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Chapter 1


IN THE late autumn, down windy streets raining yellow oak and elm leaves, I went to George Armit’s funeral. It was a small affair. Almost everyone George had known was dead. Many of them were dead because George had had them killed.


My occasional employer and I sat in my old Studebaker Lark a little way down from the church. When the first mourners came out, mostly men in raven suits, Cyril Wootton said, ‘Most relieved lot I’ve seen since the plane out of Vietnam. Still, they won’t sleep easy till the ground subsides. May I be told why we’re here?’


‘Your bloke’s mate’s in deep to the Armits,’ I said. ‘How’d you find that out?’


‘Anyone could find that out. Wade through sewage for a week, that’s all it takes. George liked him. He’d be dead otherwise.’


Two big men, sallow, black hair, moustaches, came out, followed by two women.


‘The sons, Con and Little George Armit,’ I said. ‘Con’s wife’s the thin one.’


‘Well,’ said Wootton. ‘The other one appears to have shoplifted watermelons and put them down the front of her dress.’


Con and Little George and the wives lined up, backs to us, each with wife to the right. Con put his right hand on his thin wife’s shoulder. His left hand moved around slowly and squeezed his brother’s wife’s high right buttock.


‘Racked with grief,’ I said.


‘Reflex action,’ Wootton said. ‘Armits have been in the fruit business for many years.’


‘Here’s George.’


The box had a hard black sheen, a perfect match for the Mercedes hearse. It was carried by six young men, tanned, even height, thick necks, could have been a surfboat crew.


‘Relying on professionals to the end, I see,’ Wootton said.


When George was in place, the mourners made for their cars.


‘Well, that wasn’t exactly paydirt, old sausage,’ Wootton said. ‘You’ve brought me out here in this appalling conveyance, this hot rod, for sweet bugger all.’


‘Somewhere Tony’s going to pay his respects. In so deep, he’s got no choice,’ I said. ‘Strong on respect, the Armits. If he’s not here, the bastard’s last chance is to arselick the boys at the cemetery.’


‘I’m paying you for your time,’ Wootton said. ‘Who’s paying me for mine?’


‘Believe me, if I could do this without your presence, I would.’


The priest came around the corner in a white turbo Saab, its Michelins giving a plump little squeal of pleasure. He looked at us as he passed, a nightclub-owner’s pale face, cigarette tilted upward in the mouth, mobile phone at his ear.


I started the Stud and did a U-turn. A block down the street, I looked right and saw the car. A Hertz car. I turned first left, left again and parked behind the church.


‘I’m going in to say a little prayer,’ I said, opening the door. ‘Keep an eye on the back gate.’


‘Spoken like an officer,’ Wootton said.


‘Still rankles, doesn’t it, corporal.’


‘Sergeant.’


I’d known Wootton since Vietnam. He’d been in stores, stealing more goods than he dispensed.


The church door was open. Inside, the blood of the martyrs fell from the stained-glass windows and lay in pink patches. The air smelled of incense, stale vase water and brass polish.


I didn’t see him at first. There was a row of pillars across the church and he was sitting in front of the one nearest the wall to my right: man in his early forties, crew cut blond hair, little folds of tanned fat over his collar.


I walked across and stopped behind him. ‘Hello Tony.’


Tony Ulasewicz didn’t look at me, didn’t say anything.


‘Brendan sends his regards,’ I said.


Silence.


‘Remember Brendan? Brendan O’Grady. From Reservoir? From school? Your best man? Your friend? That Brendan.’


Tony sniffed loudly. ‘Whadda you want?’ He shot his left cuff and looked at his watch, a big black diver’s watch.


‘Me? I don’t want anything. Brendan, he wants you to tell a lawyer where he was on the night of February 11 at 11.26 p.m.’


Tony looked at me, shrugged. He had a small scar above his left eyebrow, like a worm under the skin. ‘Dunno what you’re saying.’


‘The two hookers, Tony,’ I said. ‘Sylvia and Carlette? Out there in that fancy hotel in Marysville. You and Brendan and Jim Beam and the hookers. Chatting, reading magazines. Just when some person unknown was shooting Frank Zakia in his driveway in Camberwell. With a .22 pistol. Many times.’


‘Know nothing about that,’ said Tony, getting up. ‘Gotta go.’


I put a hand on his shoulder, a meaty shoulder. He resisted, I leaned, he sat.


‘Tony,’ I said, ‘Brendan’s going down big time. Frank’s wife ID’d him, not a doubt in her mind. She knows him. He was in the house three days before, arguing with Frank. Now Brendan says he couldn’t have been the one topped Frank because at that moment he was off with you, screwing hookers in Marysville. But you’re gone, the hookers are gone, hotel doesn’t know if it was you and Brendan or the Pope and Elvis in the room. Plus the cops find the .22 in Brendan’s office. Plus Brendan’s got more form than Phar Lap.’


Tony’s chin slowly moved down to meet his collarbone.


‘Brendan’s going, Tony,’ I said. ‘And blokes in there are waiting for him. Death penalty, that would be easier. Nicer even.’


Tony’s shoulders went weak. He tilted at the waist until his forehead rested on the pew in front.


‘Can’t,’ he said, voice spitty. ‘Fucking can’t.’


‘Why? He’s your mate.’


‘People want him. He’s owed big, three hundred grand, more, three-fifty, I don’t know. He put the weight on them, they want him gone.’


‘Frank’s wife? The ID?’


‘Bullshit. Bitch wanted Frank done. In it over her tits.’


‘How’s that?’


‘Fucking. True fucking love fucking. She’s rooting a bloke, his brother owes Bren. This way, they top Frank, she gets Frank’s money. Then there’s about eighty grand belongs to Bren. Frank was hanging on to it. Bitch gets that too. And Bren goes in, close that gate, he’s history, everyone’s happy.’


‘And you?’


Tony looked up at me, sniffed again. ‘I live,’ he said. ‘I fucking live.’


