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        ‘Billy? Billy Gumboots? It’s really you? I thought after all this time you must have certainly been dead.’
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          SUNDAY, JULY 13, 2015

        

      

    

    
      Billy wrestled his suitcase up the short flight of steps, expecting the motion detector to flood the porch with light. It didn’t.

      It was past midnight, and the cold was biting.

      He leaned over his suitcase and rang the bell, grateful for the faint illumination from the streetlight.

      He turned at the sound of squealing tyres—Cedric Knightly’s taxi was pulling away from the kerb. Good riddance to the old bugger.

      Billy pressed the button again.

      The downstairs windows were dark, meaning the bar was closed. But light spilled from the upstairs rooms.

      He rang a third time. Was it even connected? He couldn’t hear a thing. Shivering, he pounded on the door with his fist.

      Finally, a dim light flicked on and the door opened. Rog, the publican, stood in the doorway, tying the cord of an old green dressing gown and blinking blearily.

      “Did you forget something, François?” he said in a familiar raspy voice.

      Billy stepped closer into the light. “No, it’s me—Billy. See?”

      Rog squinted, scrutinising him like a suspect in a lineup. “Billy? Billy Gumboots? You’re still alive? We all thought you were long gone.”

      “I’ve just been keeping my head down,” Billy said, blowing out a foggy breath. “Can I come in, mate?”

      Rog blocked the doorway. “Why?”

      “I’m freezing my knackers off out here.”

      Rog raised a hand, palm out. “Sorry, we’re closed.”

      “I don’t want a friggin’ drink—I just need a room.”

      “We’re all booked out.”

      “You’ve never been full before.”

      “We’ve never had a Bastille Day convention before.”

      “Bastille Day convention? Here? In Windy Mountain? You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. Your brother organised it. You just missed him, by the way—I thought it was him at the door. Must’ve forgotten something.”

      “Didn’t my beard give me away?”

      “François’s grown a beard now, too. I reckon you two could pass as twins, though now my eyes are adjusted, I see your beard these days is, well . . . more creative.” Rog regarded him more closely. “Oh, and you’re wearing an earring, too.”

      He started to turn away. “I’ll grab Cedric’s number.”

      Billy grabbed his shoulder. “Hold on. Cedric just dropped me here. I’ve got a job interview next door first thing in the morning.”

      “A job interview?” Rog’s face twisted. “At the Tasmanian Tiger Museum? Gawdsake.”

      Billy puffed up his chest. “I’m going for the manager’s position.”

      “Like that?” Rog shook his head slowly. “You can’t be serious.”
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      Rog tightened his dressing gown. “Did Cedric mention the two other interviewees he brought here last week?”

      Billy ran a hand through his hair. “No, he didn’t.”

      “They came by for a counter meal—seemed all right.” Rog shrugged. “But maybe the Dutchman found them too squeaky clean.”

      “The Dutchman?”

      “Henk Van Gogh. If he’s the one interviewing you, watch your back.” Rog coughed nervously. “Cedric didn’t, um, mention that all our rooms are booked out, either, did he?”

      “He might not have known.”

      “Oh, he knew, all right. François had him pick up eight Francophiles from Launceston Airport and bring them here.”

      Billy shook a fist. “Then why wouldn’t he have said something?”

      “You know what Sir Cedric is like. He holds a grudge. Ever done anything to upset him?”

      “Not that I remember,” Billy said slowly. Then he grimaced. “Well, he did go on in the car about how he blames me for the Tigers losing the ’93 grand final.”

      Rog shook his head. “No, that can’t be it. Everyone blames you for that.”

      “That’s not fair. There were 19 other blokes on that team.”

      “Sure, but only the 20th man missed the goal that would’ve won the game.”

      “Can we change the friggin’ subject? I just need some sleep if I’m going to ace that interview.”

      “You’ll have to go to your mum’s place in Slutz Plains for that.”

