      He turned around again, put his hanky away in his pocket and started hobbling towards the statue.

      He came to a supermarket, but a sign inside the door said it was closed. Pity. It probably sold milk, possibly even phone cards. He hobbled on.

      The closer he got to the statue, the bigger it became and the more it glinted in the sun.

      Close up, it was enormous. It was a depiction of a colonial soldier astride a horse that was rearing high up into the air.

      He limped across for a better look.

      The plaque said it was a bronze likeness of Colonel Richard Northan, who had founded the town in 1841.

      Paddy crossed to the other side of the road and started heading back the way he came.

      He got his hopes up when he spotted a cafe painted lemon and blue, and looking very out of place among the other buildings, which all appeared to be built from the same yellow stone blocks. But when he tried the door of the cafe, it was locked.

      The post office next door looked closed, too. Pity. It might have had a phone inside available for public use.

      A bit further on, he came to a shop called Taylor’s Takeaway.

      It didn’t look much chop but at least it was open.
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        * * *

      

      The coloured plastic string curtains rustled when Paddy limped through them.

      On the other side a young Asian woman with green hair was leaning on the yellow laminate-covered counter.

      She looked up, and clutched her heart. “You gave me a fright.”

      He gave her a fright? Bad enough no one had warned him it could be this hot in Tasmania, no one had told him to expect Asian girls with green hair.

      The shop’s decor screamed 1960s.

      The faded yellow paintwork was marked by heat and grease splatters that came from the deep-fryer at the rear, above which hung a sign that said: WASH YOUR HANDS.

      The girl was wearing a plastic apron, latex gloves and was chewing gum.

      “I was just getting ready for the after-church rush,” she said. “I haven’t got much food left so you’ll get first pick.”

      “Good. I’m famished. I was beginning to think I wouldn’t find anything open.”

      “You must be the new manager at the museum?”

      He smiled. “How did you know that?”

      “Mum knew you were coming. And we don’t get too many Irish strangers in here. No one told me you had a limp though.”

      Paddy rubbed his leg. “I slipped on the footpath.”

      Then his face twisted. “So how come your mammy knew I was coming?”

      “She’s the Mayor.”

      The town had an Asian mayor? And she knew he was coming? How was he supposed to keep a low profile if people knew about him?

      He threw out his hand over the counter. “I’m Paddy O’Brien. Happy New Year, by the way.”

      The girl just looked at his big mitt.

      “Velda Hit. Nice to meet you but I don’t shake hands. Even on New Year’s Day. Nothing personal. Germs.”

      “But you’re wearing gloves?”

      “Germs can burrow. Besides, your hand is bleeding. How would you feel if I served you food with someone’s blood on my glove.”

      Paddy pulled back his hand and examined it. She was right. There was some blood. But only a few specks.

      “You’ve got good eyesight, I’ll say that.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “I never thought they’d reopen the museum. It didn’t surprise anyone the owners didn’t replace Billy Gumboots.”

      “Who’s Billy Gumboots?”

      “He used to be the live-in manager. The place has been closed since they found him dead early last year.”

      “He died!” Paddy tried to lower the pitch of his voice. “Was he an old guy?”

      “Pretty old, yeah. About your age, I’d guess.”

      “My age?” Paddy’s voice went up a notch again.

      “Will you be taking over Billy’s debts? Billy owed a bit of money around town. I know for a fact he never got round to paying my sister for piercing his left nipple.”

      “People do that?”

      She poked out her tongue, revealing a metal ring. “It’s called fashion but I wouldn’t expect someone of your generation to understand,” she said.

      “Just how old do you think I am?”

      The girl shrugged. “Older than me. Younger than the old blokes who had the fight at the funeral yesterday. So middle-aged, I guess.”

      “I’m only thirty-three.” Then he realised what she had just said and his eyes widened. “Hang on. There was a fight at a funeral?”

      She nodded. “Wish-Wash and Oodles had a fist-fight at the gravesite.”

      “Wish-Wash and Oodles?”

      “Bert Whish-Willson and Clarrie Noodle. They’re both in their eighties.”

      “What is it with the feisty old men in this town? The little old taxi driver who dropped me here last night also wanted to fight me!”

      “Oh, that’d be Sir Cedric,” Velda said.

      “He didn’t look like a knight. More like a garden gnome. He wore stretchy trousers and red suspenders, and he had a stomach round as a watermelon.”

      “That’s him. People just call him Sir Cedric to annoy him. His real name is Cedric Knightly. He’s always calling people out. Mum reckons he suffers from small-man syndrome.”

      “What can you tell me about the rude old man I just saw walking a dog?”

      “That would be my grandfather, the Mayor.”

      “I thought your mammy was the mayor?”

      “That’s just what people call him. He’s actually the former mayor.”

      “He didn’t look …” Paddy stopped and wondered how to proceed with the question.

      Vicki rescued him. “Korean? No, that’s because I was  adopted as a baby, much to his displeasure.”

      “He must be over it by now?”

      “He barely talks to me. He walks straight past this place every day.”

      “That so? But how can you be sure this man was even him?”

      “I can even tell you the dog’s name. Howard. Grandfather never lets anyone else walk him.”

      Velda pointed to two pies in the glass cabinet. “I’m afraid we had a run on food after the fight. I guess the excitement made the other mourners hungry.”

      Paddy scowled. “Is that all you have?”

      “We turn on the fish’n’chip cookers in a couple of hours if you want to come back.”

      Paddy sighed. “OK, I’ll have the pies, tanks. What kind are they?”

      “Meat.”

      “Yes, but what kind of meat?”

      “If people knew where the meat came from for their pies, we probably wouldn’t sell many of them.”

      She used tongs to shovel the pies into a bag, which she then put in to the antique microwave.

      Paddy grabbed from the fridge behind him a plastic container of chocolate milk and put in on the counter.

      “You know that’s got preservatives in?”

      “Jaysus, does your boss know about your sales pitch?”

      “No, he’s too busy running his other business to worry about me.”

      “What else does he do?”

      “Dave’s the local undertaker.”

      The microwave pinged.

      Velda put an index finger to her mouth. “It’s no secret around here, of course, but, shhhh, I don’t think funeral directors are allowed to own food shops.”

      Paddy smiled weakly.

      “I guess Dave could have got Billy’s nipple ring back for us,” Velda said. “But what was the point? There’s not much of a market for second-hand nipple rings — especially ones that come from people who die in their beds.”

      Paddy’s eyeballs nearly popped out. “He died in his bed? My bed?”

      “I assumed someone would have told you. He was dead in the bed for three days before anyone missed him.”

      Paddy puffed up his cheeks. “I only arrived last night and nobody was around to tell me anything.”

      “Why does that not surprise me? That place has gone even further downhill since it got new owners.”

      Paddy raked his hair. “Do you know where I can buy a phone card?”

      “You driving?”

      “No, walking.”

      “Good luck then.” She pointed. “The nearest newsagency is about 50 clicks that way.”
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      Oodles was wriggling towards the other end of the pew when he heard a noise.

      He looked around and saw a scruffy man sliding quickly towards him.

      “Hello Oodles. Fancy meeting you here?” Freddy Cuthbert had some momentum up by the time he smacked the old man into the wall.

      Freddy smiled. His stubbled face was almost touching Oodles’s now. The five or six teeth he had left were yellow with nicotine and he reeked of last night’s booze.

      “Haven’t you got something better to do?” Oodles grabbed at his right shoulder. “You’ve heard Moose Routley is back in town?”

      Freddy just laughed and pushed him harder into the wall. “Nice try. Think he’ll come save you?”

      Freddy pinched at the fabric on Oodles’s free shoulder.  “Now you’re in the money, I thought you might have splashed out on something new?”

      “How’d Birty’s funeral go yesterday, anyway?”

      Oodles’s reply came out as a wheeze. “It went well.”

      “That’s not what I heard.” Freddy grinned again. “I heard you and Wish-Wash got into a bit of biffo. Tut-tut-tut, old people these days! I bet Birty’s rolling in his grave, wishing he could come back and re-write his will.”

      “I’m not expecting one cent from Birty’s will!”

      “No need to shout, old man. You want everyone in the church to know what’s going on?”

      “I reckon they can see what’s happening here?”

      “Nonsense.” Freddy released the pressure on the old man and put his arm around him. “Far as everyone’s concerned, we’re just two mates catching up with some boyish hijinks.” He looked behind him. “They probably think we’re in the same pub trivia team. So be a good old man and keep it down, eh?”

      “And what if I blinking don’t?”

      “You’d only be making it worse for yourself.” Freddy smirked. “Did I mention Gordo’s outside?”

      Oodles tried not to react. He just hoped Freddy couldn’t hear his heart beating.

      “The thing is, I reckon Birty had a bob or two. And you were his best mate? So who do you think he’s going to leave his money to?” The thug laughed. “The dog’s home?”

      Oodles squeezed his eyes shut.

      “Your friendship with Birty makes what you and Wish-Wash did even more disrespectful. Thought it was funny, did you?”

      Oodles opened his eyes. “Not that it’s any business of yours, but I said sorry to Wish-Wash and he’s fine with that.”

      “And everyone lived happily ever after. Is that what you reckon?”

      “Look. I wish it hadn’t happened, but it did . . .”

      “Which is why Gordo and I want a chat with you after mass.”

      Oodles had not seen Freddy for ages, and never in church. He knew no love had been lost between him and the dearly departed police sergeant. Freddy was in his sixties and had a well-earned reputation as a nasty drunk. Birty had put him in the clink a few times. He had not held down a job for years, unless you counted burglaries and being a standover man as decent work. His wife had left town long ago. Oodles guessed she finally got tired of telling people she had run into doors.

      Freddy had been leading Gordon Bennett astray for years. Gordo had lots of brawn but very little brain. He had a full-time job as chef and co-owner of the Wind Tunnel Cafe and sometime assistant at the local funeral parlour. So thuggery was just a sideline he got sucked into.

      “So why are you here so early?” Freddy said. “And so near the front, too? Couldn’t you sleep, old man? Or do you just want to be closer to God?”

      God was actually the last person Oodles wanted to be close to — well second-last now Freddy had arrived.

      Oodles glanced behind him but it confirmed what he already knew. The church, built by convicts long before public health and safety codes had been thought of, only had two double doors and they were at the back. Even if Oodles could get past the oaf next to him, the church was filling up now.

      The organ music stopped.

      Someone said, “Shall we begin, brethren.” Oh, no! Oodles knew that Irish voice. He turned around and sure enough it was Father O’Boring in his green robes up in the pulpit.
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        * * *

      

      Father O’Boring was the oldest man in town by a long shot. He was actually retired.

      But he filled in whenever the younger Father O’Flaherty had to go away. And this must have been one of those times of need.  Again.

      Father O’Boring’s real name was Father John O’Rourke. You could barely understand the man. Dis and dat and dey and den and dare and darefore. It was like he was just off the boat, yet he had lived in this country almost forever.

      How the nursing home could release him from time to time was an outrage to Oodles.

      One time Father O’Rourke had nodded off in the middle of the Gospel according to Luke. He had stopped mid-sentence for a good 20 seconds, which had the members of the congregation exchanging quizzical looks, each of them wondering if someone else was going to go up and check the old boy’s pulse. But before anyone moved, Father O’Boring spluttered back into life, cleared his throat, and continued on as if he did not know anything at all had come to an awkward standstill.

      The air inside the church today stank of incense, body odour, cheap after-shave and Freddy’s alcohol fumes.

      The interior was lined with Blackwood beams, floorboards and panelling. But none of the high stained-glass windows opened and do you think the Catholic church would fork out for an air-conditioner for these rare hot days?

      Oodles wished now he hadn’t dressed in that heavy suit.

      He focused on the crucifix above the altar, not wanting to give Freddy the pleasure of turning and looking as scared as he was.

      The service went on and on, and on some more. Sweat rolled down Oodles’s face and his shirt stuck to his skin. His whole right side ached now as Freddy kept up the pressure.

      Even when the mass finally ended, Oodles knew there was no escape. At least 100 people were between Oodles and Freddy, and Gordo outside. The men slid their way along the pew, then they joined the slow line to the exit.

      “You look worried, old man?” Freddy was walking side by side and smiling. “What’s the matter? Shame Gordo had to wait outside in the heat, eh? Being C of E, he can’t risk coming into the opposition’s sheds.”

      “It didn’t blinking stop you!”

      “Didn’t you know I was a Catholic? Regular prodigal son, I am. What’s the matter? Sorry you didn’t pick a pew near the back? I can relate to that. If it was me in your shoes, I’d want to get this whole thing over and done with as quickly as I could.”

      “You said you just wanted a talk?”

      “I did, didn’t I? But I can’t speak for Gordo. Do they even believe in the 14 commandments in his church across the road?”

      Oodles wanted to shout for help. But he couldn’t. Not in a church.

      The organist played God Be with You Till We Meet Again as they shuffled towards the door and fresh air. She might as well have been playing a death march.

      The line spilled outside on to a path that led to the other side of the building.

      Freddy was right behind him, with a firm hand on the back of his shoulder as they shuffled forward around towards the narrow set of steps to the front gate and the car park below.

      “We’ll just stop here,” he commanded when they neared to top of the stairs. “Step aside and let these good people past.”

      As Oodles stood captive, he squeezed his eyes shut and loosened his tie.

      He heard the strike of a match and opened his eyes to see a stream of cigarette smoke jetting towards his face.

      “Al’right, Oodles?” Freddy’s fag bounced up and down on one side of his mouth.

      A phone rang somewhere and someone pushed his way up the steps, with a mobile to his ear.

      It was Gordo.

      He was still wearing his checkered chef’s trousers and his white T-shirt was riding up the roll of fat around his midriff.

      He handed over the phone, puffing from the sudden exertion. “It’s Dutchy.”

      Freddy pressed the mobile phone against one ear and a hand against the other to block out the chatter around him. Whatever was said wiped the smirk off his face. As soon as he hung up, he turned to Oodles and prodded the old man’s chest with a finger.

      “You’re a lucky old bastard because we’ve been called away for a meeting. But don’t think this ends here?”

      The two thugs pushed their way forward and disappeared down the stairs.
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      Paddy stared down at the bench in disbelief. Some vandal had gouged out a series of notches on almost every available wooden edge.

      “I WOULDN’T SIT THERE IF I WERE YOU.”

      Paddy looked around as the man with the dog walked past. Once again, the man they called the Mayor didn’t stop.

      Paddy thought about shouting abuse at him but remembered he was supposed to be on his best behaviour.

      The bench was right across the road from the museum, and from a distance it had seemed like a good place to flop himself down to collect his thoughts and eat his mystery pies.

      But now he was looking down on it again, he was having second thoughts.

      It looked important. It carried a metal plaque that said it was the Colonel Richard Northan bench, donated by the Rotary Club of Windy Mountain in 1956 to coincide with the Olympic Games in Melbourne.

      But the bird shite splattered on it might be the only thing holding it together. Or were they just flecks of peeling paint? It was hard to tell. In any case, finding a safe place to sit between the protruding nails would be a challenge for someone of his size.

      He looked at his watch.

      If only he could ring Joh up right now to tell him where to shove this job in this hick town.

      It would be doubly satisfying if the lawyer was nursing a New Year’s hangover and the phone call added to his displeasure.

      But the sad reality was that he had run out of phone credit.

      Paddy’s stomach emitted a long, echoey rumble.

      Who knew they didn’t feed you on planes these days? Last time he had flown, an endless stream of food had been delivered to his seat. But now it seemed the user-pays rule operated even above the clouds.

      The Irishman had felt like an eejit when the steward had held out his hand for payment for the sandwich he had selected from the trolley. He wanted how much? No way! He gave the sandwich back.

      So, yes, he was ravenous.

      But as he stood looking dubiously at the bench, with the sun burning on the back of his neck, he realised his priorities had suddenly changed.

      Perhaps he’d go back over to the museum and take a cold shower before eating.

      Now he knew he had shared the same linen as a three-day old corpse, he felt icky and sticky.

      He limped across the road and went inside the museum.

      He laughed to himself when he saw the spiral staircase again. That undertaker must have had fun getting Billy’s body down around those narrow stairs.
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      He lifted his head toward the shower-head.

      It had been painful with his sore ankle to step over into the bath, but now it seemed worth the effort.

      The sprinkle of cold water cooled him down and washed away the stink and the blood from his hands.

      It was only after Paddy turned off the taps and drew back the plastic curtain he remembered the only towel in sight was the stiff blue one hanging on the rack.