‘You know Frank was going to get it?’


He shook his head. ‘No fucking way.’


I took my hand off his shoulder. ‘Brendan says, “Tell Tony I’m still his mate. I know he’s under the gun. He should’ve told me. Tell him, he does the right thing now, it’s forgotten. I’ll look after him.”’


Tony sighed, a desperate, drawn-out sound. ‘Bren’s a dangerous bloke,’ he said.


Silence. The light in the stained-glass windows was dimming, shadows growing everywhere, the sort of cold only churches can harbour coming up from the flagstone floor.


‘He says he knows how the Armits fit. He’ll settle them, take the push off.’


Tony tried a laugh, ended up coughing. ‘Jesus,’ he said when it stopped. ‘Fucking smokes. Bren got the fucking vaguest what it costs to get the Armits off my back?’


‘One-sixty.’


Tony’s head came around, eyebrows up. ‘He knows that?’


I nodded.


He sucked his teeth, hissing noise. ‘Where’d he hear that?’


‘I told him.’


He studied me. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘fucked if I know where you got that. Anyway. Bren walks on the Frank thing, it’s not over.’


‘Bren knows that. He says he can handle these people. He also says to tell you he’s got people who still owe him favours. That is, if you feel you can’t tell the truth about where he was.’


Tony suddenly found the back of his right hand interesting, freckled back of hand. After a while, he said, ‘How’d y’know I’d be here?’


‘Not an interesting question,’ I said. ‘The question you want to ask, Tony, is this: am I better off square with the Armits and onside with Bren or one-sixty deep and offside with Bren?’


He looked at me, parts of his face moving, fingers moving. ‘Fuck,’ he said, ‘you think about it, I’m a prick. Tell Bren I know I’m a prick. Know him since I was eight. His mum made me playlunch. He’s my mate. I’m a prick. Okay. What do you do when you’re a prick?’


‘The man who’s looking out for Bren’s interests, he’s outside. And we need the hookers.’


Tony stood up and moved his shoulders, rubbed his jaw. We walked down the side aisle towards the door.


‘Come down for the night,’ he said. ‘Gold Coast hookers. Ballet dancer the one. Sylvia. Got too big. You had experience of ballet dancers?’


‘Not that I can remember.’


‘You’d remember. Your whole life. Looking at the lid you’d still remember.’


Wootton got out of the car when he saw us.


‘Tony, this is someone hired by Bren,’ I said as Wootton approached.


They shook hands.


‘Tony’s happy to place Brendan elsewhere on the night,’ I said. ‘Also to tell you where to find a ballet dancer who got too big and had to take up another mode of self-expression.’


‘Too big?’ said Wootton. ‘For me, ballet dancers can never get too big. Tony, Jack’ll go with you, show you where my office is. We can get everything sorted out.’


Tony looked at me. ‘Armits,’ he said. ‘Squared first.’


‘It’s got to be up front,’ I said to Wootton.


‘What’s the figure?’


‘Hundred and sixty,’ Tony said.


Wootton whistled. ‘Asking. So they’ll take what?’


‘Hundred and sixty,’ Tony said, with certainty.


‘That hard?’ Wootton frowned.


‘That hard.’


Wootton went for a little walk around a tree, nodding his head, preoccupied, air of a man hearing music in his head. When he came back, he pulled a face, held up his pudgy right hand. ‘To be clear, Tony, you are into the Armits for this sum. Fully paid, they would have no objection to you making a statement that will clear Brendan?’


Tony nodded, licked his lips. ‘George said to me, with Little George there, “Tony,” he said, “you can pay me what you owe, I can kill you or you can fucken do what I tell you till I think you’ve paid me off.”’


Wootton was still frowning. ‘And you can produce the ladies?’


‘Yeah. Well, I reckon.’


‘That’s yes?’


‘Yes.’


Wootton looked at me, tilted his head, oiled hair gleaming in the fading light. ‘Armits,’ he said.


‘Not at the graveyard,’ I said. ‘I draw the line.’


‘After they drop George,’ said Wootton. ‘A quiet word with Con. A man who squeezes his sister-in-law’s buttock at his father’s funeral will understand the meaning of urgency. We’ll run out the distance but start at eighty grand. Half tomorrow, half after we get the hookers on tape.’




Chapter 2


HE WAS waiting outside my office, cracked leather briefcase on the pavement, a thin figure with a long face on which all the lines seemed to run south and a full head of silver hair, combed back. Most of his weight was on an aluminium walking stick with a fat rubber tip. The autumn wind, full of broad and nasty hints of winter, was whipping his grey raincoat around his legs.


‘Looking for me?’ I asked.


He gave me a looking over with clear blue eyes. ‘Jack Irish.’ Not a question.


I nodded.


He sniffed. ‘Don’t ya keep office hours?’


‘Called out urgently,’ I said. ‘Should have put a note on the door.’


He carried on eyeing me, the look of a talent scout. A faintly disappointed talent scout. ‘Spit of yer old man,’ he said. ‘Big as. And the face. Bill was pretty hard though.’


I looked down at myself, gained no pleasure from the experience. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’m a bit older than he was.’


The man thought about this. ‘Still,’ he said. ‘Bit soft.’


No immediate way to controvert this statement occurred to me.


He changed hands on the walking stick and put out his right. Big hand, swollen knuckles. ‘Des Connors. Saw ya in yer bloody pram. Never knew what happened to Bill’s family after. Then I’m thinkin about needin a lawyer, look in the book, see this John Irish.’


We shook hands. Age hadn’t entirely withered his grip. I unlocked the door, ushered him in, got him seated. He put the briefcase on his lap, looked around the spartan chamber. ‘How are ya?’ he asked. ‘Mum still sound?’


‘Dead.’