      Billy looked at his shoes and sighed. “I doubt Mamma’s ready for me turning up out of the blue yet.” He glanced up. “Why can’t I just kip on the back bar floor—for old times’ sake?”

      Rog shook his head. “I could lose my licence if the inspectors do a spot check.”

      “Oh, come on. They’re not coming at this time of the morning.”

      “Easy for you to say. I’m only allowed eight paying guests—I even had to send your dad to stay with Oodles and Madge just to fit everyone in.”

      “My dad?”

      “Wish-Wash.”

      Billy groaned. “Why does every man and his dog think that old bloke is my old man?”

      “Hmm. Could it be you’re the same height, have the same type of snozzer, and you both sound like donkeys when you laugh?”

      Rog let out a long breath. “Tell you what, Billy. Best I can do is lend you a blanket.”

      He pointed into the darkness. “Take a shortcut past the skip. Round the side of the museum, you’ll find a shed where you can doss down.”

      “A shed?”

      Rog crossed his arms. “Take the blanket or leave it.”
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      Billy looked down and swore. In the weak light, he saw why the shed door wouldn’t budge—a large combination padlock dangled from the latch.

      Rog wouldn’t have known about that, but still. What had happened to the bloke? Rog used to be all about bending the rules. Back when Billy was 17—under-age, and Rog knew it—he’d served him cider in the back bar. Letting him crash on the bar-room floor wouldn’t have been a big deal back then.

      Billy tried twisting the lock, hoping it might break loose. It rattled but held firm. After a few attempts with random combinations, he gave up.

      He had no choice now.

      He scoped out a patch of concrete partly under the eaves at the front of the main building. Rummaging in his suitcase, he pulled out his sheepskin coat and yellow-and-black footy beanie, then wrapped himself in the blanket.

      The concrete was cold. It warmed beneath him, but not by much.

      Sometime in the night, a cat wandered over and curled up beside him.
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          MONDAY

        

      

    

    
      Billy slept fitfully. When he was awake, he rehearsed his interview strategy; when he drifted off, he dreamed of everything that could go wrong. But nothing prepared him for the sharp kick in his ribs that jolted him awake.

      “What the . . . ?” he shrieked, squinting up.

      A figure loomed above him, backlit by the rising sun.

      “I barely fugging touched you,” the man said, steam billowing from his mouth. “Serves you right for sleeping outside my front door.”

      Billy sat up, shrugging off his dark-blue blanket. The man’s features sharpened. He was tall, thin, with a roll-neck jumper visible under a blue puffer jacket..

      “Your front door?” Billy glanced around and saw his dim reflection in the tall windows along the front of the building. “I thought this was the Windy Mountain Tasmanian Tiger Museum.”

      “It is. And I’m the regional manager—Henk Van Gogh.”

      Billy rubbed his eyes. “Mr Van Gogh? You’re the man I’m here to see.”

      “And you are?”

      “Billy Kretocek. I’m here for the interview.”

      “Dressed like that?” Van Gogh shook his head. “Is sleeping rough your usual approach for job interviews?”

      Billy stretched, yawning. “Good thing you woke me before the frost dropped.” He patted the ground around him. “Where’s the cat?”

      “You brought a fugging cat with you?”

      “No, he’s not mine. He just showed up, meowing like he owned the place and wanted in.”

      Van Gogh’s gaze narrowed. “What colour was it?”

      “It was too dark to tell. All I know is, he curled up next to me and purred.”

      “Godverdomme⁠1,” Van Gogh said. “Hope it’s not the same fugging cat the last manager had. I figured it’d gone feral—or starved, better still.”

      “What’s your problem with cats?”

      “I’m allergic. Especially to that one.” He held out a hand to help Billy up.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 God damn it (Dutch)
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      Van Gogh unlocked the door and bounded into the dark. Billy followed more hesitantly, dragging his suitcase along.