      For feck’s sake!

      The towel hadn’t been fresh and fluffy for a long time, and he had no idea where the clean towels were stored.

      Grasping the corner to help his balance, he stepped awkwardly on to the floor dripping water.

      He snatched the towel off the rack and dabbed his torso to soak up the worst of the dampness.

      Then he used it to mop the floor. That was all it was good for, any fecking way.

      Paddy dressed again and crossed into the kitchen/lounge.

      He slumped down in an armchair by the bookshelf, placed his brown paper parcel on the wide armrest and ripped it open. The pies didn’t stand a chance even though they were now barely warm.

      What would a few more crumbs matter in the greater scheme of things?

      He finished the pastries, and continued to sit there thinking.

      If he could get that phone connected, there really was no urgency for him to get a new phone card. He could ring Joh from the museum, tell him there had been a terrible mistake and he really needed to come home.

      But who knew how many days he’d have to be here?

      Until then, he had to at least make this place liveable.

      First though he needed to take a quick look at the gallery downstairs — to see what the Dutchman had been so upset about.
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        * * *

      

      The gallery was a U-shaped room of the foyer, with swinging doors at either end marked IN and OUT.

      Inside, the walls near the entrance were lined with historical photos — some showing hunters with their prized Tasmanian Tiger skins hanging from lines, others purportedly showing the tiger in the wild.  They didn’t look like any tiger Paddy had ever seen.

      He came to a series of display cabinets.

      He pressed the button of the first one, and it brought up a grainy black and white video of what it said was a tiger pacing up and down in its enclosure in the Hobart zoo.

      For feck’s sake! Call that a tiger? It looked like a dog with a few stripes, not an orange, majestic big cat killing machine like a Bengal tiger.

      But what the display said next really blew his mind.

      Shortly afterwards, this poor excuse for a tiger had died. A zookeeper had forgotten to bring it in out of the cold for the night.

      It was thought to be the last captive example of the carnivorous marsupial species scientifically called the thylacine.

      Despite numerous alleged sightings since, the International Union for Conservation of Nature declared the Tasmanian Tiger extinct in 1982.

      Feck me! The whole species gone. Wiped from the face of the earth.

      No wonder Van Gogh had looked at him oddly!

      Paddy moved on until he came to an empty cabinet.

      A sign said it contained a model of a Tasmanian Tiger hunter, but it was nowhere in sight. Bingo. This must have been the missing thing that had so pissed off the Dutchman. But why?

      Dozens of newspaper clippings were arranged along the walls near the end of the room. He only gave them a cursory look. Mostly they were reports of sightings, news of study projects and the like.

      It had taken him only a few minutes to reach the door out.

      Jaysus! He could recognise mediocrity when he saw it.
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        * * *

      

      It was hard to know where to start upstairs.

      He couldn’t put things away until he had turfed out Billy’s stuff, and he couldn’t start on that till tomorrow when the little supermarket he had seen in the High Street opened and he could buy some plastic bags.

      Paddy found some sheets in the hall cupboard, which he used to remake his bed.

      He couldn’t do much else upstairs, and he didn’t feel like getting stuck into cleaning downstairs now. Luckily, Van Gogh had said there was no hurry. Paddy would wait until he could get the power put back on.

      He carried the dirty sheets downstairs and threw them on to the foyer floor. He’d look for a rubbish bin tomorrow.
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      The next day Oodles was back dressed in his comfortable overalls doing what he always did on Monday mornings.

      He had his head down vandalising the park bench opposite the Tasmanian Tiger Museum when two shadows loomed up beside him.

      “MORNING CLARENCE.”

      Oodles didn’t have to look up. He could smell his sickly, posh aftershave. He had known that voice for years. It had become louder the more deaf James Northan had become.

      Trust him to arrive early. He’d want money.

      The smaller shadow belonged to James’s little dog Howard whom he tied up to the other end of the bench Oodles was carving with his knife.

      At 80, James was the fourth-oldest man in town.

      He hadn’t been mayor for 20 years, but people still called him so, which he hated because he thought it showed disrespect to the actual mayor, who happened to be his daughter Maddie.

      Oodles blew away the wood scrapings, and looked up from the bench in time to see Wish-Wash arrive, too.

      The big oaf was still wearing the shirt adorned with pictures of hola dancing girls he had souvenired from the Windy Mountain hotel. What were the odds of a surfer who also had a stomach shaped like a beachball leaving his shirt behind in one of the rooms of The Applecart? Fair dinkum!

      “Morning, Jimbo.” Wish-Wash looked from the immaculately dressed James, down to Oodles in his workman’s clothes. “But you can get stuffed, cobber.”

      Oodles got to his feet. “I thought you were fine with me saying I was sorry.”

      “Now I’ve slept on it, I realise how remarkably lucky I was you didn’t kill me!”

      “You’re kidding me? What’s really remarkable is I’ve resisted so many temptations to kill you before.”

      “You’re just lucky I didn’t hit you back.”

      “I wish you had. A black eye would go some way towards easing my conscience.”

      “Want me to slug you now?”

      Oodles clenched his eyes shut. “You muppet! Haven’t you noticed I’m holding a pocketknife? You have to admit you did a lot to provoke me.”

      Wish-Wash turned to James, who had sat down, pinching the pleats of his grey pinstripe trousers so as not to crease them. “Did you think I provoked him?”

      “WHAT?”

      Oodles snapped his bone-handled knife shut and put it into his top pocket. “No use asking James, old cock. Can’t you see he hasn’t got his hearing aids in. He didn’t have them on at the funeral on Saturday either, not that he would have heard anything from where he was sitting.”

      Wish-Wash sighed and leaned over. “You silly old git,” he shouted into James’s left ear. “PUT . . . YOUR . . . HEARING . . . AIDS . . . IN.”

      The Mayor pulled a case from his pocket and took out the aids. He adjusted a setting on one of them, which caused it to make a high-pitched whistle, then he plugged them both in.

      “CAN . . . YOU . . . HEAR . . . ME . . . NOW?” Wish-Wash said.

      James looked like he was in pain as he turned to Oodles. “Why is he talking to me like I am some kind of imbecile?”

      “My guess is he’s just being his normal self.”

      Wish-Wash looked daggers at Oodles. “I was just stirring the pot at the funeral. Can’t you take a joke?”

      “I don’t think Freddy Cuthbert saw the funny side when he cornered me at mass yesterday,” Oodles said. “He reckons our little to-do showed a lack of respect. Can you believe that? Him lecturing me about respect!”

      Oodles shook his head as he sat down next to the Mayor. “If you had hit me back, he wouldn’t have an excuse for wanting to hurt me.”

      “They let Freddy into church?” Wish-Wash smirked. “It’s a wonder Jesus didn’t fall off the cross in shock.”

      “You can laugh, but he had that fat sidekick Gordo with him. Luckily for me, they got called away. I think it’s got something to do with Moose Routley allegedly being back.”

      “Moose!” James bounced to his feet. “He’s out of jail?”

      “Daisy Rowbottom said she saw a brute of a fella arrive at the museum a couple of nights ago. I saw him, too, from the church yesterday. But I don’t think it’s him. Moose would never have lost his balance like he did.”

      James slumped back down into a sitting position and brushed a hand across his forehead. “You are right. It’s someone else.”

      “You’re sure it’s not him?” Wish-Wash said.

      “He’s big enough to be,” James said. “But he’s definitely not Moose. I saw him up close trying to sit on this very bench. He would have crashed right through if I had not warned him.”

      Wish-Wash scratched his head. “Funny you should mention Freddy and Gordo. When I went into the back bar to buy some fags yesterday, they were there with Dutchy.”

      “Were they?” Oodles needed some quiet time to try to nut out just what was going on. He pulled out his pocketknife again and opened it. “If you don’t mind, fellas, I’ve still got a bit of work to do.”

      “So how many notches is that now?” Wish-Wash asked.

      Oodles tilted his head skywards. “Fair dinkum, it’s one more than I told you last week. You two make a bloody good pair — him with his hearing loss, you with your early dementia.”

      Wish-Wash’s lip quivered. “There’s nothing wrong with my memory!”

      “No? Maybe it’s just the early signs of an oncoming aneurism. Got life insurance, have you?”

      Wish-Wash waggled his finger. “Don’t even joke about that.”

      “Why not? You can give it but you can’t take it. Is that it?”

      “Come on Jimbo, let’s go for a walk,” Wish-Wash said.
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      Oodles had arrived in town in the winter of 1972. He brought his FH Holden across on the Bass Strait ferry, which had bobbed like a cork all night. How the ship ever got past the big waves at the head of the Mersey River in Devonport, he’d never know.

      He and his wife stopped for a cuppa at the Wind Tunnel Cafe. He remembered how the wind bit into them as they got out of the car. It was warmer in the cafe and Benny Hill’s Ernie (The Fastest Milkcart in the West) was blaring from the radio.

      Oodles and Madge were on their way to Hobart, but the cafe proprietor, Bill Watley, said a job was going at the local council works depot and an experienced codger like Oodles would be a shoo-in.

      Oodles was reluctant. But with Madge’s encouragement, they checked into The Applecart hotel to see where it went.

      It turned out Bill Watley had inside information because the council works supervisor was his brother-in-law.

      Larry George interviewed Oodles in the back bar of the hotel the next morning. Oodles paid for the two ciders but it was worth it because he was hired on the spot.

      Oodles was promoted into the top job when Larry retired eight months later. His boss was Mayor James Northan.

      Oodles and Madge immersed themselves into the community until most people didn’t realise they had once come from somewhere else. Madge became active with the local lawn bowls club, and Oodles befriended some blokes he used to go fly-fishing with, the main ones being Sergeant Randolph ‘Birty’ Birtwistle and hairdresser Guy ‘Snipper’ McDonnell, who became his best mate. But now they had all gone.

      The bench had become a spiritual home for the three remaining old men.

      Everyone knew why James had always revered it.

      Wish-Wash had slept on it so many times it was a wonder he hadn’t left an imprint.

      Oodles had painted it many times. Back in his days working on the council works gang, not many weeks went by when that bench didn’t get a coat of green paint.

      At first, this had thrown Oodles because he thought more urgent jobs needed to be done.

      “Don’t you want me to fix the population signs at either side of town?” Oodles had asked Larry after just a week on the job.

      “What’s wrong with them?”

      “One says 3003 people, the other says 3004.”

      “Is that all? I think the Mayor would be happier if you gave the bench another coat of paint.”

      Oodles rarely got to the outskirts of town nowadays but he had no reason to think the boundary signs had been changed. But this bench he was defacing had.

      It had been relocated to this end of town to make space for the huge statue of Colonel Northan in the town centre.

      It was rumoured the council wanted to remove it completely. The only thing stopping them was the fear of a community outcry.

      So they were happy for the bench to become a public eyesore and sway public opinion.

      If old people insisted they needed a bench to sit on, the one in the town cemetery had been strategically placed between the Catholic and Church of England sections.
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      Wish-Wash and Oodles had stood alone at the edge of the empty grave with their backs to the wind.

      Wish-Wash looked around, wondering where everyone was. “I think you’ve come to the wrong funeral again, cobber.” He started laughing like a donkey doing scales, until it turned into a coughing fit.

      Oodles pinched the bridge of his nose and whispered. “Show some respect, why don’t you! What if someone hears?”

      “No chance of that.” Wish-Wash used the back of his hand to wipe the tears from his eyes and he cleared his throat. “We’re the only ones here!”

      This wasn’t strictly true. James was sitting on the bench not far away. He was dressed in a brown robe that made him look like the Grim Reaper, which was ironic because he always said he would never be seen dead in the Catholic cemetery. Oodles doubted he was listening to anything but his beloved Beethoven under his hoodie.

      Wish-Wash had left the top two buttons of his Hawaiian shirt undone as if he were proud of the tuft of grey chest hair that poked through. His pea-green trousers matched the green carpet around the grave and were held up with yellow braces that nearly matched the colour of the nicotine stains on his hands. He could have at least have shaved.

      “I don’t know why you made us leave the service before it was over?” Wish-Wash said.

      “Will you give it a rest?” Oodles looked around when he heard rising chatter.

      He was relieved to see groups of people were coming over the rise. “You’d be the first to complain if dust blew in our eyes because we had to stand on the other side of the grave. Being here early means we’ve got a front-row view to see Birty off right.”

      As people gathered behind them, Wish-Wash said loudly, “I didn’t even know they buried anyone on New Year’s Eve.”

      Oodles flashed a searing stare. “Will you keep your voice down? Birty couldn’t help dying in the holidays.”

      “Life goes on,” Wish-Wash said. “I’ve heard the town already has a replacement person lined up.”

      Oodles rolled his eyes. “You can’t replace a bloke of Birty’s calibre just like that!”

      “Not like for like, no. As far as I know this new bloke isn’t a cop. But I heard he’s taking over at the Tasmanian Tiger Museum.”

      “Why would they bother getting a new bloke in after the last fiasco?”

      “You know why? Local heritage is why.”

      Oodles looked around when he heard the crackling of gravel as a vehicle pulled up to the side of the grave.

      As the pallbearers slid the coffin out of the back, a chorus of sobbing and nose-blowing started.

      But Oodles’s eyes were on the old priest who had also alighted from the hearse and was now hobbling slowly towards them bent over his walking stick. That figured. If Father O’Boring hadn’t hitched a lift, he’d probably have had to stop on the walk over and lie down.

      As the pallbearers lowered the casket into the grave, Oodles felt a jab to the ribs.

      “I reckon you’ll be next.”

      “Are you sledging me now? Here?” Oodles spluttered. “I think we’d better move to the back, old cock.”

      Oodles started making a path through the crowd, which was five or six mourners deep now.

      From their new vantage point, all Oodles could see was the tops of people’s heads, hair flying and hats bobbing in the wind, and glimpses of what was happening at the gravesite. At his height, Wish-Wash probably had a better view.

      Oodles pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed an eye.

      “Are you crying?” Wish-Wash’s voice was even louder now.

      “I’ve got something in my eye, that’s all. It’s this bloody wind.”

      “I wish you’d make up your flamin’ mind. I thought you said we were out of the wind. Perhaps you’re just coming down with something fatal?”

      “Will you lay off? I’m only a few years older than you!”

      “But you’re in much poorer health than me.”

      “Do you have to go on?”

      “Face facts, cobber. Birty was a year younger than you but look where old age got him?” Wish-Wash nodded towards the grave. “Dead.”

      “Here you go again. No blinking respect! I should have been with him.”

      “What could you have done? Carried him out of the bush on your back?”

      “I could have at least gone for help.”

      “Like you did with Snipper? Fat lot of good that did!” He started laughing, which resulted in more coughing and spluttering.

      What happened next was pure reflex. Oodles hadn’t punched anyone for three-quarters of his lifetime, back when he had earned a few extra quid boxing at Festival Hall in Melbourne. But he felled Wish-Wash with a two-punch combination.

      A left-hook to the solar plexus and a right-cross to the jaw was all it took.

      Wish-Wash fell backwards and he was lucky not to hit his head on ‘Dobber’ Leggs’s tombstone.
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      Oodles was enjoying the sun on his face as he stretched back on the bench, closed his eyes and sucked on his pipe.

      He had done his duty for another week.

      But his blissful solitude was broken when he heard James and Wish-Wash returning. It was easy to tell it was them. James stomped and Wish-Wash shuffled.

      When Oodles opened his eyes Wish-Wash was bouncing up and down in front of him like an overweight toddler.

      “Tell him, Jimbo, tell him.”

      “Tell me what?” Oodles looked at James.

      But Wish-Wash blurted it out before James could elaborate. “We’re millionaires. Tell him, Jimbo?”

      “What are you talking about?” Oodles said.

      James rolled his eyes. “Technically only one of us is a millionaire.”

      “Strewth, is this about our bet?” Oodles tapped his pipe on the side of the bench and the spent tobacco tumbled to the ground.

      “Correct. We’ve just clicked past the million-dollar mark. But only on paper.”

      Oodles shook his head. “I think for once you have done your sums wrong, James. I was doing some quick calculations only the other day, and I made it no more than a hundred and forty grand — and even that’s with a good rate of interest.”

      “I found a better rate of interest.”

      “What kind of bank pays that well?”

      “Not a bank. The stock exchange.”

      Oodles screwed up his face. “Say that again?”

      James held Oodles’s gaze. “I thought it was in our best interests. I invested it in a new gold mining venture in Western Australia.”