Des shook his head. ‘Happens,’ he said. ‘Pity. Looker she was. My oath. Remember when Bill spotted her. We was buildin at the Shop, Melbourne Uni, just after the war, up on the scaffoldin, hot day, first week of the footy season. Can still be bloody hot then. Course it can be bloody cold too. Anyway, bunch of girls, three, four of em, rich girls, very smarty. Not the girls we went dancin with, I can tell ya. They come along, sit down on this bit of grass, just down there where we can see em, us standin up there on the boards with the bloody great bits of rock. Mind you, married man, back from the war, didn’t give em a look.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘You wouldn’t.’


‘Well, you have a look, don’t ya? Just a look. Not a lot of harm in that, is there?’


‘No harm at all, hardly,’ I said.


‘No. Tell you, any bloke’s a bloke’d have a look at your mum, scuse me sayin that. Fetchin lass, the hair like copper.’ He got a faraway look. ‘Still a fair bit of copper goin into buildins then. Copper and lead. Lasts fer bloody ever, y’know. Repels the elements. Everythin’s rubbish today. Bloody plastic.’


‘That’s how he met my mother?’


‘A character, Bill, a character. Course, finished the school. Smart. Coulda bin anythin. Doctor, anythin. Had a wit, too, you’d fall off the bloody scaffoldin, you’d be laughin that hard.’


‘What happened then?’ I didn’t know any of this. My mother never talked to me about my father. The only people who talked to me about my father were ancient Fitzroy Football Club supporters and they regarded me as an evolutionary cul-de-sac in the Irish family.


‘What happened? Oh. Well, Bill, he looks over and he says, puts on this serious voice, he says, “Now girls, read us rough workin men somethin improvin.’ And the girl, yer mum that is, she doesn’t blink, not a giggle, she opens a book and she reads a poem out loud. Bill, he didn’t expect that. Just stood there. Can’t remember a word but it sounded lovely.’ Des paused, blinked a few times. ‘Anyway, that’s a long time ago.’


‘Go on. She read the poem. What then?’


‘Nothin. We give her a clap and the girls got a bit embarrassed and went off. Didn’t do for uni girls to fool around with workin blokes in those days. Anyway, we’re knockin off that day, all sweaty, full of dust, and yer mum comes along by herself. Bill says to her, brassy bugger, he says, “Comin to the football tomorrow?” She says, “What football?” He says, “Fitzroy wallopin Melbourne, that’s what football.” “Give me one good reason,” she says. Bill thinks a bit, then he says, “Cause I’m playin for Fitzroy.” “Not good enough,” she says, and off she walks. Well, we thumped em, one of Bill’s good days too, and I’m there shoutin as they go in and I see Bill goes off to the side of the gate and who’s standin at the fence there?’


‘My mother.’


‘Right. Six months later they’re married. Anyhow, you’d know all this.’


‘No,’ I said, ‘I don’t know any of it.’


Des sniffed. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘that’s the story. Anyway, come about a will. Lady across the street says I should have a will. You do wills?’


‘I can do a will.’


‘What’s it cost, a will?’


‘Wills are free.’


‘Free? What’s free in the world?’


‘Wills. The last free thing.’


Des looked uneasy. ‘Not lookin for charity,’ he said. ‘Pay me way.’


‘Not offering charity. Plenty of lawyers will do you a will free. They make their money when you die. Winding up your estate.’


‘Right,’ he said, thoughtful. ‘Hang on. How’d they get the money out of dead blokes?’


‘Not the dead blokes. The people they leave things to, they get the money out of them.’


He nodded. ‘Fair enough. Well, I need a will.’


I took down the particulars. It was straightforward: no existing will, everything to go to someone called Dorothea Joyce Skinner.


‘No kids?’ I asked.


‘There’s Gary.’


‘Only child?’


Des sat back in his chair, rubbed his jaw. ‘First boy died. Brain thing, matter of hours. Nothin anyone could do. Still, think if we’d done somethin sooner, might’ve bin different. The wife took that to the grave. Anyway, Gary come along, bit of a shock, I can tell you. Past the forty then. Woulda bin fifteen years between the boys. Don’t know if that … well, Gary’s rubbish. Smart but rubbish. The smart’s from the wife’s side, bugger all to do with the bloody Connors. Keegans. Schoolies, the two other sisters. The brother was on the ships, officer on the P&O. Didn’t take to him myself, little beard. Always doin this.’


Des clawed his chin gently with his right hand. ‘Got on the nerves somethin painful.’


‘So you don’t want to include Gary?’


‘No.’


‘You’ll need an executor,’ I said. ‘Someone you can trust to make sure it’s all done properly when you’re gone. I take it Gary wouldn’t be the choice.’


‘Bloody oath.’


‘Someone else you trust.’


He thought. ‘All dead,’ he said, ‘everybody I trusted. What about you? Reckon I can trust Bill’s boy?’


‘You can but you’ll probably outlive me. What are you planning to leave? Own your house?’


‘Buggered old place, fetch a bit though. Next door, bloody chimney’s all that’s holdin it up, but these two girls give a hundred and fifty grand.’ He paused, lines between his brows deepening. ‘Anyway, wife left the house to Gary. You lawyers collect debts too?’


‘Some debts, yes.’


Des looked down for a while, hands on the briefcase, left thumb rubbing the knuckles of the right hand. ‘Gary’s got sixty thousand dollars belongs to me,’ he said. ‘Me sister leave it to me. From the sale of her property. Bastard come over, first time for years, come over and talk me into it. Mad, I musta bin mad. Mind you, I had the flu somethin chronic, thought I was dyin, couldn’t think straight. Umpteenth time he done me. Well, done the family. He’s a bloke gets his mum to lend him the bit she got from his Nanna Keegan. Six grand I think it was. Lot of money to us. Gone.’


‘You lent him sixty thousand dollars?’


‘Three weeks, he tells me, double the money, guaranteed. Knew I had a bit cause the bugger got twenty grand hisself from the old girl. Must’ve done that dough pretty smart.’


