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			Praise for Peter Temple

			Winner of the UK Crime Writers’ Association Gold Dagger, the Miles Franklin Literary Award and five Ned Kelly Awards

			‘Temple is a master.’ Michael Robotham

			‘As dark and as mean, as cool and as mesmerising, as any James Ellroy or Elmore Leonard with whom you might kill the small or sad hours.’ Age

			‘Peter Temple has been described as one of Australia’s best crime novelists, but he’s far better than that. He’s one of our best novelists full stop.’ Sun-Herald

			‘Temple is the man—the lay-down misère best crime writer in the country.’ Advertiser

			‘The top hard-boiled crime writer on the local scene.’ Courier-Mail

			‘Peter Temple is, quite simply, the finest crime writer we have…He has set a standard internationally that few come near. His Chandler-like ability to capture the dark corners of our sunniest places is as good as it gets.’ Mercury

			‘Temple’s work is spare, deeply ironic; his wit, like the local beer, as cold as a dental anaesthetic.’ Australian

			‘One of the world’s finest crime writers.’ The Times

			‘This bloke is world-class.’ Washington Post

			‘Peter Temple is an addiction. Read one book and you will want to read them all.’ Val McDermid

		

	
		
			About the Author

			Born in South Africa in 1946, peter temple is one of Australia’s most celebrated writers. His novels—among them the Jack Irish series, Truth, and The Broken Shore—have been published in more than twenty countries. He was the first Australian writer to win the UK Crime Writers’ Association Gold Dagger, and the first crime writer to win the Miles Franklin Literary Award. Peter Temple died on 8 March 2018.

			michael heyward is the publisher at Text Publishing.
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			A Charismatic Curmudgeon 

			Michael Heyward

			When Truth was published, in 2009, it capped off an extraordinary decade and a half of writing for Peter Temple. His first novel, Bad Debts, had come out in 1996 when he was about to turn fifty. Peter had arrived in Australia in 1979, after leaving his native South Africa at the height of apartheid. He had worked in journalism and academia in Sydney, Bathurst and Melbourne. He was and remained in love with Australia. ‘I’m Australian by rebirth,’ he once said. In 1989, with his wife Anita Rose-Innes and their son Nicholas, he decamped to Ballarat, ninety minutes west of Melbourne, and there he stayed, inevitably with a poodle or two at his feet.

			In the thirteen years after Bad Debts, Peter published nine novels and a range of stories. He wrote a screenplay, which was turned into the delightful telemovie Valentine’s Day. He turned out dozens of brilliant book reviews. By the time of his death, in March 2018, at the age of seventy-one, he was an internationally celebrated author, the first Australian to win the Gold Dagger in London, and the only crime writer to win the Miles Franklin.

			He was a late starter. Could he write fiction worth the candle? Bad Debts was set in Melbourne where Peter had lived for just a few years. Could he bring it to life in a novel? Here is its opening page. It’s the first time we hear the voice of Jack Irish:

			I found Edward Dollery, age forty-seven, defrocked accountant, big spender and dishonest person, living in a house rented in the name of Carol Pick. It was in a new brick-veneer suburb built on cow pasture east of the city, one of those strangely silent developments where the average age is twelve and you can feel the pressure of the mortgages on your skin.

			Eddie Dollery’s skin wasn’t looking good. He’d cut himself several times shaving and each nick was wearing a little red-centred rosette of toilet paper. The rest of Eddie, short, bloated, was wearing yesterday’s superfine cotton business shirt, striped, and scarlet pyjama pants, silk. The overall effect was not fetching.

			‘Yes?’ he said in the clipped tone of a man interrupted while on the line to Tokyo or Zurich or Milan. He had both hands behind his back, apparently holding up his pants.

			‘Marinara, right?’ I said, pointing to a small piece of hardened food attached to the pocket of his shirt.

			Eddie Dollery looked at my finger, and he looked in my eyes, and he knew. A small greyish probe of tongue came out to inspect his upper lip, disapproved and withdrew.

			A reader might grow old hunting about for the equal of that final paragraph. All of Peter Temple’s books are studded with diamonds cut like this. He wrote spare, audacious sentences that give shape to emotion, like poor Eddie Dollery’s fear, for which we hardly know whether to feel compassion or contempt. Pain, grief and melancholy course through Temple’s fiction, but there isn’t a page without sly humour or where the language doesn’t gleam. His heroes—Jack Irish, or Joe Cashin from The Broken Shore, damaged, wounded charmers—never lose their dry wit. When Jack Irish isn’t part of a scam at the track or planing aged walnut boards in Charlie Taub’s workshop, he listens to Mahler and breakfasts on anchovy toast, drinking tea from bone china. Some of Temple’s female readers discreetly inquired if it might be arranged for them to sleep with Jack Irish.