      “Mining stocks!” Oodles sprang to his feet. “Without telling us?”

      “I did not need to tell you.”

      This was true. That agreement was made around this very bench 11 years ago. Eight old men were alive then. Being all retired, they spent their days in the High Street annoying each other, jockeying for a seat on the bench and going to the cafe two times a day where they’d sit on cups of tea and play each other at backgammon with the stake of five cents a game.

      “I bet I can outlive the lot of you,” ‘Dobber’ Leggs had said. No one was going to back down on that dare, were they? It was a matter of masculine pride.

      “You think so, do you?” ‘Snipper’ McDonnell had said. “Why don’t you put your money where your mouth is? Let’s say we all put $2 in the pot a week. Last man standing takes all.”

      That wasn’t enough for James though. Oh no! “Let’s make it even more interesting,” he had said. “When someone dies, let’s double what we put in each week.”

      James stood head and shoulders above the others when it came to things financial, so he was the logical pick as treasurer.

      Father Ryan O’Shannessy, a.k.a. The Big O, died first, which was probably a good thing because he could never have afforded what the weekly stake had become. With the priest’s death, the weekly premium went up to $4. Then ‘Dobber’ died and it became $8, ‘Snipper’ made it $16.

      Oodles had been drinking with ‘Snipper’ the afternoon he collapsed in The Applecart. ‘Snipper’ was the youngest of the group and always ate and drank like he considered he was immune from death. He had still been alive when Oodles went for help. Oodles said he would be haunted by his parting words forever. “Don’t let me die, mate.”

      Oodles went as fast as he could to the Windy Mountain hospital. It wasn’t far. But Wish-Wash had been correct at Birty’s funeral. A fat lot of good it did. By the time he returned with a doctor, ‘Snipper’ was dead.

      When Terry Mason died, it made the weekly premium $32. And now, with Randolph Birtwistle in the ground, it was going to be $64 a week. That was going to be a big chunk out of Oodles’s modest superannuation, and goodness knows how Wish-Wash was going to cope on his pension? It was a good thing he had been given a room for life at The Applecart, even if it wasn’t much bigger than a shoebox and it was old. Oodles had paid out the mortgage on his cottage with his retirement money. James lived in a cottage in the grounds of his daughter’s mansion. He had lost his fortune but his family wasn’t short of a quid.

      Oodles scratched his head. “But mining stocks, James? We all know how volatile they are. Remember Poseidon Nickel in 1970?”

      “But I was acting on a very good tip. And look how much the shares are worth now? Nine, 10 times more than I paid for them. Imagine how much they will be worth when they actually find the gold deposits they believe are below the surface?”

      “You mean they haven’t actually found the flamin’ gold?”

      “The geophysicists are very confident.”

      “You and I know confidence means nothing,” Oodles said. “The bottom could fall out next week? Tomorrow? Today?”

      Wish-Wash’s millionaire’s smile had disappeared. “You mean we could lose the lot.” He clicked his fingers. “Like that?”

      “Too right,” Oodles said.

      “You didn’t tell me that, Jimbo?” Wish-Wash said.

      “I didn’t tell you because it’s not likely to happen. For goodness sake, Clarence is exaggerating.”

      “But it’s not impossible? That we could lose the lot?”

      James just looked annoyed.

      Oodles put his pipe back into the top pocket of his bib overalls.

      “I say get on the phone right now and cash them in,” Wish-Wash said. “Get out while we’re on top, split the million three ways.”

      James shook his head. “It’s my considered advice we should all hold our nerve.”

      “Hang on,” Oodles said. “I agree with Wish-Wash.”

      “Quitting is not what we agreed,” the Mayor said. “Last man standing, remember?”

      “Nobody told me it was going to become this expensive though,” Wish-Wash said. “How much do you think they give to a former town drunk?”

      “Wish-Wash has a point, James,” Oodles said. “If you won’t split the money now, at least cash in those shares and put the proceeds in the bank.”

      “I can’t do that either,” the Mayor said. “You’d need a majority vote to overrule the treasurer.”

      Oodles raised his voice. “Can’t you count? It’s two of us against you. Wish-Wash and I already have a majority.”

      “I guess that’s another thing I didn’t tell you.” The Mayor’s voice became much faster and much, much softer.

      Even more blood drained from Wish-Wash’s face. “What are you saying, Jimbo?”

      “Irecruitedanothermember.”

      Oodles stared at him. “Say again?”

      “I signed up another member,” he said. “Six years ago.”

      “You did what!” Wish-Wash said. “I thought there was just three of us left. Who is it?”

      “Give me some credit. This chap is much older than all of us so I thought it was a very good bet.”

      Wish-Wash closed his eyes and slowly shook his head from side to side. “I don’t care how old he is. If one of you blokes goes next I’ve got to find $128 a week. And now, with this other bloke, I will be looking at $256! Where am I going to find that kind of money?”

      “You’d have to withdraw from the group,” James said. “We’d understand. Wouldn’t we, Clarence? I think we could even bend the rules and give you your stake back. How much do you reckon you’ve put in over the years? $5000? $6000? Don’t worry. I would work it out for you.”

      Oodles was livid James was now trying to make him a party to this. “Nobody ever gave you consent to sign anyone else up. This was between us, the blokes who were here.”

      “But his chap was already long in the tooth when he joined. I thought it was money for jam.”

      “Gawdsake. Who is it?”

      “He asked to remain anonymous until such time as he dies or claims the money.”

      Oodles jabbed his index finger on James’s chest. “I couldn’t care less what he wants. We want his name, don’t we Wish-Wash?”

      “He swore me to secrecy.”

      “That just won’t do because we need to speak to him. The sooner we can vote on this, the better.”

      “You’ll be wasting your time. I think I’m a pretty good judge of character and this is a man who has stuck by his beliefs all of his life.”

      “Are you scared we might talk him around, make the vote 3-1?”

      “I promised to protect his identity.”

      “But none of us foresaw this situation. Isn’t it fair he has a vote?”

      “Maybe. But I still can’t betray the confidence of a man of God.”

      “A man of God?”

      “Not my God. Your God.”

      “My God?” Oodles said. Then the penny dropped. “Gawdsake! Not Father O’Boring?”

      James Northan wrung his hands together. “You didn’t hear it from me.”

      “I’ll be sure to tell him that when we go talk to him,” Oodles said.

      “Good grief,” James said. “You don’t even like him. Nor do I. He’s a Catholic. I can’t see the point in meeting him again?”

      “Isn’t that obvious. We need to persuade him to change his mind, withdraw his stake.”

      Wish-Wash scowled. “Do you want me to come along, too, cobber? To heavy him?”

      Oodles shook his head. “No, I think this requires a more subtle approach, but feel free to vent your spleen at James.”
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      When Paddy walked into the cafe, the middle-aged waitress looked like she had seen a ghost.

      He hesitated in the doorway. “Something wrong?”

      “Sorry, love, I thought you were someone else at first.”

      “Let me guess? Someone called Moose?” He heaved a big sigh. “You’re not the first person in this town to mistake me for him. The last old fella wanted to hit me.”

      “You’ve met Sir Cedric then?” She breathed in a sharp gulp of air then blew a stream of smoker’s breath his way. “For once, I can’t blame him for getting aggro. No one wants that trouble-maker Moose back in this town.”

      The waitress had the kind of blonde hair that probably came out of a bottle. She had a husky voice, which sounded like the result of smoking too many cigarettes and eating too much gravel.

      She pointed to one of the two tables. “Sit yourself down. It’s just dawned on me who you really are.”

      Paddy frowned as he scraped a chair back across the tiled floor. How could she possibly know who he was?

      “I just passed three old men having a heated argument,” he said. “Should I go break it up before it escalates and one of them gets hurt?”

      The waitress blew a raspberry. “I wouldn’t worry about them silly, old blokes. They’ll probably be in for a pot of tea later, happy as Larry. You stay where you are. What can I get you, Professor?”

      He choked midway through a breath, and spluttered. Had she just called him Professor?

      He ploughed on, hoping he had misheard it. “I could kill for a doppio?”

      “A what?”

      “A doppio . . . a double-shot espresso?”

      “Sorry, love, we don’t stretch to those here.”

      “What do you have then? Lattes? Cappuccinos?”

      She held her pencil against her ordering pad. “We have tea, and we have coffee.”

      “Is that it? What kind of coffee?”

      “Instant.”

      “You’re kidding me?”

      “Or tea bags.”

      He sighed again “Coffee then, I suppose.” He had endured 16 years of institutional instant coffee, one more cup wasn’t going to kill him. “Can I look at your menu?”

      The woman looked puzzled. “We only do the one type of breakfast, love. Two pork sausages, two fried eggs, two rashers of bacon, baked beans and two pieces of toast.”

      “Hash browns, too?”

      As she shook her head, the three men he had seen came in. The smell of old men and stale tobacco came in with them.
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        * * *

      

      “How do?” Oodles said as he pulled back a chair from the next table and nodded. James flashed a politician’s smile and Wish-Wash just gave a thumbs-up sign.

      “Hiya,” the big man replied in an Irish accent. He was dressed in a white shirt and blue waistcoat and wore his long hair tied back in a ponytail. He looked like Moose, all right, but he clearly wasn’t Moose.

      He gave the Wind Tunnel Cafe a different look, not seen since Moose.

      The place had hardly changed in 45 years. Outside, the stucco was painted lemon with light-blue trim around the doors and windows. Inside was the reverse. The walls inside were painted blue and the beams and window frames were lemon. None of the recent owners had changed the colour scheme and none of them had been able to figure out how to get more than two tables into this space.

      “You’d be the new bloke in town?” Oodles said. “I saw you from the church on Sunday. Are you all right after that nasty fall?

      The lookalike’s face turned crimson. “You saw that?”

      “We all did. Daisy Rowbottom mistook you for Moose Routley.”

      Not another one! “How come I didn’t see you?”

      “The light? The trees? Who knows? We were all waiting for the doors to open.”

      The stranger stood up, stepped towards the old men’s table and threw out his hand. “Paddy. Paddy O’Brien.”

      Oodles stood up and his hand was engulfed. “Clarrie Noodle.”

      Wish-Wash leaned across the table and extended his hand. “Bert Whish-Willson. Wish-Wash. Glad to meet you.”

      James did not offer his hand. He did not even give his name. All he said was, “You’re Irish!” And then he removed his hearing aids, got up and walked closer to the window so his back was to everybody as he peered into the street.

      “Don’t mind him. Jimbo’s got an aversion to anyone who’s not from the finest English stock, but ignore the pigheaded idiot,” Wish-Wash said. “So you’re the new manager of the museum?”

      “I am. But how did you know?”

      “Pretty hard to keep a secret in this town.”

      “So I’m finding out. Not that it matters. I’m not staying for long.”

      “How come?”

      Paddy shrugged. “I’m sure this is a very noice place, but I don’t think it’s right for me. Soon as I can make a phone call . . .”

      The waitress reappeared, and put the coffee cup down on Paddy’s now-vacant table.

      “I hope these gentlemen aren’t annoying you, Professor,” she said. “Breakfast won’t be long. My hubby is just making it.”

      Then she addressed the old men. “The usual?”

      Oodles nodded. “And a bowl of water for Howard. James hitched him to a post outside.”

      Wendy disappeared into the kitchen and Paddy returned to his chair.

      Oodles leaned towards him. “You didn’t tell us you were a professor, old son.”

      Paddy squeezed his mug like he was trying to strangle it. “Hmm.”

      “Seen much of the place yet? Apart from the thumb prints in the fence outside the pub.”

      Paddy frowned. “Thumb prints?”

      “Yeah, that sandstone wall was built by convicts, as were a lot of buildings in this town. They liked to leave their marks.”

      “I didn’t notice any thumb prints, but the fall probably looked worse than it was. I slipped in some dog shite on the footpath.”

      “Yes, I saw James walking Howard just ahead of you.”

      “James?”

      Oodles pointed to the Mayor.

      He didn’t have time to explain further because right then Paddy’s food arrived. It was swimming in fat. Obviously, no one had warned him about Gordo’s food. But the Irishman tucked into it as if he had not eaten a good meal in days.

      When he was finished, he tossed back his coffee with the look of someone just wanting to get it over and done with.

      He banged the empty mug on the table, dug into his pocket and counted out some gold coins on to the table.

      “I have to go, boys. I’ve got important business to do.” He rose and looked at his watch. “I’ll be talking to you again. If I’m still here.”

      As soon as he went out the door, Wish-Wash got up, walked over to James and shouted in his ear: “DID YOU HEAR THAT, JIMBO? HE’S A PROFESSOR. AT THE TASSIE TIGER MUSEUM. AND HE THINKS WE’RE STILL BOYS.”

      The Mayor just turned and looked at him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The waitress delivered a teapot and a plate of digestive biscuits to the table and that’s when it hit Oodles this was their first morning tea together without Birty. There were three teacups where there used to be four.

      “Shall I be mother?” Wish-Wash didn’t wait for an answer. He started pouring the tea with a trembling hand. He always spilt the tea but that never deterred him from wanting to do it.

      “Why have you gone all quiet, Oodles?” Wish-Wash said.

      Oodles couldn’t reply. He looked down and examined his fingers, trying to disguise the fact he was all choked up. He had cut the nails so short for the funeral they still throbbed, and the tips were still red and raw from that brush he had used to clean them.

      Oodles’s train of thought was interrupted by the waitress clinking the crockery as she cleared the other table.

      “Here, Wendy?” Wish-Wash said. “I saw your old man with Freddy and Dutchy at the pub last night. What was that all about?”

      “He never tells me anything much. He did mention there was a new bloke at the museum though — so I put two and two together and realised that bloke was the professor.”
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        * * *

      

      Birty’s last meal had been a good one. He had eaten Christmas dinner with his son, daughter-in-law and three grandkids.

      His plate was heaped with turkey, roast potatoes, the sweetest pumpkin he said he had ever tasted, and peas and swede smothered in gravy.

      He had washed it down with three glasses of mineral water, which was as fizzy as his beverages got since he had given up the grog years before.

      He had two servings of trifle, then excused himself from helping with the dishes because he said he was going fishing up at Bing Bong Mountain.

      His son had questioned the wisdom of this, flippantly at first by saying he’d scare the trout away if they saw that party hat on his head, but then declaring more seriously that he was asking for trouble if he went up there alone.

      “Don’t mollycoddle me, Robert,” Birty had said. “I’ve been up there alone lots of times, the only difference is they haven’t been at Christmas. You lot get off on your holiday and don’t worry. I’ll be fine.”

      It was true he had been up there alone lots of times in the last two years, ever since Oodles had stopped going with him.

      Before Oodles’s wife Madge died they had fished together for 40-odd years. They had shared a tent by the riverbank more times than he could count. For years they even had a small wager going on who would catch a wily old trout they dubbed George, which had been often seen, once hooked but never landed.

      After saying what turned out to be his last goodbye, Birty went home and got his fishing gear before heading up to the upper reaches, and Robert and his family drove to the coast that afternoon.

      No one else had a clue of Birty’s whereabouts. And it was three days before anyone realised he was missing. When the search party found him, it was too late.
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            HELP ARRIVES

          

        

      

    

    
      The plaque on the awning of the yellow, stone building said it was the Court House, established in 1845.

      But another sign informed him the ornate building was now the town hall.

      It had only taken him a minute or so to walk here from the cafe.

      He had woken up with a bruise on his ankle but he was no longer limping.

      He tried the door but it was locked. It was then he saw another sign that said the building wasn’t due to open for another five minutes.

      So he wandered over to see what was on the other side of the tall wrought-iron fence next door.

      A sign was attached to the gate. Another fecking sign! It indicated he was standing outside the Colonel Richard Northan Memorial Rose Garden. Him again!

      At his height, Paddy had no trouble looking over the fence. A splash of colourful, fragrant rose bushes were in full bloom amid the green lawns in the shade of some big oak trees.

      He heard the town hall door click open, and sauntered back over.

      The girl at the counter was very helpful and said the services would be reconnected later that day. He also asked her if she knew who he needed to speak to about the faulty streetlight and she told him he was already in the right place. Leave it with her.

      He went shopping next. The little supermarket had most of the essentials he needed: bread, milk, tea bags, a brand of instant coffee that was superior to the brand the cafe served, two pieces of steak wrapped in plastic, sunscreen, toiletries, even rubber gloves and garbage bags. The shop had run out of phone cards but they’d be getting some in later in the week.