‘What was he going to do with your money?’


‘Shares. Goin through the roof. Mate of his had the mail on it.’


‘Any contract?’


‘What?’


‘Lend money, the thing is you should have an agreement written down. Says how much, when it has to be paid back, that kind of thing.’


He shook his head. ‘Give him a cheque.’


‘Des, how does a man who doesn’t have a wonderful opinion of his son’s character hand over sixty grand?’


He put fingers through his hair, teenage hair, fingers swollen like leaves of some desert plant. ‘Way I felt that day, I’d’ve given the bugger anything to get him to go away.’


‘When was this?’


‘Two months ago. Bastard’s got the answering machine on.’


‘Maybe he’s forgotten, gone on holiday.’


Des sniffed. ‘Forget he owes me sixty grand? Pig’s arse. Bastard’s lyin low.’


‘Let me be clear on this. Gary owns the house you live in?’


‘The wife left it to Gary but I thought I could live there until … y’know. Now this fella from the bank comes around. He says Gary took another mortgage on the house. Eighty thousand bucks. And he hasn’t paid anything for more than six months. So they’re gonna sell the house. He says Gary told em, “Go for ya life.”’


I whistled. ‘Des, how did your wife do this in her will? She should have left the house to you for your lifetime and arranged things so that it passed on to Gary after you were gone. She didn’t do that?’


He shook his head. ‘Left it to Gary.’


‘Who did your wife’s will?’


‘Bloke Gary sent. Lawyer he knew. He come to see her in the hospital and told her how to do it.’


I closed my eyes and said, ‘Oh shit.’ When I opened them, Des was looking at me with concern.


‘You all right?’ he said.


‘What’s Gary do?’


‘Beats me. He was a copper. That didn’t last. Reckons he resigned. I reckon they give him the arse. Then he had a job with some transport bunch. Then I don’t know. Got one of them German cars, cost more than a house. Lives in a flat in bloody Toorak, know that, got the address. Got the bloody keys too.’


‘How’s that?’


‘Give em to me that day when he come smoodgin around for the lend. Dad this and Dad that. Dad, d’ya mind hangin on to me spare keys, case I lose mine?’


‘This was before the man from the bank came round?’


‘Oh, yeah. Don’t think I’d’ve lent the bugger the money if I knew he’d got a mortgage on his mum’s house, do ya?’


I didn’t say anything. Des looked down at his hands again. He wanted something from me. I wanted to give him something.


‘I could write him a letter,’ I said. ‘Lawyer’s letter. Tell him we want the money or else.’


‘Or else what?’


‘Or else we’ll institute proceedings for the recovery of the debt.’


‘That any good?’


I scratched my head. It wasn’t itchy. Vestigial animal body language revealing doubt. ‘Depends,’ I said. ‘Works with some.’


‘Won’t work with Gary,’ said Des with absolute certainty. ‘Brass balls.’


‘Well,’ I said, ‘not much one can do otherwise.’


Silence. Des had the disappointed look on his face again. Finally, he said, ‘Go around to his place and see if the bastard’s still livin there. That’s what I’d do if I could.’


‘We could go around to where he lives,’ I said.


‘You and me?’


‘I could drive you around there.’


‘No,’ said Des. ‘Not your problem. Just came to make me will.’ He never took his eyes off me.


‘Enjoy a drive,’ I said. ‘You could tell me a bit more about my old man.’


He brightened. ‘Bill Irish,’ he said. ‘Stories I could tell you.’


‘Tuesday. About 10 a.m. Give me your address. I’ll pick you up.’




Chapter 3


‘JACK,’ SAID the voice on the office answering machine. ‘Ring me. You never ring me, you shit.’


I didn’t ring her. No phone call to my sister, Rosa, lasts less than half an hour and, from the canyons of Fitzroy, the beer was calling. I was still tired, sagging from my two weeks looking for the alibi witnesses who could save Cyril Wootton’s client Brendan O’Grady. But.


My days wandering through the toxic wasteland of Tony Ulasewicz’s life would keep Brendan out of jail for a crime of which he was certainly innocent.


Justice for Brendan.


But.


In a world of perfect justice, would Brendan walk free?


Absolutely not. In such a world, the naked Brendan would be dragged from his round waterbed, subjected to ritual humiliation, then thrown face forward into a pit of starving hyenas. Too extreme? What of the ideal of rehabilitation? Certainly Brendan was capable of changing. He could be permanently changed, perhaps into rose fertiliser, a kilo and a bit of blood and bone.


At peace for the moment, I walked the fifty paces to Taub’s Cabinetmaking, down the narrow lane that ran to Smith Street, Collingwood.


I opened the battered door, stood for a moment. The smell of the workshop: wood shavings, linseed oil, Charlie’s Cuban cheroots, coffee. Charlie was at the back of the large space, opening and closing the raisedpanel door of a narrow, elegant rosewood cupboard. Joints, doors, drawers. For Charlie, it was pistonfit or nothing.


Out of the corner of his eye he saw me coming. ‘So,’ he said without looking at me. ‘Man who finds the scum of the earth. Man who breaks his parents’ hearts. Horses and criminals. That’s his life.’


‘It’s too late for him to break his parents’ hearts,’ I said. ‘And sometimes the criminals are on the horses. That door fits.’


Charlie closed the cupboard door, opened it a fraction, closed it. ‘An old man,’ he said, ‘should be retired. But no, he goes on, teaches something to this person who won’t go away, this nuisance person. What thanks does the old man get?’


I walked around to look at the back of the cupboard. The back of a Charlie Taub piece, destined to be seen only by removalists, was treated the same way as a violinmaker treats the bottom of the violin. ‘Let me guess,’ I said. ‘Bugger all?’


‘Those who hear not the voice of the conscience,’ Charlie said. ‘Those are the truly deaf. Karl Bernsdorf. He said that. A great man.’