			Temple wrote four Jack Irish novels, and five standalone novels, including the international thriller In the Evil Day. It was The Broken Shore (2005) that made him famous and brought him the audience he deserved. It sold over 100,000 copies in Australia, and was published in more than twenty countries. Truth was darker and sadder, a long masterly bass note about the futility of things. When it won the Miles Franklin, Peter was astonished. He had already sent me a form guide describing each of the contenders as if they were horses at the barrier. He rated his own chances at 200/1: ‘Ancient country harness racer attempting new career. Should be a rule against this. No.’

			The Red Hand celebrates all these achievements: it includes a big chunk of an unfinished Jack Irish novel about an art scam, which we have called High Art, along with the best of his short fiction, some moving and entertaining reflections about his adopted country, a sample of his book reviews, especially of other crime writers, and the original screenplay of Valentine’s Day.

			It doesn’t include any of his emails, but Temple was a master of the form. From the time that we began publishing him at Text, in 2003, every day was spiced with the possibility that Temple was likely to email us, possibly repeatedly. If he did, the day instantly became more entertaining, or terrifying, or both. He emailed when he needed something, when he was bored, when he wanted to annoy me or to make me laugh.

			Like Jack Irish, Temple was a skilful debt collector. He had a gift for sending reminders about the folding stuff.

			Dear M: Concerning the money, how long is ASAP? So far, it’s a week. Of course, the matter could be lost inside the large bureaucracy you now command. Exactly how big is the Text Accounts Department? Best, Peter

			If that didn’t work, there were other equally inventive approaches:

			Dear M: Please send me a test e-mail. Try to say something interesting (such as why your cheque hasn’t arrived). Best, Peter

			And then there was the nuclear threat:

			Dear M: We need to talk. Or would you prefer Orange? Best, Peter

			I always preferred Agent Orange, a fop with a nose for cash and expensive booze who could never be reached on the phone and who inevitably emailed from a prone position on a superyacht moored somewhere off the coast of Mustique while being served margaritas by the improbably named Nurse Flagstaff. Orange was an unusual literary agent. He had only one client, and he liked to resolve matters, as he said, ‘at Sans Culotte over a few morsels and a bottle or two of a decent Romanée-Conti’. He was full of fabulous bullshit. He once chastised me for asking to read the new Peter Temple novel we were negotiating over:

			My dear Michael: I must confess to be flabbergasted at your wish to see an actual manuscript. I have not seen an actual manuscript since I sold Scotty’s Tender Is the Night to Scribner’s. Complete waste of time, reading manuscripts. Yours, Orange

			Nonetheless, Orange was certain his client was, as he claimed, ‘an authentic genius and more versatile than Mata Hari’. He was so much fun to talk to that I would string the negotiation out as long as possible, even when Orange was sulking, which he frequently did.

			My dear Michael: I trust you will not be offended if I say that my client is beginning to wonder if you have any staff left, and, more importantly, any money. Yours in disappointment, Orange

			For a man so languid, Orange was most alive to the fact that his author was in constant danger of being poached by rival publishers.

			My dear Michael: As your intelligence service will no doubt have reported to you, Peter has been importuned by two publishers suggesting quote fresh starts unquote. One of these rascals had the impertinence to say that my client was a proven publishing harlot and the only matter for discussion was price…As always, we send our warmest salutations and look forward to a frank exchange of lies. Yours, Orange

			But Orange was not entirely without principles. It would have been a breach of faith for him to accept an opening offer:

			My dear Michael: You find me in the last minutes before the flight to Mustique. Here the leaves have lost their grip, the ice is in the air, and I feel a strong sense of the ending of days. I have put your offer to my client and, my word, didn’t we chuckle. I look forward to a much improved second proposal. For some reason, other publishers think a new Temple is worth more. Yours, Orange

			And Orange disapproved of Temple negotiating directly with me, something we did by accident from time to time:

			My dear Michael: My client informs me that he has committed the sin of speaking directly to you on matters contractual. The silly man is engaged in self-flagellation even as I dictate this to my amanuensis. I cannot, of course, accept your ludicrous offer…But now it is time for the dip off one’s beach, followed by the pre-prandial jug of gin and lime, the light repast of grilled manta ray, and the nap-nap. Yours in boundless admiration, Orange

			After the deal was done, while Orange resumed his comatose condition, we could find other ways to entertain ourselves. When Stieg Larsson was selling squillions of copies, Peter and I wrote to each other for a while in fake Swedish. I asked him to write a novel in which a Swedish detective becomes lost in the Australian desert. I told him it would be an instant bestseller. Peter sent me the opening page of the novel I had commissioned:

			The sun was staring from the sky like a monstrous eye when Lars crossed the burning sand to the vehicle. He could not meet the savage gaze of the dog on the back. It appeared to be a cross between a pitbull and an Irish wolfhound and was tied to the rollbar with rusty barbed wire. It was chewing on the leg of a kangaroo. The kangaroo was making small sounds.

