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      This novella sets the stage for the larger mystery of Mad Bill's Island, and the dark secret that lies at its heart.

      The story starts in Hobart in 1974 with the opening of Australia's first legal casino.

      William Clarin is banking on a career in politics to prop up his sagging legal practice.

      But when he disappoints some gangsters who mistakingly think he's called The Magician because he can make charges go away, he has a choice to make. Fight or flight?

      This hijinks continue in the next two novels in the Funny Capers DownUnder series, Daddy’s Great Escape and Escape from Mad Bill’s Island.
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            YOU HELP US, WE HELP YOU. CAPICHE?

          

        

      

    

    
      William knew something was wrong as soon as he came back and saw his secretary wasn’t at the reception desk. Miss Jones always told him if she had to go out.

      When he saw a silhouette through the frosted glass to his left, he flung open his office door.

      What in the blazes was he doing in there without permission?

      He forced himself to smile when he realised there were actually two men in there, and they were both wearing fedora hats. ‘Um. Can I help you?'

      The men were enormous. Both wore suits that looked two sizes too small. The one who looked like a stocky ex-weightlifter was reclining in William's leather chair and blowing smoke rings from a cigar. The taller one was standing near the window scrunching up a piece of paper.

      'Come in, but shut the door,’ the man with the thick neck said. ‘It's freezing in here.'

      His accent was American. New York. Like he had a bad cold, or perhaps a mouthful of cotton wool. He made a series of O shapes with his mouth, which sent more little puffs of smoke into the air.

      This was Hobart, Tasmania, in 1974, hardly the place you’d expect to find gangsters.

      But everyone knew the opening of Australia’s first legal casino would bring crime in from elsewhere. Sure enough, there had been a sudden rise in large men swaggering around town in dark suits, dark shirts, dark hats, and white ties.

      This was why William had put aside his jocular side and attempted to enter politics — so he could apply some serious pressure to claim back law and order. But the count for the Senate seat had finished on a knife-edge and the result now hinged on postal votes. That’s why he had ducked out: to check in at his party headquarters to see if the last ballots were in.

      Thick Neck scowled. ’I figured you’d look different.'

      'Different?' William felt awkward standing in the middle of his own smoke-filled office still in his overcoat. He wanted to cough but suppressed the urge.

      ‘Well, you don’t look like no attorney I’ve ever known. I thought you'd stink of expensive after-shave, be better dressed and be much taller. Am I right that people call you The Magician? Because I gotta say you look more like a ventriloquist's dummy.’

      William's voice came out all squeaky. 'How did you even know I do magic?'

      ‘We’re reliably informed that you can make things go away.’ The American snapped his fingers. 'Like that?'

      'Rabbits, mainly.' William studied the man. Did they actually sell that neck size off the rack or were his black shirts all tailor-made? ‘I, er, do tricks in my spare time.'

      The visitors exchanged looks, and smirked.

      The man in the chair looked at his watch and blew out a stream of smoke as if he didn't have the patience to produce smoke rings any more.

      He glanced around the desk until his eyes fell on a tea mug, which he flicked ash into. William tried not to show emotion as he watched the mug he inherited from his father being used as an ashtray.

      Thick Neck sighed. 'You’ll have to do. The boss is due in court soon. Take a seat, Charlie McCarthy.'

      William turned and pointed to the back-to-front image of a name stencilled on the glass panel at the top of the door. 'I thought you would have seen my name when you came in. William Clarin, barrister at law.’

      ‘Shaddup and sit down. We know who you are. The boss is calling in your services.'

      ‘You're in my seat.'

      The American pointed towards the two empty seats on the other side of the desk. 'Why can’t you sit there?'

      From the window, William heard the other man protest. ’He can’t sit there, Benny. He’ll be in my line of sight.' Just then, a flying paper ball grazed the rim of the waste-paper basket beside the desk before falling on to the rug next to five other paper balls.

      Benny raised his voice. 'How many times do you need to miss, Luigi, before you get it into your thick skull that even though you’re built like him you ain’t no Wilt Chamberlain!'

      Luigi stormed over and grabbed another legal document from the in-tray and started pounding it into a ball as William removed his overcoat, sat down tentatively, and draped it over his lap. Luigi went back to the window. 'You think I can't shoot over his head?'

      'We are here to talk business, goddamnit.'

      William's eyes were watery from all the smoke in the room. The last person who had smoked in this office had been his dearly departed father. William thought about opening a  window but he sensed these men wouldn't appreciate a blast of frigid air fresh in from Antarctica.