      When Paddy arrived back at the museum he flicked on the light switch instinctively and dropped the shopping bag in shock when the lights flickered into life.

      The extra illumination highlighted the grubbiness of the foyer — peeling paint and lots of cobwebs. Not to mention the soiled sheets balled up on the floor. Paddy realised he’d have to go back for more cleaning products, and at least one new light globe to replace one that had blown. He’d need sugar soap for the walls, a couple of buckets, sponges, window cleaner, furniture polish and some light-blue paint. He picked up the bread and gloves and placed them back in the bag. He was about to go upstairs when he heard knocking.

      He turned and saw through the dirty glass one of the fellas he had met in the cafe – the larger, bearded old man.

      Paddy put down the plastic shopping bag by the side of the door, and opened it.

      “Hiya, can I help?”

      “I was hoping I could help you, Professor.” The man brushed past in a whiff of cheap deodorant and stale tobacco. “Remember me? Wish-Wash.”

      “Wish . . . ?” Paddy struggled to catch it, as he closed the door and turned around.

      “. . . Wash.”  The old man had stopped and turned around to face him. “Say it quickly. Wish-Wash. Bit like tick-tock or click-clack. It’s what everyone calls me. We thought you might want a hand.”

      Paddy turned back towards the door, wondering if he had locked the other old men out.

      “Oh, Oodles isn’t coming today,” Wish-Wash said.

      Paddy reeled around again. “What about that other fella?”

      “Jimbo?” Wish-Wash looked like he wanted to spit. “He won’t be coming at all. We didn’t even ask the deaf dickhead if he wanted to help you. It would just be a waste of time.”

      Paddy threw up his hands. “Look, I don’t want you to think I’m not grateful. But as soon as I can make a phone call, I’m planning on going back to Sydney. Better still, Dublin.”

      “You can’t do that,” Wish-Wash said. “As soon as I saw you, I knew you were the bloke who would get this place back on track.”

      Wish-Wash started rolling up his sleeves as he looked around the foyer. “Typical. Billy Gumboots left this place in a right old state.”

      “You knew him?”

      “I could of told them that lazy bludger would never make a go of this place.”

      “I can’t afford to pay you.” Paddy hoped that would deter the old man right away.

      “Don’t you worry about that, Professor. I’m happy to work for nothing. You might say I’ve got a vested interest in this place. Now tell me what I can do?”
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        * * *

      

      Paddy set Wish-Wash up with a bucket filled with soapy water and a sponge. “If you start cleaning these walls, I’ll just go to the shops and pick up some more cleaning stuff.”

      “You trust me enough to leave me here alone! You’ve just met me, Professor!”

      “There’s not much to nick, aside from that fella’s things upstairs.” He cleared his throat. “You don’t have to call me professor, either. Paddy will do.”

      Wish-Wash’s face dropped. “I was brought up to respect my elders.”

      “Shouldn’t I be saying that? I think you have the age thing well and truly covered.”

      “Well, I ain’t never talked to a real professor before. We used to call one of the blokes who drank in The Applecart Professor Pisspot. But he wasn’t a proper professor. He had just invested a lot of time and research into being a pisspot.”

      He paused for breath, then said, “So no one cleared Billy’s stuff out for you?”

      Paddy scratched his head. “You should see upstairs. Clothes, linen, shaving gear－”

      “Shaving gear?” Wish-Wash said.

      “An electric razor.”

      “Why would Billy Gumboots have had a razor when he had a beard? If you can call it that! It was about the same length as mine is now. But he tied the end together with a band of coloured beads.”

      “Maybe he was about to shave it off?”

      “I doubt that very much. I think he was very pleased it finally looked like a beard. For a long time, he looked like he was growing pubic hairs on his face.”

      “So what do you think killed him?”

      Wish-Wash tut-tutted. “Clearly it wasn’t hard work.”

      “I was told he was only about my age?”

      Wish-Wash scratched his scalp and gazed into space. “Let’s see. Billy was 16 when Moose Routley joined the footy club in 1993. That would make Billy mid-to-late 30s now, if he was still alive.”

      “That’s what the Asian girl in the takeaway shop thought.”

      “You met one of Jimbo’s adopted grand-daughters then?” Wish-Wash laughed. “Jimbo’s dislike of Asians goes even deeper than his hatred for Irish people and Catholics. You should have heard him when his daughter and her hubby went to South Korea and came back with twin girls! ‘I’ am not having gooks in my house!’ It’s even worse now they’re 18 and can dye their hair and paint their fingernails.”
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      When Paddy went out shopping, Wish-Wash had the best intentions of starting work. But after kneeling down and squeezing his sponge in the bucket, he felt knackered.

      He staggered to his feet and looked around, and that’s when a feeling of nostalgia washed over him.

      The last time he had been in this foyer was about five years ago, and it smelled of new pine and freshly glued carpet then. Now it was just musty and dusty.

      Wish-Wash was sure the dirty grey carpet had been bright blue on the night of the gala opening.

      The consortium that had built the museum had thrown the place open for free entry that first night, and the foyer had been full of inquisitive locals.

      Waiters dressed in tuxedos passed around glasses of champagne and tasty morsels on biscuits, which they brought in on silver trays.

      A string quartet was providing the kind of background music that had rarely serenaded Windy Mountain before — except, perhaps, at the Northan mansion.

      Two of the musicians were Jimbo’s young adopted granddaughters, back when both of them had jet black hair tied in pigtails. Vicki was playing the violin and Velda was plucking away at a double bass that was bigger than she was.

      “Ladies and gentleman, may I have your attention,” Dr Someone-or-Other had announced from a lectern at the back of the room. “I’d like to introduce you all to our guest of honour, Bert Whish-Willson.”

      Wish-Wash, who was wearing a collar and tie he had bought from the Slutz Plains opportunity shop, already felt uncomfortable but now he felt embarrassed, too. He already knew most of the people in the crowd. And he knew half of them wouldn’t have given him the time of day.

      “You probably know the part Mr Whish-Willson played in the establishment of this museum. So I won’t go into details — except to say he is suitably represented in our gallery which you will soon be able to see.”

      He cut a tape which cordoned the crowd off from a door that said IN.

      And the people flooded in.

      Wish-Wash was glad no one was here now to see his misty eyes.

      That opening night was the last time he had been in this place. Now look at it!

      It had started to go downhill three years ago when it was sold and the new owners later hired that dropkick Billy Gumboots to run it.

      Everyone knew the new owners couldn’t care less about the Tasmanian Tiger.

      Biggs and Sons specialised in wind farms. They owned and operated them all over eastern Australia. When this property had been offered for sale as part of a parcel of land around Tasmania, they snapped it up.

      Word was they couldn’t wait to tear the place down and use the land to erect some of those big wind turbines.

      Wish-Wash wasn’t surprised when Biggs and Sons bumped the entry price up to $6.50. They didn’t actually want the museum to succeed, did they?

      What puzzled Wish-Wash was the arrival of this Irish professor.

      Had there been a change of heart?

      Bugger it. Wish-Wash threw his sponge into the bucket and headed into the gallery to see if anything had changed there.

      He went in through the IN door. Just as he recalled, the gallery was U-shaped and it led visitors around to another door that deposited them back in the foyer.

      On the way, they passed all the exhibits.

      The tent was still there.

      Dozens of photographs were pinned to the walls, some showing hunters with their prized Tasmanian Tiger skins hanging from lines, others showing the tiger in the wild.

      Wish-Wash pressed the button on one display and it brought up a grainy black and white video of the last-known tiger pacing up and down in its enclosure in the Hobart zoo.

      In a glass box was a stuffed model of a Thylacine, which stared back with glassy eyes.

      One glass cabinet was empty and Wish-Wash stopped to read the label on the outside of the case.

      “This is a model of a Tasmanian Tiger hunter,” it said.

      Wish-Wash looked again to make sure there wasn’t something small down near the bottom of the case. But it was definitely empty.

      Wish-Wash chuckled to himself. What a con? He was glad he hadn’t had to pay $6.50 to see bugger-all.

      Dozens of newspaper clippings were arranged along the walls. Mostly they were reports of sightings, news of study projects and the like.

      Wish-Wash squinted at every one he came to, until he found the one that had put him in the spotlight.

      It was the front page of The Pick of the Crop, July 12, 1967. Wish-Wash read every word again.

      He headed back into the foyer, fully intending to go back to his bucket.

      But the spiral staircase caught his eye and then it seemed to summon him.

      Before he knew it, he was standing at the bottom looking up.

      He had never been up there but he had to admit he was curious.

      Especially about the mirror on the ceiling.

      Paddy hadn’t mentioned it.

      But he wasn’t to know you couldn’t keep a thing like a mirror on the ceiling a secret in a town like Windy Mountain!

      One little quick look wouldn’t hurt, would it? He had never seen a mirror on the ceiling before. And what Paddy didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

      So up he went. Clang, clang, clang.

      He wandered into the bedroom. Sure enough, there was the mirror above the bed.

      Next to the bed were two suitcases. One was lying on the floor open, and full of clothes and things, but the other one was on its side closed. The room was a mess. The floor looked like a tip and the walls were lined with tacky photos.

      Wish-Wash was on his way back down the hall towards the staircase when curiosity got the better of him again.

      The door to his right was ajar, and he stepped inside.

      The kitchen sink was stacked with dirty dishes.

      It was only when he recoiled around in disgust, he found himself facing the wall of books.

      Well, I’ll be!

      Wish-Wash had never even seen Billy reading a book.

      He stepped forward and pulled a book off the shelf and examined it.

      Wow. It was Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451. He flicked over the cover and saw it was a first edition, published in 1953. It was signed by the science fiction master himself.

      Wish-Wash looked along the shelves and realised they were all sci-fi books. H. G. Wells. Isaac Asimov. Arthur C. Clarke, Scott Orson Card. John Wyndham. Frank Herbert. Even Douglas Adams. All the greats were there. He pulled out The Day Of The Triffids and flicked over the cover. It was another first edition.

      Billy went up in his estimation and Wish-Wash found himself in some kind of time and space bubble.

      He snapped out of his trance when Professor O’Brien burst into the room.

      “Jaaaaaysus, man!” Paddy was puffing and his nostrils were flaring. “What the feck do you think you are doing?”
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      When Paddy arrived back, he had expected to see Wish-Wash where he had left him. But he saw no evidence a sponge had been used on the wall.

      Paddy put the bags and blue bucket down on the front counter.

      He called: “Wish-Wash?” He half-expected him to emerge from the jacks, doing up his belt. But when he heard no reply, he went into the gallery. He wasn’t there either.

      That just left one place to check.

      Paddy’s heart started pounding as he pictured the suitcases by the bed, with potential to blow his cover. He had a raft of documents that supported his new identity but he remembered now the tags on the cases still bore his actual name.

      He bounded up the stairs, two or three steps at a time.

      Wish-Wash looked so startled when he burst in.
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        * * *

      

      For the next 30 minutes, the loudest things in the foyer were Wish-Wash’s trousers and shirt, and the sound of sponges swirling as the two men scrubbed the wall.

      Paddy hated the silence. The longer it went on, the more the tension built and the more guilty he felt for having shouted at the old fella.

      Paddy finally cracked. “Look, I’m sorry, OK?”

      “I didn’t mean no harm.” Wish-Wash thrust out his bottom lip. “You didn’t have to swear at me?”

      “What you’ve got to understand about me is I swear at everyone. I don’t mean anything by it.”

      “I didn’t think you’d mind me having a look around and when I saw all those books . . . well, who would of thought? Billy a sci-fi reader!”

      “So, it wasn’t well known he read a lot of books?”

      “I thought I was the only bloke in this town who liked sci-fi books. Do you have any idea what a collection like that is worth?”

      “Do you want them?”

      “I couldn’t afford them.”

      “I wouldn’t want money. Think of it as payment for your work.”

      “No, I couldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “It wouldn’t feel right — not after all the things I’ve said about Billy Gumboots. People would think I was a flamin’ hypocrite.”

      “Who am I going to tell? I told you. I’m not even planning on sticking around.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’d know. Billy’s just the kind of no-good bloke who’d come back as a ghost so he could haunt me.”

      Paddy laughed. “You don’t believe in ghosts, do you?”

      “No, but some folks do.” Wish-Wash looked around and lowered his voice. “They reckon the ghost of Colonel Northan walks around here cracking his whip.”

      “Oh, him?” Paddy puffed out his cheeks. “He must have been a big deal around here, judging by the important things named after him. Big fella, too, judging by that sculpture.”

      “Don’t believe it for a moment, Professor. Colonel Northan was only 5 foot 2. So tell me how come he’s nearly seven foot tall now he’s been cast in bronze?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer. “I’ll tell you how. That sculpture was commissioned by his great, great, great grandson when he was mayor. The same bloke who was with us in the cafe!”

      Wish-Wash threw his sponge into his bucket and sighed. “Must be time for a cuppa?” He looked around the room. “Where’s your teapot?”

      Paddy shrugged. “I saw one upstairs.”

      “Want me to go up and fetch it?”

      “Nooooo.” Paddy threw down his own sponge and started striding towards the stairs before Wish-Wash could turn around. “I’ll go.”

      He found the teapot on the bench in the kitchen. But when he lifted it, he could feel it wasn’t empty. He lifted the lid, expecting to see tea bags floating around. He just didn’t expect them to be covered with wisps of white mould. It took him 10 minutes to clean the teapot in the lukewarm water that came out of the tap.

      It was when he turned around with the teapot in his hand that he saw the phone extension on the bench top.

      Hmm, had the line been connected yet?

      He put the teapot down and picked up the receiver.

      He had a dial tone!

      What luck!

      He dialled the mobile number he knew off by heart.

      Joh answered, but he didn’t seem impressed.

      “I told you not to call this number,” he said. “It might be bugged.”

      “This is an emergency.”

      “The word on the street is they’ve put a price on your head. They’ve hired a hitman to find you.”

      “Can’t I take my chances in Sydney? You wouldn’t believe how awful it is here.”

      “I don’t care. Your situation has become even more dangerous. You need to suck it up because you’re in the safest place you can be right now. Don’t call me, I’ll call you.” Then Joh hung up.
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        * * *

      

      When he returned back downstairs, Paddy laid the tray on a table in the corner.

      “Sorry, it took some time to find everything.”

      Wish-Wash pulled up a plastic chair and sat down. The tray carried two mugs, an electric kettle, the aluminium teapot, a packet of teabags, a small bag of sugar and some milk. Wish-Wash surveyed it and he screwed up his face.

      “Something wrong?”

      “I normally have a bickie to dunk in the tea.”

      Paddy sighed. “If I had known, I’d have bought some at the shop.”

      “Tomorrow then. Oodles will be expecting them.”

      “I really don’t think I need either of you.”

      “Nonsense. Many hands make light work.”

      Paddy headed towards the men’s bathroom to fill the jug. When he returned, he plugged in the jug and sat down on a chair on the other side of the table.

      As it rose to the boil, Wish-Wash raised his voice to compete. “Look, I know you said you don’t expect to be here for long and you don’t want us wasting our time helping you, but it’s no trouble, Professor. I’m sure you’ll change your mind when I’ve filled you in some more.”

      Paddy shook his head slowly, as he poured steaming water into the teapot.

      “I haven’t got many pleasures left at my age.” Wish-Wash’s lip quivered, but he suddenly brightened up. “Want me to pour the tea when it’s drawn?”

      After a period of awkward silence, Paddy watched the old man pour. Two little rivers flowed down the sides of the mugs, ran across the table and dripped on to the dirty carpet.

      Wish-Wash didn’t seem to notice the spillage, though, as he stirred three teaspoons of sugar into his tea, and then plunged the wet spoon back into the bag of sugar. “So do you want me to fill you in, Professor?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer.

      The land the museum was built on, he said, used to be an apple orchard, which was planted by Colonel Northan.

      “That bugger is credited in the history books for founding Windy Mountain but it’s well known the Irish convicts under his command did all the hard yakka. Since then, if your name isn’t Northan, it’s nearly impossible to get a look-in on the job as mayor of the town. And good luck to you, Professor. If you’re Irish, people like Jimbo Northan expect you to be attached to a ball and chain.”

      Wish-Wash broke into a grin. “A lot of people were ecstatic when Jimbo had his mental breakdown. We can thank Moose Routley for pushing him over the edge.”

      “Really? Moose Routley? I got the impression everyone hates that fella?”