			‘Where ya flamin goin, ya bastard?’ said the driver. He was a huge man, wearing only a Speedo bathing costume. His entire body except for his head was covered with brown hair like coir. On his upper lip was tattooed F U C K.

			‘Darwin,’ said Lars. ‘I am going across the great Aussie outback to Darwin.’

			‘Fucken Darwin,’ said the man. ‘Fuck all in fucken Darwin, mate. Where ya fucken from, ya bastard?’

			‘I am from Sweden,’ said Lars. ‘I am Lars Holmsakort, a private investigator from Sweden.’

			‘Fucken Sweden, hey,’ said the man. ‘Fucken IKEA. Rootin this fucken sheila on the fucken table, the fucken legs fall off. Fuck fucken IKEA.’

			Peter invented Lars to entertain me but he was otherwise the harshest critic of his own writing. He loved complex plots and tortured himself trying to wrestle them into submission. ‘The fucking thing has about fifteen strands,’ he wrote to me about Truth. ‘I am like those Telstra men you see in holes by the roadside, except they look happy and they know what to do.’ Some of Peter’s journalism students still wear the scars of his insistence on craft. Editing him was like editing granite. He loathed it: ‘I have done all the corrections AND I DON’T WANT ANY MORE FUCKING EDITING.’

			He was curious and sceptical about everything. He gave the impression that he had networks of informers all over the place providing him with the inside story, a capacity he shared with Jack Irish. He had read everything. He was proud, shy, outrageously funny, a charismatic curmudgeon. Writers are sometimes plainer than their books, but Peter’s conversation could light up a room. He loved pushing relationships to their limits. ‘Michael: Are we breaking bread on Monday night or would you rather break my neck? Yours, Peter.’ He could be disarmingly generous and completely ruthless. He knew how to parse both a sentence and a society. He brought the sensibility of a poet to the demands of the crime novel. His incomparable ear gave us dialogue that is a brutal celebration of the way we speak. So much of The Red Hand reveals his endless facination with Australian speech.

			When we sold his novels to FSG in the US, the American publisher asked him to write glossaries to unlock his Australian idioms. Peter relished this assignment, and I have included them in The Red Hand. Defining ‘sanger’ he wrote, ‘Sandwiches. Someone who fancied a chicken sausage sandwich could ask for a chook snag sanger.’ Trackies, he wrote, are ‘tracksuits, two-piece garments once worn only by people engaged in athletic pursuits, now worn by people who wish they had.’

			Peter wanted to write a sequel to Truth and to write his fifth Jack Irish novel, but the books eluded him. He became an even more merciless critic of his own work. He worried that he had run out of things to say. He would write a draft, reread it, report to me how awful it was, and throw it away. It would have been unacceptable to submit a novel to his publisher which might fall short. His failure to produce another novel after Truth was the price he was prepared to pay for writing books that mattered so much. But if he was tormented by the prospect of a new manuscript it was always entertaining to torment his publisher too. He once emailed me to say that a manuscript was on the way only to send a message the next day headed ‘False Dawn’. 

			He heard us and saw us, our lies, our loves, our corruption and our kindness. His novels will be required reading for historians of Melbourne. He wrote about the city from the inside out: its football, its racetracks, its cafes and back lanes, its bent politicians and shonky property developers. He wrote again and again about men, pummelled by life, for whom humour, carpentry, horse racing and other diversions make the sadness bearable. He caught the signature accents of friendship between men, often separated by culture or race, survivors staring down their grief and rage. This is what connects Jack Irish with a character like the swaggie Rebb from The Broken Shore, a man who would otherwise be invisible in our society.

			After he won the Miles Franklin, and had been given the award at a dinner in Sydney, the Text contingent flew back to Melbourne together. Our sales and marketing director, Kirsty Wilson, always a great champion of Peter’s work, let the flight crew know that the winner of the Miles was on board. As we began our descent, the captain announced Peter’s triumph over the PA and offered his congratulations. Our fellow passengers burst into cheering and applause. It was a wonderful moment. Peter pretended to be horrified but got off the plane with a secret half-smile, his response to the folly of things, which is how I remember him.

			From High Art, an unfinished Jack Irish novel

			Joe Mirvic made many marks on society, all of the kind that grew scar tissue.

			Now tiny creatures—ants, mosquitos, wasps, worms, and a species of tiny caterpillar with bulbous eyes and scissor-like jaws—were making marks on Joe.

			They covered his bloated stomach, the greying chest thicket, his throat and face. They were exploring Joe’s eyes, ears and his shaven head.

			And birds were standing around. They had been pecking at him. One expected more of birds.

			Joe was becoming part of the forest floor, of the rainforest ecology, a contributor to the great chain of being. It was a wonderful setting for him finally to be of some value—a valley full of birdsong with two quicksilver creeks sliding over pebbles, bickering when they merged and vanished into the greenery.

			After weeks of looking for Joe, a tip-off sent me to this place. In the shack, I found a gas-bottle lamp, a sleeping bag, dirty clothes, empty vodka bottles, stale bread, and milk cartons with recent use-by dates.