      As Benny leaned back further in the chair, his coat opened just far enough for William to get a glimpse of a revolver in a holster.

      'You help us, we help you. Capiche?'

      The barrister cleared his throat and tried to sound more authoritative and deeper voiced. 'What kind of trouble does your boss find himself in?'

      'What can I say? He likes to take the wheel.'

      William smiled weakly, and reached over to pick a pad up from the desk. He took a pen out from his shirt pocket and started writing. 'If he was involved in an accident, I'm sure the barrister I'm recommending to you can make that charge go away easily.'

      Benny looked darkly at him. 'The boss was very specific. He wants you to represent him. Anyway, it wasn’t no accident. That other stupid bum was driving on the wrong side of the road.'

      William's false smile disappeared. 'You do know we drive on the left side of the road in Australia?'

      'Do you?' Benny frowned. 'Really?’ He shook his head. ‘What’s wrong with you Aussies? Does everyone here have death wishes?'

      'Please don’t tell me he killed the other motorist?'  William sucked the end of his pen. 'Hmm, now who is the best barrister I know who'll take on homicide cases?'

      ‘Save your breath, Charlie, because the boss didn't kill him — not yet anyway.' Benny took a final puff, and stubbed out the cigar in the mug. The butt made a ssssssss noise as it sank into the dregs of cold tea. 'Both drivers saw each other in plenty of time and slowed down to a crawl. But it was a matter of principle for the boss. Why should he move when that jerk kept coming straight at him?'

      'Let me guess?' William rolled his eyes. 'The cars collided.'

      Benny cleared his throat noisily and looked around as if he were looking for a place to spit. ‘I’ve seen worse damage on bumper-cars at fairgrounds,’ he mumbled through the gob in his mouth. ‘Luigi and me didn’t have time to lay a glove on him because two cops saw the whole thing and issued the boss with a summons to front the court. And that’s why we’re here.'

      William was trying to choose diplomatic words to tell the gangsters they really did need to find themselves a proper mob lawyer when Luigi cried: 'Fuck.'

      When something slammed into William's right ear, he realised he might have heard that wrong. Luigi had  probably cried duck.

      'Will you cut it out,' Benny growled.

      'I did warn him it was coming his way.’

      'Quit messing about.' Benny looked at William and smiled. 'I'm sorry about that.' The smile turned sinister. 'You know anything about body language, Charlie?'

      William clutched his sore ear. 'Body language? No. What are you talking about?'

      Benny kept smiling at him. 'In our line of work, I guess it's an important skill. It helps us to read people. Capiche? I gotta say I don't like your body language.'

      William inspected his hand for blood.

      Benny thumped the desk so hard the cup jumped six inches and landed on its side. The soggy butt landed in the in-tray and streams of cold tea and ash snaked out in three directions. 'Although I can't condone Luigi's behaviour, it does serve as a warning if you’re unwilling to help us with this one little thing, the next warning shot to the head is gunna hurt a lot more.'

      Benny rose and buttoned his coat, and walked around the desk, pausing to spit into the rubbish bin. He looked William in the eye. 'See you in Court Number Three at 2.15. Don’t be late. Or else!' He aimed a finger at the  barrister’s head and pulled it back like he was pulling a trigger.
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        * * *

      

      When the gangsters slammed the front door of Clarin and Son, William realised he needed to check on a matter of law in a hurry.

      He opened the door to the little archive where the leather-bound law volumes were kept on two rows of dusty metal shelves along either side of the room.

      When he switched on the light, a dark shape on the floor revealed itself.

      So that’s where his elderly secretary had got to!

      Miss Jones was lying on the concrete floor right where his father must have died!

      She was gagged and trussed, and her dishevelled skirt revealed her black witches britches with red lace trim under that demure grey woollen skirt.

      William bent down and lifted her into a sitting position. When he stripped back the tape over her mouth, she cried out loudly in pain. 'This really is the last straw.’

      'It's not my fault you have a bit of a moustache going.' William started untying her hands.

      She was trembling. ‘That's typical of you, William, making light of this. I thought they were going to rape me.'

      'At your age?’ William stared at her. ‘Christ, I thought they were going to kill me!'

      She rearranged her dress. ‘I didn’t come in here to be insulted or be a party to you taking the Lord’s name in vain. But I just want to remind you that your father would have punched their noses.'

      ’That’s not fair criticism. He never stood for politics in a bid to rid our streets of men just like them. Anyway, do we have to talk about him here! Even Father would never have tried to take on those men. Did you even notice the size of them?’