I said, ‘I quote him all the time. Maybe they could train a conscience dog for handicapped people like me. You even think about not behaving well, the dog nudges your leg.’


Charlie made his snorting noise. ‘Nudges? Pisses on it. Eat your leg off, right up to the hip even, won’t help.’


I came around to look at the severe pediment. ‘I gather you missed me a lot then?’


Another snort. ‘What I miss, I miss someone finishes little jobs I give him. Like little tables. Day’s work for a man who actually works.’


‘Finished tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Good as done. Now, time for a beer.’


Getting Charlie out the front door took me another ten minutes. He was quite unable to end the working day without going around touching, fiddling with, and testing the work in progress. Left alone, this could amount to half an hour of shuffling, muttering and whistling.


Outside, the coming winter was in the polluted air, the cold sharpening the smell of the hydrocarbons. We walked to the Prince of Prussia, Charlie telling me about his latest bowls triumph.


‘Youngsters,’ he said. ‘We draw to play these junge. They think, old buggers, goodbye. I say to Freddie Chan, he thinks we got no chance, “Freddie, I say, what do these pishers know about skill? Nothing, that’s what.” He doesn’t believe. Well. Next thing, the little fat boy and the other one, the chemist. Mr Pills. In the gutter. You follow?’


‘Every word.’ We were walking past the old chutney factory. A yellow Porsche and a huge four-wheel-drive were parked on the pavement. Two men, one shaven-headed, the other with a ponytail, were talking in the open doorway. You could smell the sweet, vinegary smell of the long-gone chutney barrels.


‘The pricks like the industrial look,’ the man with the pigtail said to shaven-head as we came abreast. ‘Some paint, some plumbing, don’t even have to hide the fucking pipes.’


‘So where am I lying?’ said Charlie. ‘So close, a veneer you can’t get it in between. That’s where I am and that’s the end of these smart boys. Freddie, he can’t believe it. He says to me, “Charlie, you’re a master.”’


‘Toothless whip ruthless,’ I said. ‘These pishers, how old are they, more or less?’


Charlie shrugged, waved a huge hand. ‘Sixty, sixty-five, there around.’


‘Pishers,’ I said. ‘They should have a junior league for them.’


The Prince was its usual vibrant, cutting-edge-of-the-hospitality-industry self. Stan, the publican, was at the far end of the bar reading a paperback called Desperado: Success Secrets of the New Small-Business Bandidos. At the counter, the men Charlie called the Fitzroy Youth Club, Wilbur Ong, Norm O’Neill and Eric Tanner – all men who were shaving when Fitzroy won the 1944 Grand Final – were reflecting on past injustices. Next to them, Wally Pollard, retired tram driver, was talking bowls with a man called Alec Leach. Three other men were seated at a table in the corner studying the racing pages of the Herald Sun. Under the window, two thirtyish women, serious-looking, short hair, business clothes, were studying what looked like proof copies of the telephone directory.


Charlie veered off to join the bowls talk. I sat down next to Wilbur Ong.


‘Bloody disgrace,’ said Norm O’Neill, huge nose pointed roofwards under the peak of his flat cap. ‘Rot set in, there and then. Bastards never give us a fair go years after that.’


Eric Tanner caught sight of me. ‘Jack,’ he said. ‘You ever hear about that ’49 scandal?’


‘Not that I can recall,’ I said.


‘Three goals in front, five minutes to go. Two of these Tiger girls get in front of Bill. He’s taken to the air, you understand, big leap. Bill had a big leap, not the biggest but big. Big enough for this lot certainly. Anyway, he’s up there, reachin, and these pussycats they’re buggerin about and they end up bangin their heads together, altogether accidental. One wobbles around whinin, the other, he’s an actor, he falls over, they have to help him off. Crebbin, that’s his name. Umpire gives the Tigers a free. Well, a few of our fellas get around him, give him a few words, next thing the kick’s bein taken plumb in front.’


‘First of three,’ said Wilbur Ong.


‘Three frees in a row,’ Eric said. ‘Roy puts a hand on these sheilas, they get a kick. Win by a point.’


‘The next week …’ said Norm O’Neill.


‘I’m tellin this story,’ said Eric. ‘The next week this actor Crebbin that got the little knock on the head, he gets married. Nice-lookin girl from the picture in the paper. And who d’ya think’s standing next to her at the altar, givin her away?’


‘Could it be her father?’


‘Her bloody father. And who’s her bloody father?’


‘Surely not?’


‘Too bloody true. The bloody ump give the game to the Tigers. How d’ya like that?’


‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘Not at all.’


Stan put down his paperback and came over, scratching the surviving corkscrew hairs on his head. ‘You bin scarce,’ he said.


‘Duty called,’ I said. ‘Been out there saving a man from a cruel miscarriage of justice.’


‘Don’t have to go out. Save a man from a cruel bloody miscarriage of justice right here,’ said Stan. ‘You’re the old man’s lawyer, talk him into sellin this dump, save me wastin my whole life listenin to old farts goin on about dead footy players.’


Stan’s father, Morris, owned the pub and, at 87, showed no interest in selling it.


‘Find a suitable buyer and I’ll think about it,’ I said and ordered a round.


Stan was at the tap, drawing beers without looking, when he said loudly, ‘Speakin of dead footy players, had a bloke in here this mornin, wants to buy the pictures.’


All talk stopped.


‘The pictures?’ said Wilbur Ong. ‘What pictures?’


Stan gestured around the walls with the back of a meaty hand. ‘The photos. All this junk.’


‘Bloke,’ said Norm O’Neill, cold voice. ‘What kind of a bloke?’


Stan put down a glass, hitched his pants over his paunch. ‘Very nice bloke. Well dressed. Blazer and grey flannels.’


‘What kind of a bloke?’ said Norm, voice now icy.


Stan drew the last beer with great concentration, held it up and inspected the head. ‘Brisbane Lions bloke,’ he said. ‘Reckons the photos’d be better off in Brisbane in this Lions clubhouse they got there, big luxury clubhouse. Carpets. Got a Lions Wall of Fame. In the bistro.’