			I wandered around for a while and was about to leave when I saw the big black ants.

			Ants on the march, ants disciplined as legionnaires, led me to the body.

			I had no doubt that it was Joe, but certainty required a sight of his left hand.

			Denise Coogan, a brothel queen, had positioned a square whisky glass on the fingers of Joe’s left hand and stamped on it with her Italian boot. This made Joe’s four fingers all the same length as the pinky.

			Denise was known for going too far. Nuded-up, she weighed in at 110 kilograms. Simply placing the weight of a leg and a shuddery sofa-buttoned buttock on the glass would have amputated Joe’s digits.

			The hand was now covered in tiny feeders. I found a fallen piece of the rainforest, possibly a limb of quandong or the rarer birrabindi, and used it to beat off the creatures.

			Bad news for my client’s client.

			Joe wouldn’t be providing alibis for anyone.

			I swatted the insects from his mighty stomach. Now I could see what looked like both exit and entrance wounds. Shot in the back, then turned over and shot three or four times in the chest.

			More overkill, but it couldn’t be Denise because her work on Joe’s hand caused him to have her sailor-tossed off a sixteen-storey building.

			Time to go home.

			I took the swatting branch with me. It would harbour bits of my sweat and serve only to confuse the forensic geniuses who had Joe in their future.

			Low gear all the way, I drove the Falcon out of the valley, grinding up the steep and winding road to the junction on the spine of the mountain. You could see the sea from here, the tower blocks at the water’s edge and the houses packed in behind them. Soon everyone would live at the sea in Chinese subdivisions and Chinese peasants would farm the outback.

			Near Brisbane, I stopped at a service station and rang the number.

			‘Helloo,’ said a man.

			I could hear the clicking of pool balls, coarse laughter.

			I asked for Collo.

			‘Which Collo, mate?’

			‘Pigtail and missing front tooth.’

			‘Mate, mate, that’s all the Collos.’

			‘Spider tatt on his forehead. Dead centre.’

			‘Narrows it. And you are?’

			‘Jeremy. Try Jeremy.’

			He shouted, ‘Collo, darling, it’s a Jeremy. Know any Jeremys, doll?’

			I listened to laughter and rude words while I watched a man shouting at two small boys trying to kill each other in the back seat of a station wagon.

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Jack. The car.’

			‘How’d it go?’

			‘Top machine. Purrs.’

			‘Done with it then?’

			‘Dusted.’

			‘Back where you got it,’ he said. ‘Ticket on the seat, lock up. Chuck the key down a drain. Got lots of keys.’

			I did as I was told, walked three blocks from the parking garage, caught a cab to the airport. All the way, the driver, who told me he was from Pakistan, lectured on the superiority of Queensland to all other states and territories.

			‘Been to them all?’ I said.

			‘Virtually. But not necessarily.’

			At the airport, I loitered until a public telephone became vacant.

			Wootton answered the third number dialled.

			‘This matter is concluded,’ I said.

			‘You’re sure?’

			I’d endured more privations than Scott in his polar stupidity.

			‘No, I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘It’s all conjecture and surmise. Wild fucking guesses.’

			‘Steady on, old boot,’ said Wootton. ‘You may have gone troppo. This news will make someone very happy.’

			An ancient woman in combat gear was staring at me, willing me to finish.

			I stared back. Why couldn’t she use a mobile? Public telephones were for people with something to hide.

			‘Happy, Cyril?’ I said. ‘I thought this prick was needed to pull the sword out of the stone?’

			‘Perhaps I didn’t spell it out in block letters.’

			I engaged in eye-combat with the whippet-thin woman.

			‘I’ll be around, Cyril,’ I said. ‘My plan is to make someone very unhappy. It’s you, you prick.’

			I flew home on the 4.10pm, mercifully between mealtimes, spared the choice between two kinds of tasteless and soggy-bottomed Qantas rolls.

			‘No knock, no nothing,’ said Charlie Taub. ‘She walks around like it’s a shop. She touches.’

			Silence.

			Charlie was applying his own-brand sanding sealer to the top of a hall table, dabbing a huge index finger into a Chinese takeaway container, rubbing the substance into the wood. Applying too much sealer meant scraping it off later, a skill in itself and a complete waste of time. I was permanently excused from the humble task of the sealing before the sanding.

			‘I’m astonished you saw her do that,’ I said. ‘You being crouched and holding your breath behind the chisel cabinet.’

			I was in the armchair, bottom almost touching the floor, trying to make sense of a drawing Charlie had done for me. It was hard to get him to commit anything to paper and when he did it was on anything to hand—old envelopes, strips torn off the Age, the chests of young women in the lingerie catalogues that came through the letterbox. He also wrote notes no Enigma codebreakers could have deciphered. Had Charlie been running German codes in World War Two, the whole world would be eating raw fugu fish on Bavarian-style pickled cabbage.