      “They do, and they don’t. It was a case of who they liked least. Moose and his mates squatted illegally in a farmhouse along Blackstump Road in the early 1990s and not everyone agreed with the methods he employed trying to hunt the Tasmanian Tiger, but he got brownie points for leading the local footy team to a premiership in 1994. That’s where things came to a head, the presentation ceremony. Jimbo had pushed him and pushed him until he just snapped. Jimbo was never the same after that. He maintains his wife left him after he got into financial difficulty. But I reckon he had started annoying her long before that, and she seized on the current turmoil as a good excuse to run away with a merchant banker.”

      Paddy’s eyes became wider.

      “He had to sell off the orchard to pay off his debts, but it didn’t save his job. He was forced to stand down as mayor. Normally another member of the Northan family would have got the big job, but Jimbo only had one kid and she was too young to succeed him then, so a bloke called Peter Rowbottom became the new mayor. It was only when  Maddie turned 18, she regained the family chains of office.” He sighed. “Voters never learn.”

      Wish-Wash reached into his pocket and brought out a pouch of tobacco and some papers.

      Paddy watched as he picked out the tobacco he needed, and rolled it in to a paper he then licked and sealed. It looked like he had the ritual down to a fine art.

      “Mind if I go out the back to smoke this fag? Won’t be long, Professor.”

      What could Paddy say? Sure, but I’ll have to dock your pay?

      Instead, all he said was: “OK, but don’t go leaving your matches around.”

      Six tea breaks and six smoko breaks later, Paddy sent Wish-Wash home at 6pm. They hadn’t done much work but Paddy was confident he could now win at a quiz night on local history.

      Wish-Wash rolled down his sleeves. “Oodles and me will  put in a big day tomorrow.”

      Paddy rolled his eyes. “For feck’s sake! Weren’t you listening? I really, really don’t need any more fecking help.”

      The old man’s eyes started to well up.

      “Wha’?” Paddy said. “What’s wrong now?”

      “I can’t believe you’re swearing at me again.”

      “Was I? I’m sorry.”

      “You can’t blame me for trying to change your mind,” Wish-Wash said. “But I can tell you, Oodles won’t be impressed with your language either.”
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      After Wish-Wash had left, Paddy got to work upstairs.

      He filled four big garbage bags in the bedroom alone. Aside from what was scattered around the floor, clothing had been stuffed into every drawer and cupboard. Gaudy shirts, cheesecloth trousers, odd socks,  jocks of many colours and animal skin patterns, sandshoes and rubber thongs.

      The bathroom was just as messy.

      He threw the half-used tubes of toothpaste into the garbage bag. The cake of soap with the strands of hair went the same way. But he paused when he came to the sleek, shiny red electric razor hanging from a wall bracket. He had no use for it but surely he could find a home for it.

      He went into the sitting room.

      When it came to personal things like ornaments, CDs and DVDs, Paddy’s pace slowed right down as he weighed each item up before either tossing it into the bag or deciding to keep it.

      Then he reached the bookshelf, and came to a complete halt.

      There were no books in his house when he was growing up. None of his pals had many books in their houses in Dublin either. And nobody seemed worse for it.

      But he had come to have some respect for books and it didn’t feel right just to turf all that knowledge out. He doubted they were as valuable as Wish-Wash said but perhaps the old man would change his mind and take them. So he left them all.

      His attention was caught by the clock on the wall. He could have sworn when he had glanced at it this morning the young woman pictured on the clock face had been wearing a yellow bikini. Now she was topless and the top half of her bikini bottoms had disappeared. Then it dawned on him. She was losing a stitch of clothing with every tick of the clock. It was 9pm now, by midnight she’d be naked!

      Paddy stretched to his tippy toes and took the clock from its nail high up the wall, then tossed it into the garbage bag.

      He surveyed the room. Anything else?

      Oh, yes, all those dirty dishes on the sink.

      Had the slob never cleaned up after himself?

      Paddy binned most of it.

      There was an awful lot. Big plates, little plates, bowls and cups, knives, forks, and spoons of assorted sizes and stages of mould. They crashed and smashed and rattled as they were thrown into the bag.

      He only spared what he thought he would possibly need. A few cups, assorted plates, and a glass biscuit jar that contained one biscuit, which he took out with glee but nearly broke a tooth on when he tried to bite into it.

      He was stuffed. He couldn’t face going back down to work.

      He’d have an early night. He’d put his own things away in the morning before Wish-Wash and his pal arrived.

      The streetlight no longer flashed. So it had been fixed? Halle-fecking-lujah!
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      Some hours later, Paddy was awakened by someone sneaking up the stairs.

      At first he thought it was part of a dream. But when he realised the creaking on the stairs was real, he opened his eyes wide. Really wide! Had the hitman found him? Already?

      The footsteps on the stairs became louder as the intruder neared the top.

      Paddy slid slowly out of bed and grabbed the first weapon that came to hand. He tip-toed behind the open door, and, heart pounding, raised the broom like a bat.

      All he could see through the crack were shafts of light bouncing off the walls, which told him the intruder had a flashlight. He watched a dark figure turn into the hall. Feck! He was carrying a knife.

      Paddy took a step backwards so he’d have room to swing at the intruder’s head.

      But the footsteps stopped just short of the door.

      Another door creaked open and shut, and the hallway turned dark.

      Paddy was puzzled as he stood there in the dark.

      Why had the hitman gone into the bathroom?

      Perhaps he had a nervous tummy?

      He seized the moment to mount a surprise attack of his own. Was there a better time to beat the shite out of him than when his pants were down?

      Paddy crept into the hallway where a sliver of flashlight  showed under the bathroom door. He slowly turned the doorknob. Then he flung open the door and charged into the room, shrieking and waving the broom.

      But the burglar wasn’t sitting on the bog, after all. He was standing near the wash basin, and ducked when the broom whooshed past him. The beam of the flashlight flew around the room as the silhouette staggered backwards.

      Paddy swished and missed again. The man shouted. “For God’s sake, I’m a friend of Billy’s.”

      Paddy reached for the light switch, and flicked it on.

      The knife was actually a screwdriver with a yellow handle.

      “You’re kidding me!” The intruder was short, podgy, nearly bald and dressed in a dark grey suit with an open-neck shirt. “Nobody told me the power was back on.” He switched off his flashlight. “You do know you’re naked?”

      The Irishman put the broom down against a wall and reached for the towel, which he tied around himself. “Never mind me. What do you think you’re doing creeping around here in the middle of the night?”

      “It’s barely past midnight. I should ask you the same thing about you trying to kill me.”

      “I’m the manager.”

      “The manager? Nobody told me Billy had been replaced! Do I look like a burglar to you?”

      He had a point. The only thing that looked rough about him was the few days of stubble on his face.

      “Billy’s dead!”

      “I know. I buried him.”

      Paddy lowered his voice to a surprised whisper. “You’re the undertaker?”

      He nodded. “Dave Jenkins. And you are?”

      “Paddy O’Brien.”

      “Billy said I could store some stuff here.”

      “What kind of stuff?”

      Dave nodded towards the bracket next to the sink. “This razor for one thing.”

      “That’s yours?”

      “Yes. I have to conduct a funeral on Saturday. I know that’s a few days away, but I’ll have to meet family members first.” He rubbed his chin. “And an undertaker can’t look like he’s been sleeping on a park bench.”

      “I see your problem,” Paddy said. “But couldn’t you have knocked instead of sneaking around with a flashlight?”

      “I didn’t know you were here. You must have arrived while I was out of town. I was going to have a whole week off but my assistant rang and said Betsy Smith had passed and could I come back early?”

      “So what’s the screwdriver for?” Paddy said.

      “To unscrew the razor’s bracket from the wall. Did you think . . .?” Dave put the flashlight down on the side of the sink. “If I had known the power was connected now, I would have brought an electric tool.”

      “Consider yourself lucky to still have your head on your shoulders.” Paddy held out a palm. “You can take your razor with you but first I want my key back.”

      Dave reached into his pocket and pulled out the key, which he pressed down hard into Paddy’s outstretched hand.

      He then unscrewed the bracket quickly, brushed past the Irishman and headed for the stairs.

      Paddy watched him go down towards the front door. “Next time, knock, OK?” he shouted from the landing.
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        * * *

      

      It took Paddy ages to get back to sleep. So he wasn’t happy when rapping on the front door woke him again.

      For feck’s sake, what did the undertaker want this time?

      Bang-bang, bang-bang.

      The room was dark. But when Paddy glanced at his luminous watch, he was surprised to see he had actually been back in bed for at least four hours. Perhaps it wasn’t Dave at all? Perhaps Wish-Wash had come early with that other old fella? Yes, that made sense. Ol’ ones liked rising early, didn’t they?

      Bang-bang, bang-bang.

      “Hang on, I’m coming,” Paddy shouted as he slipped into his trousers.

      Bang-bang, bang-bang.

      “For feck’s sake,” he said under his breath before shouting. “WILL YOU STOP THAT KNOCKING? I’M COMING.”

      As he stomped down the stairs in bare feet, buttoning his shirt as he went, he could see only one person outside the glass door, and he was poorly illuminated by the low-watt sensor light outside.

      He appeared to be taller than the undertaker but thinner than Wish-Wash.

      Paddy opened up and got two surprises.

      Henk Van Gogh was standing there, smirking, and a bitter wind rushed in from the darkness. The weather had changed dramatically.

      Paddy scowled back at the Dutchman just as coldly. “You said you’d be back on Wednesday, not five o’fecking-clock in the fecking morning a day early.”

      “I was just in the area and thought you’d want to know the news as soon as possible. How was I to know you’d get out of the wrong side of the fugging bed!”

      Paddy did up the last of his shirt buttons. “You’d better come in out of the cold. This better be good though.”

      He stepped back to let the Dutchman pass by. “We started the clean-up but we weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

      “This couldn’t wait.” Then he frowned. “What do you mean we?”

      “One of the locals is helping me.” Paddy motioned for Van Gogh to sit down at the table where the cups still were.

      The Dutchman peeled off his coat, hung it over the back of a red plastic chair, and sat down. “I hope you didn’t offer to pay him? You’ll get no money from us for that.”

      “I realise that. Wish-Wash probably has got nothing better to do with his time.”

      “Wish-Wash!”

      “You know him?”

      “Not personally. But I know he used to be the town drunk.”

      Paddy pointed to the teapot. “He only drank tea here yesterday.”

      “I bet he still tells lies. He claimed to have seen a Tasmanian Tiger in the main street. That’s how come they built this . . . this,” he searched for the right word, “shrine — based on that one lie.”

      “How’d’ya know it was a lie?”

      “If that old man is coming here, he’s up to fugging something.”

      “This place obviously means a lot to him. The poor ol’ fella wouldn’t have many years left.”

      “Good. It’ll be more oxygen for the rest of us. Anyway, he’s wasting his time. I wanted you to be the first to know we have decided to close this museum.”

      The blood drained from Paddy’s face. “Closing it?” What came out of his mouth next surprised even him. “You can’t close it.”

      “We’ll give you two weeks’ notice at your present pay rate, of course.”

      “What pay rate would that be?”

      “You did agree to work for free.”

      Paddy surprised himself further when he said, “What if I start making money?”

      Van Gogh smirked. “If Billy Gumboots couldn’t make it a going concern in two years, what makes you think you could do it in a few weeks?”

      “But what if I could?”

      Van Gogh shook his head. “I’m afraid planning permission has come through from the local council. In four weeks’ time, this building is marked for demolition. We’re planning to build a dozen wind turbines on this site.”

      “So that gives me four weeks to try to turn things around?”

      Van Gogh locked eyes with him. After a moment of silence, he sighed. “Tell you what, I’ll go out on a limb and give you two weeks to make it work. But I have to tell you something else. Due to rising costs, you’re going to have to put the admission price up.”

      “What rising costs?”

      “Who do you think pays for the electricity, rates and water for this place? And it’s never earned us a fugging cent.”

      “Have you thought, perhaps, about lowering the price to get more people through?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “So? How much do we need to charge customers now?”

      “$19.”

      “Jaysus!” Paddy rolled his eyes. “How exactly do you think people will come at that?”

      “That’s not my problem,” Van Gogh said. “How many days do you think you’ll need before you can open the museum?”

      Paddy tugged at his beard as he looked around. “Hard to say. Four or five days?”

      “Let’s make it three days then.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “I’m trying my best to meet you halfway.”

      “But three days to prepare? I’m not sure it can be done. Look at this place?”

      “You’d best get to work then. I’m counting today as day one. I want this place open on Friday, 9am sharp.” He handed Paddy a card.

      “What’s this?” Paddy looked down.

      “You have seen a business card before? You can call me anytime on that number if you change your mind, and come to the inevitable realisation it’s all much too hard.”
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        * * *

      

      Once upon a time, things wouldn’t have ended so well for the Dutchman.

      Paddy would have dragged him upstairs, dangled him from a window and seen if he enjoyed being woken up so  abruptly. But, instead, he forced himself to smile as he opened the front door for him.

      Sprinkles of sleet hit his face as more of the outdoors came in.

      “Typical fickle Tasmanian weather!” Van Gogh stood buttoning his coat before he went outside. “Good luck with getting tourists out in this climate — hot one day, cold the next.”

      He hesitated for a second then said, “I don’t suppose you’ve seen a mannequin of a Tasmanian Tiger hunter around the place?”

      “A what?”

      “A model of a hunter that used to be on display in the gallery. Perhaps it’s been stored away in a cupboard and you came across it while you were cleaning?”

      Paddy shook his head. “Is that the thing that used to be in that glass cabinet? What’s so special about it?”

      “I just noticed it was missing, that’s all.”

      Van Gogh walked past him and into the rain. Paddy could see his car out in the yellowy gravel car park.

      “Mind how you go, Mr Van Gogh. Don’t want you slipping over in a puddle.”

      But I hope you do, you prick, and break your fecking neck.
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        * * *

      

      Van Gogh heard the door slam behind him. He wondered if he had done the right thing even letting the imposter stay on.

      Mr Biggs had put him in an awkward situation by hiring the Irishman in the first place. Van Gogh had had a bad feeling about the application, but you didn’t argue with the boss if you cared about your longevity.

      Now he had met the phoney professor, however, he was certain he was an undercover cop. But to turf him out so quickly might have aroused even more suspicion.

      He unlocked his car. It would be good to get out of this cold. But he’d feel even better as soon as Paddy went, so the bulldozers could destroy any evidence left on the premises.
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        * * *

      

      Paddy couldn’t see the point of going back up to bed. He wouldn’t sleep.

      He had stood up to bullies before but never a corporate bully. But Van Gogh had picked the wrong fella!

      He threw the business card on to the reception desk and stormed upstairs.

      He went into the kitchen and grabbed the biscuit jar from the bench.

      He turned it upside down and shook the remaining crumbs out on to the kitchen bench. Then he took the jar downstairs and slammed it down on to the front reception counter with such force it’s a wonder it didn’t shatter.

      Next he walked to the other side of the foyer, formed a fist and punched the wall as hard as he could.

      It hurt like hell.

      And he cried out: “Feckkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-ONE

          

          
            MORE CRABBY VISITORS

          

        

      

    

    
      Wish-Wash and Oodles shared the cover of a colourful, tattered umbrella as they scurried towards the museum dodging puddles about 8am.

      They were mostly dry by the time they had reached the portico over the front door.

      Wish-Wash collapsed the brolly and shook it. “I reckon we must have look like a crab out of water just now.”

      Oodles shook his head. “Unlikely. Crabs have 10 legs, old mate. We can only manage four between us. And we didn’t exactly escape being out of water either.” He used his handkerchief to wipe droplets from his face. “Where on earth did you find a bright red umbrella with moth holes, anyway?”

      “It was the pick of the bunch for sale at the Slutz Plains op shop.” Wish-Wash swept a bead of water off the end of his nose with his hand. “There was one without holes but it was black. Boring as bat shit!”

      The glass door in front of them was all steamed up, so they couldn’t see much, apart from a shape moving around inside.

      Wish-Wash was about to knock, but changed his mind and turned around. “You still haven’t told me what happened at the meeting with Father O’Boring and Jimbo?”

      “You’re not going to like it.” Oodles coughed nervously. “Besides, I thought we were talking about carcinology.”

      Wish-Wash frowned. “Why would we be talking about cancer?”

      Oodles slapped his thigh. “I knew you wouldn’t know that! Carcinology is the scientific study of crustaceans.”

      Wish-Wash frowned again. “I would have guessed that to be crabology.”