‘In the what?’ said Eric Tanner.


Stan shook his head in sadness. ‘Italian term we in the hospitality industry use, Eric.’


In the silence, you could hear the traffic on Smith Street, hear two women talking as they walked by outside.


I looked around the pub walls. The bits you could see between the photographs were stained the colour of black tea by a hundred years of tobacco smoke. The photographs recorded Fitzroy Football Club sides and players going back to the turn of the century. On my way to the toilet through the door marked GENTS, I often paused to look at my father, big, dark Bill Irish, in the sides of the late 1940s.


My grandfather was on the wall too. He had three seasons in the seniors before breaking an arm in two places against Collingwood. His team’s faded photographs were near the dartboard.


‘Lions Wall of Fame,’ said Eric Tanner, head tilted, eyes slits. ‘What Lions would those be?’


‘The way he put it,’ Stan said. ‘Fitzroy Football Club’s in Brisbane now, photos should be there too.’


The silence was absolute.


Norm O’Neill’s nose seemed to grow larger, now much more than a prominent feature on a facial landscape, now it was the landscape, a nose and glasses with a face attached. He cleared his throat.


‘Stanley,’ he said, ‘Stanley, you’re missin somethin.’ He was speaking slowly and clearly, leaning forward, knuckles on the bar. ‘Fitzroy Football Club’s not in Brisbane, Stanley. Fitzroy Football Club can never be in Brisbane. Nobody can take the Lions to Brisbane. Why is that, Stanley? Because Fitzroy Football Club can only be in Fitzroy.’


Norm paused, looked around the room. Then he said, ‘Well, bloody Brisbane can put a lion on their jumpers but that doesn’t mean the Lions are now in that bloody tropical hellhole. The Lions are here, in this bloody pub. And they’re not yours to sell. Grasp that, can you?’


Silence, all eyes on Stan.


Stan picked up a beer glass, held it to the light. ‘Be that as it may,’ he said. ‘Pretty good price offered. Never thought the old photos’d be worth anything.’


‘You talk to Morris about this?’ asked Wilbur.


‘Don’t need to talk to anyone,’ said Stan. ‘I’m the manager. He’s sittin in the sun in Queensland with all the other ancient buggers got any brains. This pub, I decide what happens.’


‘I remember you when you were two bricks and a pisspot high, your mum made a little Roys jumper for you,’ said Wilbur.


‘Given it a lot of thought,’ said Stan. ‘Bloke gets an answer tomorrow.’


Without even glancing at one another, Norm, Wilbur and Eric stood up. Charlie rose from his barstool. Wearily, I got up, put on a menacing look.


‘And what, Stanley,’ asked Norm, ‘and I want you to think hard about this. What is the answer?’


There was a long silence. Stan looked at each of us in turn, little smile on his face, put the glass down, turned and set off back to his paperback. Over his shoulder, he said, ‘Given it a lot of thought.’


He picked up the book and looked down the counter at us.


We waited.


‘Reckon I’ll tell him to piss off,’ said Stan.


We all sat down and went back to drinking beer.


At 6.30, a car hooted outside. Three hoots. I said my goodbyes, went out with Charlie. His granddaughter Augustine’s car was at the door. She leaned over and opened the passenger door.


‘What did trade unions do to deserve this striking woman?’ I asked. Gus was a rising star in the union movement. She looked like Lauren Bacall with brains, a sight to soothe any old worker’s eye.


‘What did Taub’s Cabinetmaking do to deserve the most fetching man ever to mate two pieces of wood?’ said Gus.


‘They are both the undeserving,’ I said. ‘We are the deserving. Can we be brought together?’


‘Listen,’ said Charlie, fighting with the seatbelt. ‘In Kooyong, the library. You remember.’


‘I thought you made that up.’


‘People who look for criminals, they make up. Yesterday, this wife rings up. The man, he’s gone. But she wants it still. Measure up next week.’


‘I’ve got tables to finish. Little tables. Day’s work for a man who actually works. More for someone like me.’


‘Next week.’


‘Take him away, Gus,’ I said. ‘He’s ruined a spiritual moment.’


‘It’s a gift,’ she said. ‘The whole family has it.’




Chapter 4


ON THE way home, sense of achievement gone, I went via a place in St George’s Road for some takeaway Chinese comfort food. They know me there. I don’t have to order. As I come in, Lester barks, ‘How many?’ Until recently, the answer was Two. These days, it’s One.


Opening the front door at home, I surveyed the scene with distaste. The minimally converted stable where I live was cold and untidy and unclean, battered leather furniture buried under newspapers, books and items of clothing put down, temporarily.


Friday night is the second-worst night for being on your own. Saturday night is the big one. By Sunday night, you think you’re getting the hang of it.


The answer lies in action. I switched on lights, checked the answering machine, got the heating going, went outside for firewood, started a blaze.


Looking for red wine in the unpacked boxes, I found the surviving bottle of ’89 Maglieri shiraz. It had been in an unopened carton not two metres from the explosive device that almost removed the top floor of my previous dwelling, an old boot factory in North Fitzroy. Eleven bottles fragmented, glass splinters travelling ten metres, a dark purple spray covering everything. The first people on the scene thought it was blood, enough for at least two. But one bottle was mysteriously spared, a small abrasion on the label. A memento of the end of another bit of my life.


Linda’s absence on the answering machine signalled the closing of yet another piece.


This wasn’t the moment for the Maglieri. That called for something to celebrate. The start of something new, perhaps. Now I was at the fag-end of something old. At the back of a cupboard, I found a bottle of Penfolds 128. About right. I put on a Charlie Parker CD.


Home. It means something when you have to do economy class time in planes, sit for hours in small hired cars, sleep in cardboard-walled hotel rooms sprayed with chemicals to mask the smell of other chemicals.