			‘A kitchen,’ said Charlie. ‘That’s what she wants.’

			‘At the heart of family life, the kitchen.’ It was easy to drowse, sitting close to the stove burning the fragrant offcuts of priceless timbers from the store in the roof.

			‘This looks like a place makes a kitchen?’ said Charlie.

			‘Well, it could be a kitchen for all the generations to come,’ I said. ‘Ancient craft skills applied to two-thousand-year-old timbers. Why not?’

			Charlie gazed at me from under his yak eyebrows, head skewed, making it clear that he too feared what the tropics had done to my mental stability. ‘Wasted,’ he said. ‘All my time wasted.’

			He went back to rubbing.

			‘I think we should move to computer-aided design,’ I said. ‘Streamline this operation.’

			‘Going bang soon.’

			‘What?’

			Charlie waved a huge hand. ‘The Michaelatos grandson was here. Not a Greek to notice the boy. Red hair like that Kerry was on the ABC. I miss that Kerry.’

			‘What’s he want?’

			‘A nice boy. You could learn manners from him.’

			‘I’m sure it was like a heavenly visitation.’

			‘Just a visit. He didn’t touch.’

			‘That’s the test now? The touch test. What possible harm could anyone do by touching anything in here? Except to themselves.’

			Charlie was rubbing sealer into the grain, gentle movements. ‘You never touched,’ he said. ‘That’s why I let you bother me. A big mistake.’

			‘What’s he want to talk about?’

			‘Superannuation. An expert.’

			‘Your superannuation?’

			‘Who else?’

			‘Charlie, you don’t need super,’ I said. ‘You’re not going to retire. What would you do? Drive the family mad?’

			‘I could retire, play bowls.’ He snapped huge fingers. ‘Club champion, just like that.’

			‘Rubbish,’ I said. ‘You play bowls now when you should be working. Anyway, it’s about sixty years too late to start super.’

			‘That’s why it’s time. Before it goes bang.’

			I had a feeling about the Michaelatos’ grandson and the imminent bang. I rose from my ground-zero position with difficulty, approached the grain-sealing operation. ‘What’s his name, the grandson?’

			‘James.’

			‘I know him. He calls himself Jamie Michaels.’

			‘Why you looking at me?’ said Charlie. ‘Do some work. Sit around here, you should be doing your profession. Wasted your father’s money.’

			‘My father didn’t have any money. What’s Jamie want you to do?’

			Charlie found something interesting in the patch of wood he was rubbing, perhaps a grain aberration, a lovely whorl, a twirl. He lowered his head to study it. ‘Feed the stove,’ he said. ‘Freezing in here.’

			‘Jamie’s got a plan, hasn’t he?’

			‘Partnership,’ said Charlie. ‘Co-developers. Cost me nothing.’

			‘Just the building,’ I said. ‘You put in the building. Is that right?’

			‘Old building. Falling down. Roof leaks.’

			‘It’s not falling down. Triple brick. The roof doesn’t leak. I risked my life fixing the roof. I went up there in the rain, in a gale-force wind. I had to attach myself to the chimney with a rope.’

			Charlie sighed, a sad deflating sound.

			‘Jamie wants to build something, does he?’ I said.

			‘Jack, the family. Property goes bang, what’s to leave? Like the Depression. Loaf bread, you need a basket of money.’

			‘Charlie, forget about property going bang, decent bread already costs a basket of money and the family’s doing very nicely. They need nothing from you. I wish I’d married Gus when she proposed to me.’

			Proposed was probably an overstatement. She had certainly looked at me in an appraising way.

			‘Jamie doesn’t give a damn about your super, Charlie,’ I said. ‘He wants to make a lot of money out of you.’

			The doubting look.

			‘And that retirement rubbish, Charlie,’ I said. ‘You hum all day. You whistle. I have to drag you out at night. That’s work?’

			‘Well,’ said Charlie, changing tack, ‘maybe it’s for you I’m whistling. You don’t smile anymore. Maybe it’s time you retire from looking for rubbish people.’

			‘This place open for business?’

			In the doorway, against the light, Cameron Delray.

			‘The gambler,’ said Charlie. ‘At least he doesn’t want a kitchen.’

			‘Brought some food,’ said Cam. ‘You eat lunch here? Stop the assembly line?’

			‘What kind of lunch?’ said Charlie.

			‘Could be corned beef, gherkins and mustard. Could be on sourdough rye, bit of lettuce.’

			Charlie said, ‘You’re a good boy, Cam. For a gambler. Let me wash my hands.’

			When he was gone, Cam said, ‘You’re scarce.’

			‘Been up north, studying the insect life eating dead people.’

			‘Dead people up there deserve to be eaten. Big man’s going to NZed tonight. Know where that is?’

			‘Can I ask the audience?’

			‘Free?’

			‘I have to kill Cyril. After that I’m free. Never be freer.’