      'Nearly everyone is taller than you.' She shook her hands, trying to get some circulation back, then she hoisted herself up using a shelf for support. 'You think I enjoy doing this job for nothing?'

      'I told you.' William put a hand on her back and guided her out of the archive room and into the better-lit reception area. 'I'll start paying you again when I can. I’m having a cash-flow problem.'

      ‘And what if you don’t even win the Senate seat? How will you afford the upkeep on that fancy house in Sandy Bay then?'

      William placed his hands on his hips. 'You mean the house I've been locked out of?'

      'James would roll in his grave if he knew how you’d taken this legal practice so downmarket.'

      'Will you please stop banging on about my father. You know his death still upsets me.' His eyes widened. 'You think I asked those gangsters to come here?'

      'I’m not just talking about them! Do you have any idea about the number of low-lifes I have to deal with? How many daggy sheepskin boots and tie-dye shirts I see each day?'

      'Strewth! You think you’re the only one! Somebody has to help society’s downtrodden people, and keep them out of jail.' He paused and thought about it, then lowered his voice. 'With the exception of Wacko Jacko, of course. I’d be happy to pay extra taxes to keep him incarcerated. You weren't even here when he called on me last week.'

      'Why can’t you at least have a mix of clientele like your father used to have? If you had more money coming in, you’d at least be able to cover some of your gambling losses.'

      'You know as well as I do, I don’t gamble.'

      'You go to Gamblers’ Anonymous meetings.'

      'I go there as a voluntary legal adviser.'

      Miss Jones scoffed.

      'I don’t need this.' William turned his head so she could see his wound. 'Can't you see they've made my ear bleed!'

      She placed her hands either side of his head and rotated it towards the light. 'It's red, but it's not bleeding.'

      'You sure? You must have been in that dark room for a while. At your age, you probably need longer for your eyes to adjust.'

      'There’s nothing wrong with my eyes. Or your ear!' Miss Jones pushed his head away, turned and grabbed her coat from the cloak stand next to her desk.

      William opened his eyes wide. 'Where are you going? I’m due in court soon to represent those gangsters. Someone’s got to keep the office open.'

      'It's not my problem. I quit.' Miss Jones stormed out the front door.
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        * * *

      

      MOST people removed their hats in the corridor before coming into court. William guessed they did things differently in the USA.

      He wasn’t the only one who looked up when the rear door burst open. He had been sitting down pretending to study his notes, and the police prosecutor, the clerk-of-the-court, the court stenographer, the four journalists in the press box, the police guard and the three strangers in the public gallery looked just as surprised. It wasn’t every day three large men wearing fedoras blow into Court Number Three like they have a typhoon at their backs.

      The guard directed the man leading the way to stand in the dock at the front and the other two to take a pew in the public gallery.

      'Hats off, gentlemen,' said the clerk-of-the-court in the black gown.

      The gangsters at the back of the room looked at each other quizzically, then looked towards their boss for direction.

      William was not sure how the boss knew what he looked like. But he glanced down from the dock with a look that said, 'can he make me do that?'

      William nodded. First the boss complied, then the two cronies at the back followed his lead. But none of them looked happy.

      'All stand,' announced the clerk-of-the-court.

      This confused the boss even more because he hadn’t been able to sit down anyway since there was no chair in the dock. His eyes followed the magistrate, Mr Rockingham, who emerged from a door at the front of the court and walked half the length of the bench before sitting down. The officials bowed their heads and the clerk-of-the-court announced: 'Sit.'

      This time the boss's glare seemed to say: 'What is this malarkey?'

      William broke his gaze by looking down at the papers on his desk again. They actually had nothing to do with the case, but the unusually tall prosecutor sitting on the other side of the big desk wasn't to know that.

      Had Geoffrey Brooks-Dixon bothered to crane his giraffe-like neck it would have been easy for him to see William was in fact perusing the photocopied form guide for race six at Randwick. It was true William didn’t gamble on the gee-gees or anything else, but it was an image he liked to cultivate in the hope his opponents would drop their guard. Same with his crumpled look.

      But it was a waste of effort today. The man William called ’Sticks’ — mainly because he knew Brooks-Dixon didn’t like being called that — sat there smirking as if he thought the case was going to be a doddle.

      William couldn’t wait to wipe the smile off his face and bring him down to size.

      How hard could this be? William had never asked to become a mob lawyer but now he realised there was something they could do in return. They could provide protection from Wacko Jacko.

      He rehearsed his spiel in his head and imagined the accompanying hand movements.