      “That’s why they never ask you to be on a team at the quiz nights at the pub.”

      Wish-Wash stuck out his bottom lip. “If they had questions about sci-fi, you flamin’ know I’d be the first one they picked. Mind you, I just found out yesterday Billy Gumboots was a closet fan, too. He might have also made the A team.”

      “Your Billy?”

      Wish-Wash growled. “You’re not going to start on that again! So are you going to tell me about the meeting yesterday, or what?”

      “I’ll tell you everything once we get out of this rain, when we get the chance to be alone.”

      Wish-Wash turned around and knocked.

      “Are you sure the professor is expecting me, too?” Oodles said.

      “Just don’t go upsetting him. I made that mistake, and I’ve never heard such swearing.”
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        * * *

      

      Paddy had seen the shadows at the door. He could hear the old men talking for ages but he only caught small snatches of their conversation.

      Eventually, someone knocked and he opened the door.

      Wish-Wash stepped inside. “You remember Oodles?”  He bent down to prop his brolly against the glass panel adjoining the door, then headed straight to the table.

      Oodles followed him and sat down, too. Both of them had wet hair.

      “I thought you’d have the kettle on, Professor,” Wish-Wash said. “We’re parched.”

      Wish-Wash was wearing an orange shirt held up with the same lurid braces he had worn yesterday. The other old man was wearing grey overalls.

      Paddy threw down his sponge and walked over to the table.

      “Tea for me,” Wish-Wash said as he came into his peripheral vision.  “As hot as it comes.”

      Then he spotted the jar over on the reception desk and his face lit up. “You did get some biscuits?”

      Paddy shook his head as he picked up the kettle from the table. “Nothing to eat in that jar but coins. I’ve turned it into a swear jar. I’ve put $9 in already this morning. At this rate, I’ll be going broke before this place does.”

      Paddy took the kettle into the toilets.

      When he disappeared, Wish-Wash and Oodles looked at each other.

      “What’s he on about, old mate?”

      Wish-Wash shrugged. “Beats me.”

      Paddy re-emerged before they even had the chance to broach the subject of the meeting with Father O’Boring again.

      “You’d be pleased to know I’ve changed my mind.” Paddy plugged in the kettle, pulled up a third chair and sat down. He fixed his eyes on Wish-Wash. “I know I told you yesterday I didn’t expect to hang around, but I’ve decided to stay.”

      Wish-Wash beamed. “That is good news. Eh, Oodles?” He looked up at Paddy.

      That’s when he caught sight of the dried blood on the Irishman’s knuckles. “Strewth! What did you do to yourself, Professor?”

      Paddy held up his hand and rotated it. “Oh this? Cleaning injury. I’ve had worse.”

      “It looks like you hit a brick wall,” Wish-Wash said.

      Paddy glanced over at the offending brickwork. “I kinda did.”

      Oodles winced. “What made you angry enough to punch the wall?”

      “You ever met Henk Van Gogh?”

      “Dutchy?” Wish-Wash’s eyes widened. “We see him in town every now and then, don’t we Oodles? But we steer clear of him because by all accounts he’s a bad bugger.”

      “You won’t get any argument from me about that line of thought.” Paddy held out his palm. “That’ll be a dollar, by the way.”

      Wish-Wash tilted his head slightly and scowled. “Me? What for?”

      “If I’ve decided to try to stop swearing, you fellas can show a little support.”

      “Bugger ain’t swearing. It’s not like I called him a bastard.”

      Paddy held out his other hand, too. “That’ll be $2 now.”

      “What’s come over you? You were happy to swear your flamin’ head off yesterday.”

      “Yeah, well, that Dutchman was here earlier this morning.” Paddy walked over to the swear jar and pulled his last two gold coins from his pocket. “That fecking gobshite has given me two weeks to make this place start turning a profit. If not, he says they’re closing it.”

      “That stinks, old son,” Oodles said.

      “He says we have to open by Friday,” Paddy said.

      “By this Friday?” Oodles looked around him and tutted. “Is it even going to be possible to clean up this place in three days?”

      “I suspect that was part of his plan to make sure I fail,” Paddy said. “He said they already have planning permission to pull down the place and build some wind turbines on the site.”

      Wish-Wash pinched the bridge of his nose. “That was the flamin’ rumour going around when they bought the place. The rotten rotters.”

      “And that’s not all. I’ve been told to raise the admission cost.”

      Wish-Wash’s face had become red. “Blooming heck. Admission is already $6.50!”

      “They want it to be $19 now,” Paddy said.

      “Nineteen bucks!” The whistle of the kettle masked whatever Oodles said next, and saved him a gold coin.
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      Wish-Wash took a noisy slurp of his tea and looked around the foyer before swallowing. “I’ll say this, Professor, you must have worked like crazy in here this morning. What’s say, we split up? One of us can stay here to finish off and two of us can get cracking on cleaning up the gallery.”

      “Good idea.” Paddy rose and scooped up his bucket. “Come with me, Oodles, and Wish-Wash can finish off in here.”

      Oodles looked at Wish-Wash and shrugged.

      “Grab that empty bucket in the corner, Oodles,” Paddy said as he headed towards the door.

      Oodles picked up the red bucket and followed him through the IN door, which swung shut behind them.

      Inside the gallery, rain pounded on the ceiling-to-floor windows.

      Paddy used the side of his hand to squeakily wipe away condensation. The trees that appeared in the porthole were bending in the wind. Low cloud had shrouded the bushland  in the background.

      “It sure is a wild ol’ day,” Paddy said.

      Oodles craned his neck to look out. “I doubt this will stop for a while, Professor.”

      Paddy sighed. “Van Gogh reckons Wish-Wash made up a story he saw a Tasmanian Toiger.”

      “What would he know! He comes from the blinking city.” Oodles pointed towards the fogged-up window. “All kinds of wild things live at the foothills of Bing Bong Mountain, and some of them are bound to stumble upon the town. Wallabies, possums, native cats, Tasmanian devils, snakes —”

      “Snakes!” Paddy’s eyes widened.

      “Well, not so much stumble but I’ve seen tiger snakes slithering along the High Street more than once.” Oodles raked his hand over his stubbled chin, which made a rasping noise. “I used to see them every time I went trout fishing, too. Most of the time you only see them twisting away. But once in a while you’ll meet an aggressive one who’d arc up.”

      “What do you do?”

      Oodles averted his eyes. “It’s not an issue any more because I’ve retired from fishing.” The old man blew out a whistle of air. “I’m too damn old to be traipsing around the bush now. Have you ever been fly-fishing, Professor?”

      Paddy shook his head.

      “You ought to try it while you’re here. It’s good for the soul. Imagine if you could walk into a landscape painting and become as much part of the picture as the birds and the trees and the fish. No phones, no TV, no interruptions. Bliss.”

      “So you never saw a Tasmanian Toiger out there?”

      “No. If there was one out there, I reckon Moose Routley would have found it years ago.”

      “Wish-Wash told me about how he was a Tasmanian Tiger hunter.”

      “Did he tell you how Moose kicked the winning goal in the 1994 grand final, too? People have a love-hate opinion of the man.”

      “I’m beginning to get that, too.”

      “Back to your first question, Wish-Wash is the only bloke I know who says he actually saw a Tasmanian Tiger around here.”

      Paddy scratched his head. “We should get to work. Are you OK with washing windows?”

      “As long as it’s on this side. I’m still drying out.”

      Oodles nodded towards a stepladder leaning against one of the display cabinets. “Got any window-cleaning detergent?”

      “I’ll go fetch it from upstairs. You’re all right working at heights?”

      “I spent half my working life up ladders, Professor. I lost count of the amount of bird shit I had to clean off Colonel Richard Northan’s blinking bronze head.”

      Paddy glared at him, and Oodles realised what he had just said. He dug into his pocket and pulled out a $1 coin he handed to the big man. He looked at the stepladder. “Didn’t want that money rattling around in my pocket up there, anyway.” He sighed. “You get the detergent, and I’ll get myself set up here.”
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        * * *

      

      Wish-Wash nearly spat out a mouthful of tea when Paddy appeared. As soon as the others had disappeared, he had gone back to the table for a rest, all the time willing Oodles to come out alone to fetch something.

      “The teapot wasn’t quite empty,” he spluttered. “I didn’t want it to go to waste.”

      “That’s understandable.” Paddy turned a plastic chair around and sat on it backwards. His voice dropped to almost a whisper. “I’ve been told you saw a Tasmanian Toiger here in Windy Mountain?”

      Wish-Wash puffed out his chest. “It didn’t take you long to read about that in the gallery?”

      “Read about it?” Paddy looked confused. “No, Henk Van Gogh told me and Oodles just confirmed it.”

      Paddy locked on to Wish-Wash’s eyes. “Van Gogh said you used to be the town drunk?”

      “What if I was?” Wish-Wash raised his voice. “That doesn’t make me dishonest. All it means is I once had a drinking problem. I don’t now.”

      Paddy raised his open palms above the back of the red chair. “All I’m trying to work out is why he dislikes you so much.”

      “That’s flamin’ obvious. The last thing he needs is for the only fellow ever to see a Tasmanian Tiger in this town to appear on the scene and remind everyone why his plan to tear this place down isn’t such a good idea. He probably knows I’ve swung public opinion around in the past and I might do it again.”

      “When was that?”

      “I saw the Tiger in the High Street in 1967. I would have had proof, too, if Doggie Dougall hadn’t shot it.”

      “Someone shot it?” Paddy gasped.

      “He took the carcass to the tip for incineration before anyone could examine it.”

      Paddy’s eyes widened. “Why?”

      Wish-Wash shrugged. “You’d have to ask Doggie that because I haven’t spoken to him for nearly 50 years. I know what I saw though. That’s why I feel some responsibility for this museum. It probably never would have been built if it hadn’t been for me. Mind you, it took them long enough and I’ve never been given any of the profits.”

      “Did they by any chance give you the key to the front door?”

      “Why would they?” Wish-Wash said. “Until yesterday, I hadn’t set foot in this place for five years. Do you think Oodles and me would have stood out in the rain knocking if I had a key?”

      “OK, tell me what were you looking for upstairs then? Van Gogh mentioned a model of a Tasmanian Toiger hunter. Were you looking for that perhaps?”

      “What’s so special about that?”

      The Professor shrugged. “No idea. I’m just trying to piece a jigsaw together. Do you know a fella called Dave Jenkins?”

      “Dave?”

      “You do know him?”

      “Everyone knows Dave. It pays to be nice to the local undertaker. Not for me personally, mind you, but old blokes like Oodles and Jimbo would be fools to get him offside.”

      “But why would the local undertaker have a key to this museum? He frightened the shite out of me when he came here last night. When I confronted him, he said he had a key Billy Gumboots had given him. He said Billy had let him keep stuff here.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. How could Billy give him permission when he’s dead? What kind of stuff?”

      “All he took was that electric razor. But when Van Gogh started banging on about a missing model I started wondering what he really came for.”
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        * * *

      

      Wish-Wash was glad when the Professor went upstairs to get the window cleaner for Oodles, thus ending his interrogation.

      He was even happier when he came downstairs and noticed a patch of blue outside the window.

      “I’m famished,” Paddy said. “Do you think Oodles would mind if I duck out for breakfast and take advantage of this break in the weather?”

      “Of course he won’t,” Wish-Wash said. “We don’t want you wasting away.”

      Paddy handed the bottle to Wish-Wash. “Thanks. Can you give this to Oodles? Do you need anything from the shop?”

      “Have you forgotten already? We need chocolate digestives.”

      “Of course. And what type of biscuits does Oodles eat?”

      “Don’t worry about him. At his age, even fresh air gives him indigestion.”

      When Paddy left, Wish-Wash went through the IN door and found Oodles at the top of the stepladder. He was using a small broom to brush some cobwebs from the top of the window frame, and he looked down with a startled look. “What have you done with the Professor?”

      “I forgot to tell you: he doesn’t like being called that.”

      “Now you tell me? Where is he?”

      “He’s gone to the Wind Tunnel Cafe to get some breakfast.”

      “I’ve never known someone to eat Gordo Bennett’s breakfast two days in a row.”

      Wish-Wash held up the bottle of blue liquid. “He said to give you this.”

      Oodles shook his head. “Hang on to it, I’m coming down.”

      When Oodles reached the ground and turned around, Wish-Wash said, “Finally, we get a chance to talk.”

      Oodles screwed up his face. “You’re not going to like hearing this though.” He sighed. “Father O’Boring said he likes his chances of outliving the rest of us.”

      Wish-Wash squeezed his eyes shut. “Did you point out he’s 92?”

      “Yes, but it didn’t seem to matter to him.”

      “He couldn’t have long, could he?” Wish-Wash opened his eyes again. “I still don’t know how the doddery old fool managed not to topple over into Birty’s grave on Saturday. Did you tell him he could get a nice payout right now and have time left to spend it?”

      “He said he doesn’t want to sell the shares now. He’d prefer to win all the money and leave it to the poor.”

      “Christ Almighty!” Wish-Wash said. “What does he think I am?”

      “I tried that line, too. He said you at least had a regular roof over your head these days.”

      “What did Jimbo say?”

      Oodles tut-tutted. “I should have known James would shirk his responsibilities. He kept refusing to come to the meeting, saying it would be a waste of his valuable time. So it looks like we’re back to where we were before — willing each other to die first.”

      “I never thought that of you. Not really. I was sledging at the funeral. But it was all meant in good humour.”

      “So you’re not going to try to push me off this ladder when I climb back up?”

      “Why would I do that to a mate? I’m only sorry you didn’t hit me harder. I deserved it.”

      Oodles put his arm up around Wish-Wash’s shoulder. “I should have saved up my anger for James. It’s been building up inside me for years. That’s a good reason for helping the Irishman. To get up James’s nose.”

      Wish-Wash laughed. “Yeah, that’ll work! Did you see the way he looked at Paddy in the cafe? Like he was lower than a snake’s armpits, and that’s even lower than me? When he finds out we’re helping him . . . ”

      “But now I have another good reason,” Oodles said. “Van Gogh is doing a real mongrel thing to the Professor.”

      “You reckon Jimbo is involved, too?”

      Oodles shook his head. “I can’t see how he can be? Mind you, Maddie must be party to the plans to rezone this place.”

      “What’s the Professor going to do?”

      Oodles thought about it. “I think we should introduce him to Gus Foot. If anyone knows what Paddy needs to do, Gus will know.”
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      God had been looking out for Father John O’Rourke for a long, long time.

      Born into poverty in western County Cork in 1924, he considered it a miracle he had survived malnutrition and any number of childhood diseases. Diseases wiped out entire families in those days. Each disease brought its own brand of pain — in limbs, in guts, in heads — and most of them resulted in death in the very young and the very old.

      John O’Rourke was 17 when he chose to leave Ireland in search of a better life in Australia.

      His parents waved goodbye to him when the two-funnelled motor-ship pulled away from the dock at Cobh.

      Another ship had left from the same port a few years earlier with much more fanfare. Bound for New York, the Titanic was fast and heralded as unsinkable. Fat lot of good all those streamers did though. The unthinkable happened to the unsinkable. The Titanic ran into an iceberg on April 15, 1912.

      Here’s where it got confusing. Cobh was called Queenstown by the British overlords back when it farewelled the Titanic. But before that, it was called Cove — which was probably the same departure point one of John’s ancestors had left from. Great-great uncle Donal had been one of the many convicts shipped to Van Diemen’s Land, never to see Ireland again.

      John leaned against the rail on the deck of the two-funnelled motor-ship, and wiped back tears because he suspected he’d never see his mam and da again either.

      John shared a cabin way below deck with 17 other third-class single men.

      During the long voyage he began the habit of a lifetime: the nocturnal stroll. He’d roll out of his hammock around midnight, put on some clothes and climb the rope ladder to get some air and stretch his legs on the main deck.

      It was during one such excursion, the ship hit rocks off the coast of Java.

      John jumped into the oily water. He could see little in the dark but he could hear the screaming as he swam as far away as possible from the ship. When he touched something solid, he wondered if it was land. But it turned out to be one of the wooden lifeboats. When no one reached down to help him, he clambered into the boat on his own and saw no one else was there. He turned when he heard a sucking noise. All he saw was the silhouette of the ship against the moon sliding bow-first into the ocean.

      He could see no land, and no other lifeboats.

      He drifted for three days, during which time he made a promise.

      “If ye spare me, God, I will devote the rest of my life to ye.”