			‘Robby Ross come to me through a bloke called Len Morton,’ said Harry Strang. ‘Long ago, just findin the feet again then. Forgot I had em for a while. Nice bloke, Len, a bit like Cam here. Born with the eye. Foaled, really.’

			Cam nodded in a musing way, didn’t look up from the breeder porn he was reading, a compendium of thoroughbred bloodlines.

			We were above the planet in a twelve-seater jet, no sense of movement.

			The door ahead slid and a man in a dark suit, neat hair, white shirt and a striped tie took the two paces.

			‘Sixty-two minutes to landing, gentlemen. Dinner will be served in a few minutes. It’s what you had last time. The Crawford River sirloin, rare with sour-cream and wasabi sauce.’

			‘Bring it on,’ said Cam.

			‘We’ve taken the liberty of accompanying it with potatoes dauphinoise and minted peas, Mr Strang.’

			‘A memory on you,’ said Harry. ‘Got that frog bread?’

			Derek said, ‘Unfortunately the Paris flight was late, so we’ve substituted a local loaf for the Poilâne. Made by a Frenchman, though. Out of the oven four hours ago and now digestible.’

			‘A substitute?’ I said. ‘Well, I don’t know.’

			‘I can handle a local loaf,’ said Cam. ‘Loaf anywhere, really.’

			The steward smiled at Cam. ‘As for wine, sir,’ he said to Harry. ‘Perhaps the 2001 Cullen Diana Madeline? Mr Ross’s favourite Australian.’

			‘An open mind, Robby,’ said Harry. ‘That’ll do nicely, Derek.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’

			‘Robby Ross owns this?’ I said.

			‘A syndicate,’ said Harry. ‘They’ve got a quid.’

			He moved his shoulders inside his houndstooth jacket, looked at the roof. ‘We’ll have the crayfish goin home. The fisherman brings em to the plane, the buggers crawl on board.’

			Fifty-nine minutes later, the jet touched earth with no bigger bump than a car crossing a cattlegrid, the impact scarcely agitated the last of the silken Diana Madeline in my glass. The brakes howled briefly, our upper bodies were pushed into the red leather armchairs.

			‘Good driver,’ said Harry.

			I watched the airport lights stream by. Derek appeared. ‘Customs aboard shortly, gentlemen.’

			We taxied to a spot well away from the terminal. Inside two minutes, Derek ushered in a man in a blue uniform carrying an electronic device. ‘Good evening,’ he said. ‘Welcome to New Zealand. If I could see your passports.’

			He placed each one face down on his machine for a second, then stamped it with an old-fashioned rubber stamp. ‘Enjoy your stay,’ he said and left.

			‘The transport awaits, gentlemen,’ said Derek. ‘Your luggage has been loaded. We look forward to flying you home tomorrow.’

			A helicopter, a Bell, was parked a hundred metres away. I got the seat next to the pilot. Like many helicopter pilots, he was a big man and a gum chewer.

			‘G’day,’ he said. He was Australian. ‘Name’s Geoff. Pity you won’t be able to see the scenery. The sheep.’

			We rose, the city opening beneath us. Geoff pointed out the landmarks. We followed a four-lane highway for a while, then veered left, the suburban lights thinned and the world below was dark, just a farmhouse here, a one-street hamlet there.

			‘Not many people,’ I said.

			Geoff nodded, chewing. ‘Bit like the Ghan,’ he said. ‘Only the sheepshaggers here don’t try to take you out with old SAM-7s.’

			That was all he said until, twenty-five minutes later, he flicked switches, spoke into his throat mike. A long way off, a small glowing disc appeared in the black world. As we got closer, you could see the lights of what looked like a village and the glassy glint of moonlight on a lake.

			It was just after midnight when the helicopter settled on the pad like a mother’s hand. A Land Rover drove up and a young man got out, had his long hair blown about.

			‘Enjoy,’ said Geoff. ‘Robby’s a serious host.’

			The young man’s red woollen jacket had Ross Estates embroidered above the breast pocket. ‘I’m Murray,’ he said. ‘Hop in. I’ll get the bags.’

			It was a three-minute drive up a hill and down a dirt road between vineyard posts and into a complex of buildings, brick and wood, some joined by passages, some by covered walkways, some independent.

			‘What’s this?’ said Cam. ‘He’s got his own town?’

			The driver laughed.

			‘A lot of friends,’ said Harry. ‘He doesn’t like to turn anyone away.’

			Robby Ross met us at the front door. He was a tall man, ski-tanned, broken nose, full head of grey hair cropped close and eyebrows left to go wild. ‘Harry Strang,’ he said. ‘Come here, I want to kiss you.’

			‘Steady on, Rob,’ said Harry. ‘Haven’t told me mum about us yet.’

			They embraced. Harry was tall for a jockey but it was not a meeting of equals, not by half a metre.

			‘Cameron Delray,’ said Harry.

			They shook hands.