      The Dutchman struck a match, illuminating what looked like a counter. “There’s a candle here somewhere,” he muttered, disappearing through a small gate to the other side. “Ah, got it.”

      Billy watched as Van Gogh lit the candle, the flickering flame casting shadows.

      “No electricity?” Billy asked, glancing around. “If I’d known we were doing this interview by candlelight, I would’ve brought a bottle of wine.” He started hee-hawing at his own joke.

      But Van Gogh shook his head slowly. “I’d heard you brayed like a donkey, but I didn’t realise how irritating it could be. Not a great start.”

      Billy’s grin disappeared. “I didn’t know the interview had started.”

      “It started the moment I found you sleeping on my doorstep like a vagrant.” Van Gogh sighed. “Why would we waste money on electricity when the place is closed?” He gestured towards the floor-to-ceiling windows at the front of the foyer. “We won’t even need the candle much longer anyway.”

      Billy turned to look. Sure enough, the growing daylight was already stretching shadows of telegraph poles and a tree across the room.

      When he turned back, Van Gogh’s eyes were fixed on him with disapproval. Feeling self-conscious, Billy yanked off his beanie, but the Dutchman’s glare remained unchanged.

      “Oh, I get it,” Billy said quickly. “You don’t like the earring.”

      “You guessed right.”

      “I can explain. I fumbled around in the dark for my sleeper earring last night, but⁠—”

      “And the beads in your beard? What’s the story there? Did you escape from a circus?”

      Van Gogh sneezed suddenly, and the candle’s flame flickered and bent.

      “Bless you,” Billy said.

      “Damn that cat,” Van Gogh said, wiping his nose.

      “That’s harsh. He’s not even here.”

      “No, but he’s been here.” Van Gogh’s nose twitched, and he sneezed again.

      “Bless you again.” Billy hesitated. “Where can I wash up?”

      Van Gogh pointed towards two doors across the foyer. ‘Take your pick—ladies or gents. Both are as pitch-black as the inside of a cow, and neither has running water. But at least you can do something about that fugging earring.”
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      When Billy stepped out of the gents, the foyer was flooded with sunlight—so bright he had to shield his eyes.

      Behind the counter, Van Gogh sat clutching a handkerchief. “Told you it’d brighten up fast.” He sneezed and cleared his throat. “Right,” he said, voice nasal. “Shall we get down to business?”

      Billy sniffed as he crossed the room. “Is it just me, or is it starting to smell musty in here?”

      Van Gogh waved a hand. “Spare me the commentary. I’ve cleared a space. Sit down.”

      Billy straddled the stool, watching as Van Gogh lowered his head to study a notebook filled with scrawled notes that appeared to be upside-down Dutch.

      The clock on the wall ticked loudly, even though it showed the wrong time.

      Finally, Van Gogh looked up. His piercing blue eyes locked on to Billy. “I’ll be frank. You’re up against it at 41. We’ve already interviewed two excellent candidates—both younger, better qualified, more appropriately dressed and much more respectful.”

      Billy straightened. “But do they have the advantage of local knowledge?” He paused, then blurted, “I also like cats, probably more than they do.”

      Van Gogh’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t read people very well, do you?”

      He flicked dramatically through his notes. “Frankly, you’re possibly the worst candidate I’ve ever interviewed. Certainly the scruffiest, the least qualified, and absolutely the only one who’s camped out on my doorstep like a bum.” He cleared his throat. “But you do have one thing we’re interested in—the only reason you made the shortlist.”

      Billy frowned. “And that is?”

      Van Gogh cleared his throat again, theatrically this time. “Is it true you know Moose Routley?”

      Billy exhaled sharply, his brow furrowed. “Moose Routley? Moose Routley? Now, where have I heard that name?”

      Van Gogh’s nostrils flared, his lips twitched, and he sneezed into his handkerchief. “You don’t remember? You shared a cell with him in Risdon Prison.”