      When he was rescued, and told he was the only survivor of 633 passengers, he vowed to make good on his pledge.

      When he arrived in Sydney, he bypassed the taverns near the wharf and sought out a seminary. He emerged seven years later as a priest, and was sent to Tasmania where he worked at several parishes around the state before spending his twilight years at St Benedict’s at Windy Mountain, and his post-twilight years in the nursing home at the edge of the town.

      James Northan had known nothing of this background when he had approached him with his proposal. How could he? Nobody knew. Father O’Rourke hadn’t even told his closest confidantes the story, so why would he ever tell those Church of England lot across the road?

      He hadn’t even told Daisy Rowbottom, yet he had shared forbidden things with her.

      He had first noticed her when he was a regular staff member at St Benedict’s. But he had been strong then. Resolute. Incorruptible.

      His resolve began to weaken the day they met at the school fete years later.

      Although by then she had retired from the position of head nurse of Windy Mountain Hospital, she was a spring chicken next to him and she oozed sex appeal as she weighed the jar in her hands at the guess-how-many-jellybeans stall.

      Who would have thought she’d be spot on with her guess? But it wasn’t a mere guess, was it? It was a God-given gift, honed with years of practice weighing babies at the hospital, that allowed her to give her answer of 822 jellybeans.

      Her prize had been the whole jar.

      When she saw him standing by, she offered the open jar to him. “Take a handful, Father.”

      “Oh, ye mustn’t tempt me. Black jellybeans are my biggest weakness.”

      “Go on,” she said. “You know you want to.”

      “Ye are so clever, Daisy. Was dat just a lucky guess?”

      “Certainly not, Father. A better test would have been to get people to guess how many different colours there were in the jar.”

      He said no one would ever be able to guess that.

      It’s quite possible she misinterpreted that as flirting because before he knew it they were flirting. He reached the point of no return when he told her it was about time she called him John, because although he was still a priest he was mostly off duty these days.

      But she didn’t give up her jellybean secrets easily.

      It was way later in the night she whispered in his ear in bed. “One hundred and fifty-six white ones, the 105 aniseed-flavoured black ones you’ve eaten, 107 red ones I’ve eaten, 144 orange ones, 108 green ones, 98 yellow ones and 104 purple ones.”

      Father O’Rourke wasn’t ashamed of what he had done. Who would have believed the story of the 91-year-old virgin, anyway?

      But people would talk if they suspected. That’s why he and Daisy usually met under the cover of darkness, usually starting with a brisk walk and a few jellybeans before getting down to rumpy-pumpy.

      And that’s how they happened to be in the High Street the night the large stranger had arrived. They were just two long shadows strolling down the street.

      “That was Moose Routley, I’d know him anywhere,” Daisy had said when they got far enough away they couldn’t be heard.
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      The framed photograph of the cow on the wall was what puzzled Paddy the most.

      His eyes fell on it as he looked around the investment adviser’s office tucked above Roses Supermarket.

      The Irishman was sitting with Oodles and Wish-Wash behind a big, blackwood desk.

      The black leather ergonomic chair on the other side was empty. Gus Foot’s secretary had apologised. He wasn’t normally late. Would they mind waiting?

      Oodles saw Paddy studying the photo and offered an explanation. “That is how Gus got his first big break.”

      Paddy looked around at him. “He made his fortune from a cow?”

      “Not exactly, but he raised enough from her milk to get a stake together to invest in a dot.com company in the mid-90s. He sold his shares just before the bubble burst and made a nice pot of money. People reckon Gus doesn’t even need to work any more, but he probably has a sentimental attachment to the place downstairs.”

      Paddy’s frown lines deepened.

      Oodles elbowed the other old man, whose head was bowed and had started breathing heavily like he was on the verge of sleep. “It wasn’t always a supermarket, was it Wish-Wash?”

      Wish-Wash sat up, startled. “What did you do that for, cobber?”

      “You were nodding off.”

      “I wasn’t. I was just resting my eyes.”

      “What were we talking about, then?”

      “Gus?”

      “I rest my case. I was actually filling Paddy in on the history of Roses Supermarket.” He turned back to the Irishman. “When Gus came to town in the early 1990s downstairs was the venue for the Windy Mountain Dancing Academy.”

      “A dancing school? Here? Really?” Paddy’s eyes widened.

      “No, not really. It was actually a front for a brothel. But if you ever want to see James go off his tree, try ribbing him about it. He secretly owned the building but he didn’t have a clue what his frontman, Tiger Kowalski, was really doing with it.”

      “Or so he says.” Wish-Wash pulled at a stray yellow cotton on his shirt. “He was only the flamin’ mayor at the time. Don’t tell me he didn’t know?”

      Oodles shook his head. “Whether James was party to it is beside the point. For the purposes of this story, all Paddy needs to know is Foetus and his gang stopped there.”

      Paddy squinted. “Who’s Foetus?”

      “Sorry. Gus Foot. Foetus is what his motorcyclist mates called him.”

      “He rides a motorbike?”

      “He rode a motorcycle the day he and his mates came to town,” Wish-Wash said. “By the time Foetus emerged, his gang had done a bunk and stolen his Suzuki.”

      Oodles butted back in. “Seeing as he couldn’t actually go anywhere, he joined a squat up on Blackstump Road with Moose Routley.”

      Paddy ran his fingers through his hair and said, “I’m not sure this is such a good i⁠—”

      He didn’t finish the sentence because a middle-aged man with a shiny forehead and a ponytail entered the room, and everyone stood up.

      “Oodles, Wish-Wash long time no see.” The man shook their hands. “Sorry, I’m late. Trouble with the Beemer.”

      He extended his hand to Paddy. “And you must be the new bloke at the museum?”

      He had a firm grip. He wasn’t as big as Paddy, but he was big enough, and his paisley tie resting on his protruding stomach highlighted his advantage in girth.

      “I’m worried I might be wasting your time,” Paddy said.

      Gus gestured like a traffic cop making a stop signal. “Nonsense. No such thing.”

      “I can’t afford to pay you.”

      “Now, don’t you worry about that. Oodles, Wish-Wash and I go back a long way. Always happy to help old friends. Besides, when they told me about your beard . . . ” He swept his hand in a semi-circle motion. “Let’s sit down, shall we? And you can fill me in, Professor.”

      Wish-Wash scowled. “The Professor don’t actually like being called professor.”

      Paddy nodded.

      “He just likes Paddy,” Wish-Wash said.

      For the next half an hour, Paddy found it hard to get a word in edgeways as the old men explained the situation. He found it hard to think straight, what with them talking over the top of each other and him wondering how his beard could possibly be of relevance.

      Gus Foot listened and nodded his head, occasionally picking up the motorcycle-shape paperweight from his desk and pouring it from one large hand into the other.

      When the old men seemed to have nothing left to say, he said, “I think what you need to come up with, Paddy, is an advantage. You need something that sets your museum above all the other Tasmanian Tiger museums in this state. You need to find something they haven’t got, but you have and people will be clamouring to pay $19 to see.”

      “I can’t think what, short of an actual Tasmanian toiger,” Paddy said.

      Oodles’s expression changed from concerned to joyous. “Foetus, you’re brilliant. You’ve given me an idea.”

      “Have I?”

      “I think Wish-Wash and I need to go some place and nut a few things out.” They both stood up.

      “I’ll come, too,” Paddy said, getting to his feet.

      “Nooooo,” Oodles said as hand shaking began. “This is Secret Old Blokes’ business. Besides, you have an appointment across the road with Katy McDonnell.”

      “Who’s Katy O’Donnell?”

      “McDonnell,” Wish-Wash said. “She’s the hairdresser.”

      “Why do I need a hairdresser?”

      Gus looked at Oodles, then at Wish-Wash. “I thought you said he knew what my fee was?”
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        * * *

      

      As they descended the stairs, Oodles said, “We didn’t know how to tell you. You didn’t seem all that keen to see Gus in the first place. If you had known what the fee was I reckon you would have pulled out for sure.”

      “But I’ve had this beard for years!”

      “It’ll grow back, won’t it?” Oodles chuckled. “A small price to pay for the good idea, I reckon.”

      Wish-Wash was first to the bottom and he opened the door. Three steps down and they were on the footpath.

      Oodles pointed to the hairdresser’s shop on the other side of the High Street.

      “Katy is Snipper McDonnell’s girl. She’ll be expecting you.”

      Quick as a shot, Wish-Wash said: “Whatever you do, don’t tell her Oodles let her father die.”

      Oodles glared at Wish-Wash. “That’s not funny, old cock.”

      Paddy stepped between them. “Knock it off. Is someone going to explain why I have to have my beard shaved off?”

      “You should be glad, old son,” Oodles said. “My grey whiskers and Wish-Wash’s fluff don’t cut the mustard any more but your facial fungus will be famous in the US soon.”

      “Wha’ are you talking about?”

      “We’ll explain later. Right now we have to talk about seeing a man about a dog.”

      He waved a finger at Wish-Wash. “C’mon. And I’m warning you. Keep your smart-arse comments to yourself.”
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      Katy McDonnell was wearing a lemon-coloured summer dress when she greeted Paddy at the door, ushered him to a chair and wrapped a gown around him.

      “Relax.” She started snipping away at his beard. “It’s not like I haven’t done this a thousand times before. You’re just my first professor.”

      Paddy drew away from the scissors. “Not you too! What makes you think I’m a professor?”

      “Easy. Gus made the appointment in the name of Professor Paddy O’Brien.”

      She used her free hand to reposition his head. Her light touch felt nice and he could smell her perfume.

      He sank back into the chair. “I still don’t know what I’m doing here.”

      “Beard removal, ponytail removal and general hair tidy up,” she said matter-of-factly as if she had memorised some kind of shopping list.

      “Whoa! No one said anything about my ponytail!”

      She walked over to the counter and checked the book lying there. “Yep, Gus has paid for that, too.”

      Paddy looked sideways and saw an Asian girl with spiked purple hair snipping off the beard of a fella perhaps in his mid-20s. She looked familiar. It had to be Velda’s twin sister!

      Katy resumed snipping. Paddy surveyed her in the mirror as she cut off clumps of his beard with the scissors.

      She was tall, slender, with tied-back auburn hair, green eyes, mid 30s, and with no wedding ring.

      More of Paddy’s whiskers dropped to the floor.

      “What’s in this for Gus?” Paddy said.

      “Don’t know. Don’t care. Head back please. I’ve got to go as close as I can.

      Paddy could see in the mirror she was zeroing in on his beloved ponytail.

      “I don’t get many of these,” she said. “The only other fellow I know with a ponytail is Gus himself — and he won’t let me near it.”

      “Probably compensating for the lack of hair on the front of his head?” Paddy said.

      Katy laughed. “I wouldn’t say that too loudly. You do know he used to be a bikie, don’t you?”

      A large clump of hair fell in the mirror.

      “That was the last connection with my schooldays.”

      Katy’s hand pressed on his head. “I’m surprised the school even allowed boys to have ponytails.”

      “They didn’t.” Paddy grinned. “It annoyed the shite out of them.”

      Katy continued snipping with the scissors, all over his head, then started up the electric razor and cleaned up the stubble around his neck.

      He broke the silence. “That’s noice.”

      “Nice? That Gus wants the hair off your head, too?”

      “No, I mean it feels like a noice haircut. Incredible, too, that you were able to do it without putting a bowl on my head.”

      Katy laughed and placed a hand mirror at the back of his neck so he could see what kind of job she had done.

      “You reckon this one makes me look thin or fat?”

      She giggled, and he liked the sound of her laugh. “I get it. It’s one of them trick mirrors that makes it look like my ponytail isn’t there any more.”

      “I’m afraid not. This mirror doesn’t lie.”

      Paddy smiled at her reflection in the main mirror. “When’s your break?”

      “Why?”

      “I want to buy you a coffee to tank you for the shave and haircut.”

      “I only drink tea. Besides, you don’t have to thank me. I told you: Gus pays me.”

      “But I want to. No harm in a cuppa?”

      “That depends where it comes from? You do know this town only has one cafe?”

      “It’s a date then?”

      “Whoa! A date? You’ve just met me!”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. Not a date date.”

      Katy bit her lip. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m sure you’re a nice guy, but, no, I can’t.”
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        * * *

      

      After Paddy had gone, Katy swept up the hair and packaged it into plastic bags.

      She actually knew exactly what Gus did with those whiskers.

      She wondered what Paddy’s red beard would be marketed as in the United States. The Yanks couldn’t believe Ned Kelly’s beard was still growing, could they?
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      Wish-Wash could tell by the way Oodles packed tobacco into the bowl of his pipe he was deep in thought.

      He hadn’t said a word since they had left the Professor. Now they were sitting on the bench in silence. Oodles couldn’t still be angry at him, could he? It was just a joke, for Christ’s sake.

      Oodles struck a match, held it to his pipe, and sucked it into life. Only when he blew out his first stream of smoke, did he finally speak. “Do you reckon James would lend us his dog?”

      “Have you lost your marbles, cobber? What would we want with that little mutt anyway?”

      “Gus said we need to find an advantage.”

      “I think I know what you’re thinking. But we’d never get away with painting stripes on Howard. People would twig he’s too small to be a proper Tasmanian Tiger.”

      “Gawdsake.” Oodles sucked on his pipe once more and mumbled, “Give me some credit. That’d be fraud.”

      He puffed his cheeks and blew out a series of smoke rings. “But do you think anyone would know if a scat came from a small dog or a larger Tasmanian Tiger.”

      “What’s a scat?”

      Oodles looked at him oddly. “What do you think it is?”

      Wish-Wash thought about it, then screwed up his face as it dawned on him. “You must be flamin’ joking! Who’d pay good money to see a piece of dog shit?”

      “You’re right. But what if they didn’t know it came from a dog? What if they thought it came from a Tasmanian Tiger? And what if they thought it came from around here? And what if it was fresh? Meaning there could be a real live Thylacine in this neck of the woods? Wouldn’t that be the kind of advantage Gus said we needed?”

      “Wouldn’t that be fraudulent, too?”

      “Not if we didn’t actually watch Howard. I wouldn’t want to watch, would you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “There you go. If we happened to come by a scat . . .”

      “That we reasonably assumed had come from Jimbo’s dog?”

      “Yeah, but we couldn’t be absolutely sure. And neither could anyone else peering at it through a glass cabinet. We wouldn’t even have to lie. All we’d say was it might be a Tasmanian Tiger scat or it might not be. Judge for yourself, folks. You’d be famous again.”

      “Me?”

      “Of course you. It’s gonna make a way better story if the same man who saw a Tasmanian Tiger in the High Street all those years ago is the same bloke who finds the scat this time. Don’t you want the Professor to succeed?”

      “Course I do. But I’m not so sure about this.”

      “Remember how the journos hung on your every word last time. Some people round here doubted you but no one could prove you wrong. It was your word against theirs. And when you think of it, Doggie Dougall might have done you a favour.”

      Wish-Wash puffed out his chest. “You really think that?” Then his mouth dropped again. “The way I see it, he could of proved I was right and had a share of the reward. I did see one, honest.”

      “Who am I to doubt you? If anyone’s going to see a Tasmanian Tiger walking along the High Street at three o’clock in the morning, it’s gonna be a bloke who’s just been roused awake from his kip in the bus shelter.”

      “I was already awake. No amount of pages from the local rag could keep me warm that night.”

      “I imagine it was worth it. You had much more than your 15 minutes of fame.”

      The memory filled Wish-Wash with warmth. “I did, didn’t I?”

      “And you can have it again. All you have to say is: Wow, look what I found in the High Street? Paddy would put it on display and, bingo, there’s his advantage.”
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      When Oodles first came to Windy Mountain, he had never seen so many dogs in one place. Townsfolk had to be careful walking on the High Street if they didn’t want to slip in something nasty.

      It rarely happened these days.

      Once in a while James did miss a bit. But credit where credit’s due. If Howard as much as farted, the super trooper was usually on hand with his pooper-scooper.

      Oodles remained amazed how James had ever got a by-law through council forbidding normal citizens to own dogs. But he did. Now only the present or a past mayor was legally allowed to keep a canine.

      The new law had allowed people to keep their dogs until they died. Oodles had benefited from that small mercy. He had owned a Great Dane called Raj.

      But Howard was now the only dog left in town, and Oodles and Wish-Wash were on the way to borrow him.

      “What if he says no?” Wish-Wash said as they walked.

      “We’re not going to tell him the real reason we want to borrow him, old mate.”