			‘Cam’s got the eye,’ said Harry.

			‘Stay as long as you like, Cam,’ said Robby. ‘In the President’s Suite.’

			Harry pointed at me.

			‘Jack Irish, the travellin lawyer.’

			‘Rather travel with a rattlesnake. But nice to meet you, Jack.’

			We went into a room the size of a small parking lot, two storeys high, a fieldstone fireplace with an ox-size hearth. There were animal heads on all the walls: elephant, tiger, lion, cheetah, puma, leopard, buffalo, rhino, stag, moose, antelopes of all sizes, hyena, wild dog. On the floor near the entrance doors stood a man, head back, wrapped in a python.

			I went closer. The man’s mouth was open in agony, gold teeth glinted within.

			‘Dennis McGirr, bookie,’ said Robby. ‘Owes me a million and a half, he goes under, the bastard.’

			I looked up at the nearest animal, the buffalo. Something wasn’t quite right. It was smiling and winking, one large grey buffalo eyelid drooping. I looked at the elephant. It was smoking a cigarette. The wild dog had a collar and a licence disk and a small teddy bear in its mouth. The tiger had caught a bullet between its teeth. In its left eye, the lion was wearing a monocle.

			‘Job lot bought in Scotland,’ said Robby. ‘Got a film bloke to work them up for me. People come in here, give me the look. Animal killer. Never killed anything bar ducks. And fish. They don’t count. Jesus was a killer. Killer of fish. Fisher of men.’

			‘Speakin of fishin,’ said Harry.

			‘Let’s go next door,’ said Robby.

			We went into a rough-plastered white room that could have been the snug of the pub in The Quiet Man. Robby opened a humidor.

			Harry and Cam took Havanas from the humidor. I ached. It was like saying no to going upstairs with the prima ballerina of the Ballet Rambert.

			Robby handed out balloon glasses. He used a silver instrument to draw the cork of a bottle of cognac and poured. I saw the ancient label and the pain of refusing a cigar receded a small distance.

			We talked about the affairs of the world, got around to racing. Then Robby said, ‘It’s about Prince Gustav.’

			‘I thought it might be,’ said Harry. 

			Robby’s horse Prince Gustav was a million-dollar stayer from Germany. He qualified for the Melbourne Cup by winning the Australasian Stayers Challenge, taking out the Wellington Cup, the Auckland Cup and the Metropolitan Handicap. Then, two days before the Geelong Cup, the last step in his preparation for the big one, he was found dead in his stable at Tower Run, a horse property on the Bellarine Peninsula.

			‘Got the reports,’ said Robby. ‘Not easily. All they say is heart failure.’

			‘Well,’ said Harry. ‘Not unknown.’

			Robby took on a look not unlike that of the stuffed buffalo. ‘What brought it on is bloody well unknown. Perfectly healthy horse has a heart attack in his stable.’

			Harry blew Cohiba smoke my way.

			‘Given something, Robbo?’ he said. ‘Unknown substance? Thought you boys were the experts on them? Such as the Blue Magic.’

			‘Just because New Zealand is Australia’s brain,’ said Robby, ‘you shouldn’t think we know everything. I want you to find the bastards killed my lovely horse. Then I’ll deal with them myself.’

			Harry studied his cigar. The ash was five millimetres too short to tap off.

			‘More and more bad people around racin these days,’ he said. ‘Don’t know that we can help here.’

			‘Harry, I don’t care what it costs. Nobody does this to me.’

			We sat in silence.

			‘What’s your Melbourne associate say?’ said Harry.

			‘He ruled out the obvious. He’s shit-scared, I reckon. I’ve been in the hands of your racing idiots. Ex-cops, I gather. Probably still on the take. Of course, the brass want the whole thing to go away.’

			‘Trying to protect racing’s good name.’

			‘In Oz? Are you mad? What good name is that?’

			‘Being so hard on us, Robbo,’ said Harry. ‘Handle the bettin yourself?’

			Robbo closed his eyes. ‘I know I should have come to you, Harry. I wanted to but bloody Gavin Roxley talked me out of it. How’d you think I feel now sitting here asking you for help? Like a proper arse, that’s how I feel.’

			‘Don’t feel too bad,’ said Harry. ‘I’d have turned you down.’

			The discussion continued. After a while, I wilted. A stern woman in a tweed suit showed me to my quarters.

			‘There’s a button next to the lamp,’ she said. ‘Ring if you need anything within reason. There’s freshly ground coffee in the kitchen. Goodnight, Mr Irish.’

			‘Goodnight, matron,’ I said.

			I slept in silk sheets on a bed that held me as if it cared, woke in the dark, in peace. At first gleaming, I rose, showered, clothed myself. In the kitchen, I filtered coffee, Lost Horizon, by the aroma.

			I took the brew onto the verandah and looked upon a world lost in mist. In minutes, the dawn sawtoothed a high eastern range, then the lake below showed itself in dull-silver glints. Soon I could see vines all around. They followed the contours of the slopes, going over the hills to God knows where.