      Billy stiffened. “How do you know about that?”

      “It’s my job to know.” Van Gogh glanced at his notes. “You even played football together.”

      Billy felt heat rise to his face. “Look, I didn’t think it was relevant, all right? It was a long time ago. I’ve moved on.”

      Van Gogh didn’t look up. “Yes, I see you’ve been in hiding for years. Why didn’t you even tell your family where you were?”

      Billy’s jaw dropped. “How do you know all this?”

      “Due diligence. Mr Biggs insists his employees are well prepared.”

      “Mr Biggs?” Billy said.

      “The owner of this company. He wanted you screened thoroughly.” Van Gogh’s nose twitched, and he sneezed again.

      Billy frowned again. “But what’s Moose Routley got to do with this?”

      Van Gogh’s eyes met his. “He’s exactly the kind of employee we want. What do you say?”

      “Say?” Billy repeated, confused.

      “Are you in touch with him?”

      Billy hesitated. “Not really.”

      “Do you know where he lives?”

      “He might still be in prison, for all I know.”

      Van Gogh shook his head. “He’s not. We checked.”

      “He must have a parole officer?”

      “Confidential information,” Van Gogh said.

      Billy twisted a few strands of facial hair. “I suppose I could make some calls. He still hasn’t returned my football boots.”

      “Good,” Van Gogh said, sneezing again. “That puts you ahead of the others. They were both highly qualified, but they thought we’d invest a lot of money. We’re not.”

      “You’re not?”

      Van Gogh shoved a clipboard at Billy, turning it around. “Sign here, please.”

      Billy looked at the top sheet and realised it was the first of 22 pages. “What’s this?”

      “Your employment contract.”
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      “You’ll want to see your flat, I suppose?” Van Gogh bounded up the spiral staircase, his voice echoing behind him. “Just a warning—no fugging cats.”

      Billy grabbed the handle of his brown fake-leather suitcase and dragged it behind him across the foyer. The sun was shining even more brightly now, casting dust and cat hair in golden shafts of light that flooded through the front windows.

      By the time Billy reached the bottom of the stairs, all he saw was Van Gogh’s legs rounding the first bend. Billy lifted the suitcase and followed. Round and round he went.

      When Billy reached the landing, Van Gogh was already standing at the other end of the corridor, hands on his hips. “Can you not hurry up? I have other places to be.”

      “Can’t you see I’m knackered?” Billy dropped the suitcase on to the polished wooden floor with a thump and started wheeling it.

      Van Gogh gave him a death stare. “Do you want to scratch the timber?”

      Billy stopped. “My right arm’s gone numb. What else would you have me do?”

      “Godverdomme. You’ve got another arm, haven’t you?”

      Billy bit the inside of his cheek but grasped the handle with his left hand, picked the suitcase back up, and started struggling down the hall.

      “For fug’s sake. We’ll take it out of your pay if you scrape the walls.”

      “About that?” Billy said.

      “I thought you were supposed to be an athlete.”

      “I retired years ago.” Billy hesitated. “But I think you’re trying to change the subject. You never did say how much you’re paying me.”

      Van Gogh sighed. “It was laid out in the employment contract you just signed.”

      “I didn’t read it, did I? It was 22 friggin’ pages long. I trusted you.”

      “Really? You signed it without reading it because you trusted me? Unbelievable. I just hope you’re more vigilant when handling our business interests now that you’re one of our employees.” He glanced up at the ceiling. “If you’d bothered to scrutinise the contract, you’d know we pay in three-month increments. Award rates.”

      Billy’s eyes lit up. “A whole three months in advance?”

      Van Gogh shook his head. “I didn’t say that. It’s in arrears. You had the chance to object, but you signed a legally binding document.”

      “What? I have to wait three whole months to get paid?”

      “Yes, but you get to stay here rent-free.”