I cleared an armchair and sat down to eat in front of the fire, just in time to watch a weather report. It was delivered by a person who wanted to be a witty weatherperson, not a wise ambition for someone without wit. Still, he clearly relished what he did: waved a pointer vaguely while reading off placenames and temperatures from an electronic prompter. An idiot could do it and an idiot was doing it, a rare example of intellectual capacity and occupation dovetailing.


I fully intended to ring my sister but she beat me to it.


‘Jack,’ she said. ‘I’m in contact with the living Jack Irish? This is he? Him? Don’t tell me. I’m going to faint.’ She paused. ‘Don’t flesh and blood mean anything to you?’


‘A piece of prime sirloin, well hung, it has meaning to me, yes.’


‘Well hung,’ she said. ‘Well hung’s just a memory. I’m lucky to meet badly hung. Hung at all is a blessing.’


‘The incredible shrinking men. You may be inside some kind of zone of contracting genitals. A beam from space. The aliens are clearing a landing ground in Toorak. First they shrink the dicks of the rich, then…’


‘They send in the alien shocktroops, humanoids hung like Danehill, to be ecstatically welcomed by the rich women. Speaking of rich women, how’s Linda?’


It wasn’t a question I wanted to be asked. I slid down the sofa, put my right foot out and moved a log closer to the core of the fire. ‘That’s not a question I wanted to be asked,’ I said.


‘You’ve answered it anyway. A friend of mine saw her with Rod Pringle at a television thing.’


Rod Pringle was the hottest thing in commercial television current affairs.


‘Just business,’ I said.


‘He kissed her ear.’


‘They’re like that in television. Kiss your ear, kiss your arse, kiss any part of you. Means nothing. Like size.’ I drank some red wine. It seemed to have gone sour.


‘Jack? You there?’


‘Yes.’


‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have told you that.’ A pause. ‘Here’s a number I’ve been looking for. Madame Corniche.’


‘Please God,’ I said, ‘not seances. Recovered memories before seances.’


‘Cranial massage. Did you know the plates in your skull can be moved?’


‘Rosa,’ I said, ‘if the Good Lord wanted us to pay people to move our skull plates, he wouldn’t have given us the front bar of the Royal in Footscray. You want to eat one day? Lunch?’


‘You’re inviting me to eat? Soon you could be introducing me to your friends. Male friends.’


‘I don’t know any men I’d like to be related to by intercourse,’ I replied.


‘Don’t worry about it. I’d rather be introduced to men by a warder at Pentridge. Or wherever they put the crims now. Lingalonga Social Adjustment Facility Pty Ltd.’


‘They’ll be the same people I know,’ I said. ‘Former clients.’


‘Funny thing with lawyers,’ Rosa said. ‘The respectable ones I know don’t have former clients. They have clients. It’s only the ones like you who have former clients. Former because someone shot them dead or because you couldn’t keep them out of jail.’


‘Respectable?’ I said. ‘I didn’t know you knew respectable lawyers. Name one.’


‘I can name one. One of many. I was at the races with one two weeks ago, in fact.’


‘Laurie Phelan. I saw you at Flemington with Laurie Phelan.’


‘Exactly. A commercial lawyer. Why didn’t you show yourself?’


‘Trying to avoid guilt by association. Know what they call Laurie? They call him Mr Omo. Why is that?’


‘I don’t know. I don’t want to know.’


‘Because he washes whiter than white. He launders money for drug dealers.’


There was a long silence.


‘Well,’ Rosa said, ‘he’s got nice hands.’


‘Must be using a kind soap powder. Donelli’s in Smith Street, Collingwood. Sunday, twelve-thirty. In the courtyard.’


‘Courtyard? A courtyard in Collingwood? I don’t think you’ve got a full grasp of the courtyard concept. They don’t have courtyards in Collingwood. Courtyards don’t have Hills hoists in the middle. With big old underpants and bloomers and bras like jockstraps for elephants hanging on them.’


‘Don’t bring Laurie Phelan.’


‘You bastard.’


I caught the last ten minutes of On This Day. Rod Pringle’s dense and shining hair kept sliding over his quizzical right eyebrow as he tried to get the Premier of New South Wales to concede that you could buy planning permission in Sydney’s western suburbs.


The Premier was confident, serious and convincing. Then an overhead camera zoomed in on his sweating scalp, showing the transplanted hair plugs, like an enhanced CIA satellite picture of a failing crop in Afghanistan. After that, he didn’t seem quite so convincing.


After a commercial, Linda came on, fetching in dark blue, standing in front of a flashy Sydney building. She pointed over her shoulder.


This building, called Cumulus, is Sydney’s newest and most dramatic. It belongs to a private company owned by one of the most private millionaires in Australia, Steven Levesque. We hear little about him from year to year. Yesterday, he came into the spotlight as the buyer of a forty per cent shareholding in Sanctum Corporation, the country’s fastest-growing property development company. But Mr Levesque is more than a businessman. He is also said to speak directly into ears at the highest levels of politics.


The camera cut to a vast minimalist office, dwelt for a moment upon a large Storrier canvas, then went to a man sitting behind a glowing slab of 300-year-old jarrah, a handsome man in his forties, perfect navy suit, blue shirt, red tie, lean and tanned face, squared-off chin.


Linda opened with a fast inswinger.


Mr Levesque, people say that you have far too much influence over both the Prime Minister and the Premier of Victoria. Why is that?


Levesque smiled, put his head to one side in a puzzled way. His straight fair hair was naughtily unwilling to stay in place and he disciplined it with long fingers.


Why is what?


Why is this impression current?


Is it? I can’t imagine why. The Prime Minister probably wouldn’t recognise me, the Premier of Victoria I’ve known for a long time but I don’t see much of. It’s usually on public occasions. We commiserate about golf for a minute or so. Also, he once asked me about a horse I had an interest in.


Whether it would win?