      “Aren’t we?”

      “Of course not. We’ll just tell James we feel so bad about what’s happened we’ll try to make it up to him by taking Howard for walks.”

      “And you reckon that’ll work, do you?”

      “We won’t know until we try.”

      “We’d probably have a better chance if we had ever offered to take him for a walk previously.”

      They reached the mayor’s flash estate and Oodles opened the white picket gate.

      James must have been peering out of a window because when Oodles and Wish-Wash went up the steps he was standing at the front door of his unit like a guard dog — though with more sneer than snarl.

      “You chaps have a cheek coming here after what you said to me,” he barked.

      “We were only trying to make you see sense about the shares,” Oodles said.

      James stood blocking the doorway.

      “It’s OK, we don’t want to come in,” Oodles said. “We’ve actually come to make it up to you. How would you like it if we started taking Howard for walks?”

      James bared his teeth. “You know you have to be a mayor or a former mayor even to walk a dog in this town. That is the law.”

      “We’re just trying to offer you an olive branch,” Oodles said. “No one would see us — we’d walk him in the dark. And we’d clean up after him, I promise.”

      “Sorry, I cannot possibly sanction that. Even more so when it is the likes of you two degenerates.”

      “Degenerates?” Wish-Wash said. “That’s a bit flamin’ harsh.”

      James pointed a shaking hand at Oodles. “When Clarence had a dog, it left the biggest droppings in town up and down the High Street. And do not tell me he has changed? You know what he is doing to the bench in the High Street. You said it yourself. He’s a vandal!”

      He turned his finger on Wish-Wash. “And you? We all know how you used to live!”
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        * * *

      

      “So what do we do now?” Wish-Wash said as they trudged despondently back towards the bench.

      “Buggered if I know,” Oodles said. “But we have to come up with something though. We can’t leave the Professor in the lurch.”

      It was starting to rain lightly again and neither man had an umbrella.

      “Stop for a sec, please, cobber.” Wish-Wash pulled a striped handkerchief from his pocket and tied knots in the corners before placing it on his head.

      “Gawdsake! Do you realise how dicky that looks?” Oodles said.

      “I don’t care how it looks as long as it keeps me dry.”

      “And that will keep you dry, will it?”

      “Drier than you.”

      When they reached the bench again, the rain had stopped but the wood was glistening with wetness. Little puddles of water had settled between the patches of flaking paint, and some of the notches had become mini-swimming pools.

      Oodles reached into his pocket and produced a crisp, white hanky, which he carefully unfolded before wiping down a portion of the bench.

      Wish-Wash watched him sit down, then pulled a face as he sat down on the wet end and the water began seeping through. “If only we could get our hands on another legal dog?”

      “What did you just say?” Oodles looked at Wish-Wash and broke into a grin. You’d think the theory of relativity had just been relayed to him. “I don’t know where it comes from, but sometimes you have these streaks of brilliance.”

      Wish-Wash scratched his knotted-handkerchief hat. “Do I?”
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      “Where are we going?” Wish-Wash said as he struggled to keep up.

      Oodles kept striding on, but turned his head. “We’re going to see a man about a dog.”

      “I thought we had already done that, and the answer was no.”

      “This is another man, another dog.” Oodles stopped and let Wish-Wash catch up. “Strewth, it was your idea!”

      “So you keep saying, cobber. But I think you need to explain it to me.”

      “Two words: Peter. Rowbottom.”

      “You’re joking, aren’t you?” Wish-Wash pulled back the sodden fabric at the back of his pants. “‘Bumface’ is flamin’ cat crazy; he doesn’t even have a dog.”

      “But he’s entitled to own one as a former mayor.” Oodles looked at him oddly.

      Wish-Wash realised Oodles was zeroing in at the top of his head, and remembered he was still wearing the hanky on his head.

      “I know what you’re thinking, cobber. Yes, the rain has stopped but those clouds still look threatening.”

      “It’s not that. It’s just that I used to have a hanky just like it. Blue and white stripes, frayed at the edges.”

      “What happened to it?”

      “I threw it out. Katy insisted on taking away a whole garbage bag of old clothes.”

      “She didn’t take them to the Slutz Plains Op-Shop, did she?”

      Oodles shrugged.

      Wish-Wash yanked it off his head, stuffed it in his pocket and started walking, trying to put the thought out of his mind. It was one thing buying second-hand clothes, it was quite another matter when you knew where they had been.

      He thought instead about Peter Rowbottom and James Northan.  Everyone knew they  had never got on.

      James was born with a silver spoon in his heterosexual mouth and thought he had a divine right to become mayor, which he managed to do for nearly 30 years.

      But Rowbottom rose through rough and tumble union ranks, door knocked for state Labor politicians, got himself elected on to school boards and on to the show committee, and built his profile up until the day he was voted on to the council as the first openly gay man to gain office in the municipality’s history.

      In just his second term, he was elected Deputy Mayor, a position he held for the next 10 years, much to James’s chagrin.

      When James proposed the banning of non-mayoral dogs from Windy Mountain he probably didn’t expect much resistance from his deputy.

      But James was livid when Rowbottom opposed the motion on behalf of his dog-loving constituents. How dare that mincing feline-lover stand in the way of civic progress!

      Rowbottom said he had never heard anything so utterly ridiculous as the proposed by-law.

      “You would soon change your tune if you knew one day you could be among the chosen few,” James had hit back.

      “Me? With a dog? You must be joking.”

      Heaven knows how the motion passed! But it did.

      Rowbottom, of course, did become mayor. After James had his breakdown, he was the right person, at the right place, at the right time. He was the first mayor of Windy Mountain not called Northan.
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        * * *

      

      When they crossed the road and walked along the footpath alongside Doggie Dougall’s house, Wish-Wash screwed up his face.

      “Gawdsake,” Oodles said “Doggie’s probably not even home.”

      Wish-Wash nodded towards a petite dark-haired woman, who was pegging out washing on the rotary hoist in the yard.

      “Looks like he’s got himself one of those young Asian brides,” Wish-Wash said.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “He’s just the type, isn’t he? I’ve never seen her before, have you? Who else would she be? At his house? At his washing line. Hanging out his Y-fronts.”

      “You do know if the wind changes, your face will stay like that?”

      When they reached Peter Rowbottom’s place, the front gate was open.

      “That’s careless,” Oodles said, as he went ahead towards the front door.

      “Not really. I wouldn’t waste my energy either,” Wish-Wash said. “Even if Bumface bothered shutting the gate, all those cats of his would just jump over it go to stalk native birds in someone else’s garden. That’s what cats do. As well as sleep and make people sneeze.”

      Oodles pressed the doorbell and turned. “Just let me do the talking, old cock. Look, I know you don’t get on with cats and vice-versa. All I want you to do is to sit quietly and nod from time to time.”

      When Rowbottom opened the door, he looked them up and down like he was metaphorically arching his back at the same time.

      “Can we come in?” Oodles said.

      “I suppose. I was just about to cook a soufflé. Do you want something to eat?”

      “No thanks, this won’t take long, Pete,” Oodles said.

      They were ushered into the living room.

      Rowbottom sat down and motioned for his visitors to do the same. “Just move Tiddles out of the way, Clarrie. He’s only pretending to be asleep in order to make you feel guilty about moving him.”

      “How do you know he’s thinking that?” Wish-Wash said as he sat down opposite. “He’s a flamin’ cat.” He pointed  with one hand. “He’s probably got an IQ similar to that red cushion there.” He pulled out the soggy hanky with his other hand and blew his nose like a trumpet.

      Rowbottom glared at him.

      Oodles cut in. “What Wish-Wash means . . .”

      “Is that you really need a dog,” Wish-Wash said, putting the hanky back in his pocket.

      Now Oodles glared at Wish-Wash.

      “A dog is the last thing I need.” Rowbottom glanced down at Tiddles, who had jumped from Oodles’s chair into his lap. “Remember what this town used to be like? You couldn’t walk down the street without getting something disgusting on your shoe.”

      “But you opposed the dog ban?” Oodles said.

      “Yes, but mainly to stick up for the underdog.” Rowbottom laughed at his pun. “And to annoy James Northan.”

      “You succeeded with that.” Oodles laughed, too. “But don’t you want to annoy him even more?”

      “By getting a dog? You must be joking. What would I do with a dog? I’m retired.”

      “You’d have lots of time to walk it, then.” The comment came from Wish-Wash and this time he was caught in a crossfire of glares.

      “What Wish-Wash means is: you wouldn’t have to walk it at all. We’d take care of that, wouldn’t we, Wish-Wash?” Oodles turned and winked at the other old man.

      “Now you mention it, I suppose we would,” Wish-Wash said. “And we’d pick up its poo.”

      “Really?” Rowbottom look stunned. “You’d do that?”

      “Of course,” Oodles said. “You wouldn’t even have to feed it. We’d do that.”

      “And we’d kennel it,” Wish-Wash said. “Not me personally,” he added quickly. “The pub has a no-pets rule. But it could be kept at Oodles’s and the Professor’s place.”

      “The Professor?”

      “Professor Paddy O’Brien, the new bloke running the Tasmanian Tiger Museum,” Oodles said. “He’s Irish, which is another thing James doesn’t like. So you’d really be twisting the knife.”

      “I would, wouldn’t I?” Rowbottom gazed into space and a smile came to his face. “So this Irishman wants a dog, eh?”

      “He doesn’t know anything about this,” Oodles said. “I have no idea if he wants one, but he sure needs a dog.”

      “Why?”

      “You don’t really need to know that,” Oodles said. “All you need to know is you’d be annoying James.”

      “I don’t know.” Rowbottom bit at a fingernail. “I’m not sure it’d be legal for me to own a dog, which actually lives somewhere else.”

      “No one would have to know what its living arrangements were,” Oodles said.

      “Surely this Irishman would,” Rowbottom said.

      “Let me worry about that, Pete.” Oodles picked at the armrest. “All we need from you is your consent. Let us take care of the details.”

      “I don’t know. I’m 77 and I’ve got through my whole life without a dog. What would my cats say?”

      Wish-Wash planted his face in a palm. “You really have lost it, Bumface! First we have thinking cats, now we have talking cats? Christ Almighty!”

      Oodles rolled his eyes.

      Rowbottom stiffened and woke Tiddles, who promptly jumped down. “Did you gentlemen come here just to insult me?” Rowbottom said. “Don’t think I don’t know what people say about me? Just because I like cats.”

      Oodles could tell by Rowbottom’s change of tone the cause was now lost, and braced himself for what came next.

      “You can just find yourselves another ex-mayor,” Rowbottom said.
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      Paddy put down his paintbrush when Oodles and Wish-Wash came into the foyer, and ran a hand over his smooth chin.

      “Who’s this new bloke?” Oodles said to Wish-Wash, who was trailing behind again. Then he turned back to Paddy. “What did you think of Gus?”

      “I think I lost my ponytail for no good reason.”

      “Don’t be so quick to judge,” Oodles said. “I wouldn’t say it was a complete waste of time. At the very least, Gus has made you look quite respectable. But he’s also given Wish-Wash and me an idea.”

      “Only an idea, not an actual plan? I can’t stop thinking how that oily Dutchman is going to get the last laugh.” Paddy kicked at the wall with his right foot. “I don’t even know why I’m bothering to waste my time doing this work.”

      Oodles scowled. “What did that achieve? First your hand, now you have paint on the end of your shoe and a spot on the wall you’ll need to paint again. I told you: Wish-Wash and I have an idea, we just have to figure out how to get it done.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’ve got nothing to lose.”

      Wish-Wash’s face reddened. “You’re probably the flamin’ one with the least to lose, Professor. Oodles and I don’t get to leave here when it all looks too hard to manage.”

      Paddy raised his palms. “Sorry. I was out of line. It’s just it’s been such an awful day. First Gus. Then I have to give up my beard and ponytail, and nobody will tell me why. Then I ask the hairdresser out and she knocks me back.”

      Oodles blew out his cheeks. “I knew there was something I should have told you.”

      “What?”

      Oodles shot him a look that could have snap-frozen hot chillies. “You’d be well advised to give that young lady a wide berth.”

      “Why? She’s lovely.”

      “Underneath she’s a simmering mess, old son.” Oodles said. “She went out with Roger Riley for years. But he died in a hunting accident five years ago, a week before their wedding was scheduled.”

      Oodles’s eyes kept burning into Paddy. “I don’t know how Katy manages to keep up such a brave face?” he said. “Anyone else would struggle to carry on.” He finally blinked and broke into a smile. “But, look at you, she’s given you a bonza haircut.” He turned to Wish-Wash and raised his eyebrows.

      Wish-Wash took the cue. “Jimbo might like you better clean-shaven like this.”

      “You think?”

      Wish-Wash shrugged. “Probably not, come to think of it. Your Irish accent is the big problem. If that dog of his started talking one day and it had a lilt, I reckon he’d have it locked up as an illegal immigrant.”

      Oodles’s eyes widened as he looked at Wish-Wash. “What did you say, Einstein? Gawd, I’ve never felt like kissing you before!”
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      Oodles usually only backed his pale blue ute out of his garage far enough to wash it with the hose and buff it until it was as shiny as the day he bought it in 1995.

      But today, dressed in his best overalls, he backed it all the way past the gate, turned towards town, and drove it down the hill with a grind of gears and a puff of smoke.

      A minute later he stopped outside The Applecart and tooted his horn.

      He jumped when Wish-Wash immediately opened the door. “Gawdsake, are you trying to give me a heart attack now?”

      “It’s not my fault you didn’t see me waiting, cobber. You did say to be out here by eight o’clock.” Wish-Wash slammed the door shut.

      Oodles shook his head as he watched Wish-Wash buckle up. The big oaf was dressed in a thick yellow jumper and was wearing lime green gumboots. He was clutching his folded-up red umbrella.

      “Are you expecting bad weather?” Oodles turned the ignition key and pulled on to the road. All ahead was blue sky.

      “I still don’t know where we’re going, do I? Or why?”

      “I just didn’t want you to blab it to everyone at the pub last night. But I can tell you now. We’re driving to the pound in Launceston to buy Paddy a dog.”

      “To Launceston? All that way with you driving! Do you want to get us both killed?”

      Oodles shook his head. “You know I’m a very careful driver.”

      “I know nothing of the sort. What I do know is you lost those demerit points for speeding.”

      Oodles held up four fingers on his left hand, as he steered with his right. “Strewth! That was four years ago. Count them! I’ve got the points back now.”

      “How do I know you haven’t lost more?”

      “Unlike you, I don’t lie.”

      “I resent that.”

      “Granted, you don’t tell the whoppers you used to tell. But you’ve never really been able to put the brakes on your imagination, have you?”

      “You just worry about putting your own brakes on. I’m still trying to process how we can even buy Paddy a flamin’ dog. How can we do that when Jimbo said no and Bumface said no? We’d be breaking the law!”

      “We’ll have to keep our dog hidden, that’s all. If you hadn’t put your big foot into it, I reckon I nearly had Peter Rowbottom.” Oodles took his left hand off the steering wheel again and held up his outstretched forefinger and thumb. “I was this close.”

      Oodles shook his head again as the car built up speed. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a roll of notes tightened with a rubber band, which he handed to Wish-Wash.

      “What’s this?”

      “What’s it look like?”

      Wish-Wash gasped when he peeled off the rubber band. “I didn’t even know they made $100 notes?”

      “Dogs aren’t free these days, old mate, so this is the rainy day I’ve been saving for. I would have chipped a bit more but bugger if I can remember where I hid the rest of it.”

      “Well, don’t go ask me to contribute. You know I don’t have any savings.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You came up with the idea.”

      “Did I?” Wish-Wash scratched his head. “When?”

      “When you got talking about illegal immigrants yesterday.”

      Cleared land turned to bush on both sides of the road as the car headed towards Launceston.

      “Irish convicts weren’t the only group the English brought to Van Diemen’s Land,” Oodles said. “The First Fleet had dogs aboard and so did virtually every convict ship thereafter.”

      Wish-Wash shook his head. “Is there no limit to the mindless trivia bouncing around your head?”

      “All we’re doing is just following a great British tradition of bringing illegal immigrants to the town. The only difference is that in our case our illegal immigrant will be a dog.”

      The old men fell into silence.

      Oodles broke that silence about halfway into the hour-long drive.

      “Strewth! Where did you think we were going? Antarctica?”

      “No idea. If I had known we were intending to break the law though, I probably wouldn’t have come at all.”
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