      Van Gogh moved towards the door at the end of the corridor. “This whole upstairs flat is yours.” He pointed to the right. “Bathroom.” Then to the left. “Combined kitchen/lounge.” He pushed open the final door. “And this is your bedroom.”

      Billy dropped his suitcase on to the bedroom carpet and glanced around. The room was long and narrow, with windows at either end—one end with a king-size bed and the other with a tiny single bed. Two beds?

      “Don’t tell me I have to share a friggin’ room again?”

      “You really should’ve read the full document. Your signature gives me implicit permission to bring someone else here from time to time. But mostly, you’ll have it to yourself. It’s part of your remuneration.”

      “But working three months without pay? Is that even legal?”

      “Since when have you worried about the law?” Van Gogh said.

      Billy held up a finger. “I made one mistake. One.”

      “You mean you only got caught once.” Van Gogh reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small green flashlight, handing it to Billy. “You’ll need this until you can get the power reconnected. Get some batteries when you can.”

      Billy examined the tiny flashlight. “You’re sparing no expense, are you?”

      Van Gogh frowned. “We’re putting a roof over your head, aren’t we? Just remember, your big job is to track down Moose Routley.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      Billy’s frustration flared. “You need to pay me something upfront. I have to eat.”

      “I think the previous occupant left some food in the fridge. Your mamma must also be good for a bowl or two of borscht.” Van Gogh exhaled loudly. “Look, I’ve got to go. You’ll have to explore the other rooms yourself.”
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      Billy leaned against the bedroom doorframe, watching Van Gogh swagger down the hall, pausing now and then to inspect the floorboards. When he disappeared into the stairwell, panic surged through Billy.

      “Wait up,” he called. “What do you expect me to do next?”

      “I’m sure you’ll work it out,” Van Gogh’s voice echoed from the stair cage. Then, louder: “Just don’t disappoint us.” His footfalls grew heavier. “And no fugging cats, remember?” His voice began to fade. “I never want to see that earring or that silly beard again. And get a haircut.” Farther off: “I’ll be back in a few days to check your progress.” The front door slammed.
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      Billy pushed open the door on his left and immediately heard a tap dripping. How was that possible when the bathroom downstairs had no water?

      He stepped inside. The drip came from behind the yellow plastic shower curtain draped over the bath. In the corner, the toilet seat was up. A blue towel hung from the hand-rail next to the sink.

      Billy walked over and opened the mirrored cabinet above the sink.

      Whoa. The previous occupant had clearly left in a hurry: red toothbrush, deodorant, safety razor, shaving cream, black comb with three teeth missing . . .

      A noise came from downstairs—a pounding on the front door. Had Van Gogh forgotten something?

      Billy slammed the cabinet door shut and headed for the stairs.
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      As Billy crossed the foyer, he saw a short, balding man cradling something on the other side of the glass door. The stranger wore a grey suit and was beaming. But as soon as Billy opened up, the man’s smile crumbled.

      “Oh, you’re not Dean?”

      Billy frowned, looking him over. “Who? Who are you?”

      The man thrust the object into Billy’s hands and bowed his head slightly. “Dave Jenkins.”

      “Dave Jenkins?” Billy glanced down at the item—a small, pink ceramic container with a lid and a chrome ring on top. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      The man’s chest puffed up. “I just bought Taylor’s Takeaway. Maybe you read about it in The Pick of the Crop?”

      Billy shook his head. “I haven’t touched that rag in yonks.”

      “Maybe you know my father, then? A lot of people do.”

      Billy shrugged. “Who were you expecting?”

      “Dean, the manager here.”

      “Not any more. I’m the new manager.”

      Jenkins studied him closely. “You look familiar, too . . . though not quite the same beard style.”

      “Not you, too?” Billy glanced skyward. “It’s called fashion.”

      “No offence. Just trying to place where I’ve seen you.”