No. He liked its name. Momus. He wanted to know what it meant.


The camera went to Linda.


And could you tell him? Levesque: Could you have?


Linda: Odd to name a horse for the god of ridicule, isn’t it?


Tough point won. She smiled, showing her nice teeth. My lips knew those nice butted-up teeth. You could see why she was a big hit, why the Sydney Morning Herald TV guide called her the best interviewer on television, why the Sun-Herald said she was a thirty-something spunk who paralysed the channelsurfing finger. Belatedly, Linda was having the career success she deserved.


I understood that the only place she could have that success was in Sydney. Melbourne hated success. It didn’t match the weather. Melbourne’s weather suited introspective mediocrity and suicidal failure. The only acceptable success had to involve pain, sacrifice and humility. Sydney liked the idea of success, achieved at no cost and accompanied by arrogance.


In this room, I had said those things. And I’d said, ‘For Christ’s sake, take the job. It’s only a couple of hours away. If you don’t, you’ll spend the rest of your life thinking: what if …?’


Steven Levesque was saying: I’m an ordinary member of the party and from time to time, people in the party ask my opinion on something and I give it. I imagine they seek opinions from dozens of people. And so they should.


Last July, the Premier of Victoria took a ten-day holiday in the Caribbean. He stayed at a property on Guadeloupe called the Domaine de Thierry. My information is that you own the property, Linda countered.


Steven Levesque laughed, a real-sounding laugh.


I don’t. A company I’m involved with does. It owns three properties in the Caribbean. They’re for hire. Anyone can stay there. You can stay there, Ms Hillier. My understanding is that the Premier was the guest of someone who hired the Domaine.


May we know who?


Another laugh. Even if I knew, Ms Hillier, and I don’t, I certainly wouldn’t tell you or anyone else.


I drained my glass. Now I could spend the rest of my life thinking: what if I hadn’t encouraged Linda Hillier to take the offer from Channel 6 in Sydney? Would it have been happiness ever after? What kind of idiot encourages a woman he loves to move away in pursuit of media stardom?


It doesn’t pay to ponder a question like that. I switched the TV off and went to my cold and lonely bed.


The bed warmed up after a while, the soul stayed cold. Deep in the night, I saw images of people loved. I saw their smiles, heard the sound of voices now stilled, heard our uncontrollable laughter, and felt the touches, the kisses, the hugs, the hand run lovingly over my hair. All gone. Utterly, irretrievably gone.


I awoke before dawn, unrested, got up, made tea, went back to bed and read the last chapter of an English novel in which people were, generally, pretty despondent about the way their lives had turned out. Looking around, noting the terminally unhealthy colour of the sheets that draped me, the soiled socks dotted around the room like the droppings of an exotic animal, the white shirt sleeve hanging from the laundry basket like an inadequate surrender flag, I could sympathise with that view.


I got up, showered, thought about how to pass the day. The days. While I was thinking, they passed. Saturday, shopping, cleaning. Sunday, lunch with my sister.


One sister is a difficult thing. Two would be easy. Three, you’d start confusing their names. Four, you’d be the team mascot. But one sister is your mother, writ smaller and without the uncontested authority, but nevertheless equipped with the means to make you feel guilty.


My sister has a special look. It says many things: you aren’t making the most of yourself, you’re letting us down, that tie doesn’t go with that shirt. The only way to counter the look is through a combination of evasion and attack.


Sunday night, I cooked for the freezer, the first time in a month or more. Beef and bacon in red wine and consommé, chicken pies with olives, onion and sherry.




Chapter 5


EARLY MONDAY morning, startled awake by something in an unrecoverable dream, I got up. Uneasy, vaguely sick at the stomach, I scoured myself and drove to Taub’s in the dark, nothing on the streets but a cab full of drunks.


As always, some peace descended upon me as I stood inside the door of the workshop and looked around. It was the feeling I’d experienced years before when, feeling my way out of the black tunnel of despair and binge drinking I entered after my wife’s death, I’d come upon Charlie’s business.


Timber, most of it from a time carefree of any concern for the future and unobtainable now, more timber than Charlie could use if he had another lifetime, was stickered side-on against the walls. The most precious was in the rafters under the huge skylight. Charlie called the timber up there The Bank. The workshop had three workbenches, unlike any other benches, built by Charlie: 120-year-old redgum, Emmert 18-inch vices at each end, dog holes lined in 12 mm brass, dogs of lignum vitae. Behind them, the planes on their sides in their pigeonholes: thumb planes, block planes, bench planes of every size, planes for curves, planes for angles, moulding planes, multi-planes. Hanging up were the spokeshaves and drawknives. Next to them, the saws stood upright in their slots beneath two cabinets of chisels and carving tools and a cabinet of measuring and marking tools.


Against the right-hand wall were the clamp racks: at the bottom, the monster sash clamps; above them, the lesser sizes; in the next rack, the bar clamps, the infantry of joinery, dozens of them in every size; then the frame clamps, the spring clamps, the G-clamps, the ancient wooden screw clamps that Charlie loved best, and flexible wooden go-bars arranged by length. Finally, an assortment of weird clamps, many of them invented by Charlie to solve particular clamping problems.


At the back of the shop were the machines: a Swiss sliding table saw, an old German table saw, a 24-inch thickness planer, a long-bed jointer, a 28-inch-throat bandsaw, a drill press, and a fifty-year-old English lathe. All Charlie’s machines were cast-iron, solid, true, no rock, no play, tinkered with, tuned, kept clean as museum exhibits.


I packed the stove with paper and shavings and little offcuts and a kitchen match set it humming. By 8 a.m., I’d glued up the four small tables made of thirty-year-old American cherry, clamping them with a version of a framing clamp devised by Charlie to ensure squareness. The tables were made to Charlie’s design, utterly simple, their elegance lying in the wood, the taper of the long slim legs, and the thin line of black persimmon inlay below the tabletops.
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