      'These are the facts, Your Worship. One: Our American friend admits he was driving on the wrong side of the road, but he was merely driving on the side of the road he is used to. Two: It was a low-impact collision. Three: Nobody was injured in this minor traffic infringement.'

      Mr Rockingham would probably just dismiss the charge and criticise the cops for wasting the court's time. At worst, he’d adjourn the case to be heard at a later date. William would then apply for bail, which would be a foregone conclusion. At the very worst, they’d take away the gangster's passport for surety.

      None of this happened.

      What happened was the crime boss got off to a terribly bad start when the clerk-of-the-court asked him: 'Are you Giovanni Salvadori Biggi?'

      He stuck out his jaw like it he was daring someone to take a shot at him. 'What if I am?'

      Then the smarmy prosecutor stood. 'If it pleases Your Worship, I want to submit a document that was faxed to me not 20 minutes ago.'

      Brooks-Dixon’s Adam apple bobbed as he opened his leather folder, extracted a piece of paper and waved it theatrically.

      'I submit to the court an international warrant for Mr Biggi’s deportation to the United States where he will face murder charges.'
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        * * *

      

      'Take your hands off me,' Mr Biggi shouted as he was escorted to the door behind the dock that led to a set of stairs down to the jail. He looked back over one of the policemen’s shoulders. 'What am I paying you for, ya bum?'

      William turned around. Since no-one had offered him any money, the crime boss must have been referring to his lackeys. But Benny and Luigi's threatening glares told him he was wrong, and their dark looks intensified when the command came from Mr Biggi. 'Get him, boys.'

      'All stand,' the clerk-of-the-court said, after which the magistrate disappeared through the other rear door.

      William watched the thugs get up and leave. If ever a door was destined to be slammed, it was that one. But the journalists were right behind them, and stopped the door from closing as they rushed to file their copy. Then it closed softly after the last one.

      When the room had emptied, William glanced at the smarmy prosecutor. 'You might have warned me about the extradition order, Sticks?'

      The prosecutor scowled back. 'You heard about it about 20 minutes after I did.'

      'Don’t give me that nonsense. I’ve never seen so many reporters in here. Someone must have tipped them off!'

      'I must say I was surprised when you came into the court. The word I heard around the traps was they had engaged a Queen's Counsel from Sydney. Fellow who goes by the nickname The Magician.'

      This confirmed what William had already guessed. He had been the victim of mistaken identity. He turned to the clerk-of-the-court. 'You heard the defendant? He told his men to get me. They’ll be waiting for me outside.'

      'Hmm, I only heard him say get him. He might have been merely asking them to pick up his dog from boarding.’

      ‘You’re kidding, aren’t you?’ William pointed at the door. ‘Why does he need a dog when he’s got those two obedient Rottweilers? Can I at least leave the court by one of the back doors?'

      'You know Sergeant Jenkins locks the door that goes down to the cells.'

      'What about the other side?'

      'What are you thinking!’ The clerk-of-the-court glared at him. ‘You can’t go into the magistrate’s chambers.'

      William mopped his sweaty forehead with his handkerchief. He looked up at the tall man. 'It's up to you to get me out of here, Sticks. You owe me!'
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            THE BOUNTY ARRIVES

          

        

      

    

    
      About the time William was secreting himself beneath Geoffrey Brooks-Dixon’s coat in preparation for making the great escape from Court Room Number Three, Captain Christopher Rose was feeling nostalgic up on the bridge of The Bounty XIII.

      Even if they haven't read the book or seen the movie, most Australians know the story of The Mutiny on the Bounty.

      It happened in 1789 when Acting Lieutenant Fletcher Christian led a mutiny against Captain William Bligh, and set him and 18 loyalists adrift in an open row-boat.

      It is the stuff of legends that the cantankerous old bugger reached safety 3500 nautical miles later.

      The Bounty XIII had a new, different story to tell.

      It was the cruise ship’s inaugural trip to Hobart but Captain Rose knew this stretch of Derwent River well.

      He had grown up in one of Hobart’s eastern suburbs and had fond memories of sailing sabots on the river when he was a kid. Sydney was now his home base but he had been in Hobart two years before as the owner/skipper of a wooden boat that had finished the Sydney-to-Hobart yacht race. That time he had sailed to the very edge of the city.

      This time a tug boat had rendezvoused with the cruise ship at the head of the Derwent and the pilot had climbed up the rope ladder that had been dropped over the side. This is when Captain Rose had relieved the First Officer of his duties on the bridge. His second-in-charge didn’t want to leave his post but Captain Rose insisted, pointing out he really needed to go get some sleep after having crossed Bass Strait mostly on his own.
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