      “I used to play for the Windy Mountain Tigers. Maybe you saw me me casting my football magic on the oval?” As soon as he said it, he regretted it, but Jenkins quickly replied:

      “No, that’s not it. Even if I enjoyed watching the game, I’m usually working Saturdays.”

      Billy shifted the container to his left arm and extended his right hand. “Billy Kretocek. What line of work are you in, Dave?”

      Jenkins pointed across the road. “I live above my business premises. I saw shapes moving in your window and thought I’d check in. The other person left as I came over.”

      Billy let out a long sigh. “That was Henk Van Gogh.”

      “Oh, the Dutchman.”

      “You know him?”

      “Know of him.”

      Jenkins pulled a business card from his coat pocket and handed it over. Billy glanced at it: a silver card with gold lettering and a dove ascending into what looked like cardboard heaven.

      Billy gasped. “You’re an undertaker?”

      “Funeral director, actually. Maybe that’s where you’ve heard of me?”

      Billy shook the container, hearing a soft swish. “This is a funeral urn, isn’t it?”

      “It’s sugar,” Jenkins said.

      Billy’s eyebrows shot up. “Sugar? In a friggin’ funeral urn?”

      “I’m not about to hand over someone’s ashes to a stranger,” Jenkins said. “I’m just being neighbourly. Thought I’d welcome you with some sugar. Only, I didn’t have a bowl.”

      “But you were expecting the former manager to open the door.”

      “It works as a welcome-back gesture, too.”

      Billy handed the urn back. “Thanks, but I don’t even take sugar in my tea.”

      Jenkins looked mildly hurt. “Well, yell out if there’s anything I can help you with.”
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      The sugar crystals swished as the funeral director trudged back to the mortuary, the urn tucked under his right arm.

      Dave had taken the vessel from the staff kitchen.

      Truth was, it had once held someone’s ashes, but since the deceased's relatives hadn’t wanted them, he’d tipped them over a bush in the Colonel Richard Northan Memorial Rose Garden.

      After a thorough wash, the urn had been repurposed as a sugar bowl—it helped lighten the mood around the place.
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      Keen to explore more, Billy headed upstairs.

      The door across the hall opened into a lounge with a kitchenette. The lounge, closest to the door, had worn green carpet, six empty bookshelves, a faded couch, and an armchair upholstered in thick floral fabric that reminded him of one of Mamma’s old dresses.

      He ran a finger along a shelf, leaving a clean streak through the thick dust.

      Near the far wall stood a tiny TV—well, ‘tiny’ for the curved screen. The frame was bulky, with oversized buttons for power, volume, and channel-changing. Not even a remote.

      Above the telly hung a sign: There’s no place like home. Total kitsch. Billy pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes for a moment.

      His stomach growled, a reminder he hadn’t eaten since yesterday.

      The kitchen was divided from the lounge by a laminate-topped bench.

      Flinging open drawers and cupboards, he found two dented pots, mismatched plates, salt and pepper shakers, a pair of empty Vegemite jars, and a small frying pan. One drawer held bent cutlery; another, crumpled tea towels that looked like survivors of a battle.

      A battered toaster sat on the bench. Strewth, it was the same two-slice model Mamma had lugged from Poland in her suitcase.

      He opened the microwave and wrinkled his nose. Hardened splatter coated every surface, as if something had exploded.

      The cupboard under the sink held tins of cat food. He picked one up, a pretty tin promising vitamins for strong teeth and a healthy coat. Pilchards in aspic. He wondered how they’d taste, then thought better of it and put the tin back.

      A large hessian sack of potatoes caught his eye. That could work. If he found oil—or even dripping—he could fry up some chips.

      Opening the fridge, he reeled back. The smell hit him like a brick wall.

      Holding his breath, he dared another glance.

      It was nearly empty. A block of rancid cheese sat on the bottom shelf, and at the back, another tin of cat food wrapped in cling film.

      He slammed the door shut. Looked like he’d be frying his chips in water.
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