			Cam came out in a white bathrobe, carrying a cup and saucer. He took the chair beside me.

			‘Up early,’ he said. ‘Didn’t know that about you.’

			‘Only had to ask. First decent sleep for weeks. So what about this?’

			‘That snake crushing the bookie,’ said Cam. ‘Harry told me when he was a boy of fifteen, on his first decent chance in the bush, a bloke offered him a sling to pull the horse. He said, won. They come back to find his dad’s ute got four flats, the dog’s baited. Dog on a chain on the tray. Dying.’

			In the lightening day, the vine leaves were darkest green. The nearest were a few metres away, grapes in small, tight bunches.

			‘What did they do?’

			Cam yawned, stretched arms, scratched his scalp with both hands. ‘Next meeting, the book’s putting his bag in the boot, two brown snakes come up to greet him.’

			‘Nothing faster than a brown.’

			‘Bookie. A bookie’s faster. But not fast enough.’

			I went inside and filtered more coffee. Harry came in wrapped in fluffy white towelling, tiny bare feet.

			‘Jack,’ he said. ‘I smelled the coffee in me dream.’

			We sat outside, in a row.

			‘Nice place,’ said Harry. ‘The boy tells me twenty million’s gone in and it’s down to losin thirty bucks on every bottle of wine.’

			‘I can feel his pain,’ I said.

			‘Give the school away at fourteen, Robby,’ said Harry. ‘Dad was a postie, calves on him like footballs from riding the pushbike up the steep bits.’

			He sipped, sighed, looked into the cup. ‘Decent drop this, get the sugar in. Robby was in pubs, buyin and sellin. Then it was the junk food, early in there with the Yanks, sellin the pizzas, the hamburgers. Didn’t put a hoof wrong in the junk. Now it’s your hotels, your resorts, everything.’

			Silence.

			I became aware of an eerie trilling, at the edge of hearing.

			‘What’s that sound?’

			‘Weird,’ said Cam.

			‘Horses and boats,’ said Harry. ‘When your usual idiot’s got the mansion, the cars, the boat, the horses, he wants to breed his own winners. No idea what they’re gettin into. Robby’s too smart for that.’

			A man and a large dog were in the vineyard. The pecking fowls ignored them.

			‘Huntaway,’ said Cam.

			‘What?’

			‘The dog.’

			The man set off between rows. Here and there, he picked grapes, eating some, doing something to others.

			‘What’s he doing?’ I said.

			‘Measuring sugar,’ said Cam.

			‘How do you know that?’

			‘Everyone knows that. Deciding when to pick. It’s late for vintage here. Probably the riesling.’

			‘Toiled in the vineyard, have you?’

			‘Worked for the mafia, yes. Nice blokes some of em.’

			‘Probably led astray by the bigger boys,’ I said.

			In silence, we watched the man going down the row. He looked up and waved. We responded.

			‘Rob’s narked by what happened to his horse,’ said Harry.

			‘Hard to miss that,’ I said.

			‘Don’t know we can do anything,’ Cam said.

			‘No,’ said Harry. ‘So I’ll tell him you boys aren’t keen.’

			A phone rang. Cam went in, came out again.

			‘Breakfast in twenty,’ he said loudly.

			Harry rubbed his hands. ‘Best bacon-and-eggs on earth comin up. Eggs from those chooks down there. The man’s got pigs eat acorns.’

			‘So far to come for acorn bacon,’ I said. ‘We could ask around about the horse, I suppose. Provided Robby’s serious about unlimited money.’

			Harry looked at Cam, who nodded.

			Harry rose, put hands on our shoulders. ‘Good boys. It’ll be worth it, I promise you. Won’t hurt either if some bastards get a kick up the arse.’

			Just after dark, Cam dropped me at the old boot factory. The park was empty and the inner city had lowered its volume for a few seconds, one of the strange moments in the day when all the traffic lights seemed to be on red, when no one hooted, when all the trains stood silent in the stations.

			Perhaps the traffic control system had blown a fuse, perhaps the trains had broken down in the stations. This was Melbourne after all.

			Then, from the direction of Hoddle Street, there was the vicious squeal-snarl of a car burning rubber, probably a carjacking by a group of unreconstructed Sudanese boy soldiers armed with machetes on their way to rob a jewellery shop.

			Semper aliquid novi Africam adferre.

			I went upstairs, unlocked the front door and the sight of my accommodation produced a caress of distaste—this was the penalty for spending time in the abodes of the extremely rich. Furnishings that had seemed so clubby and comfortable on my return from Queensland now looked mouldy and sad, all the pictures askew, the feeling of dust in the air.

			I did not want to eat rich food again, ever. What I needed was a glass of pineapple juice followed by raw oats soaked in cold milk.

			But what I was going to have was a slow bottle of Cooper’s Pale Ale and, in time, a toasted cheese sandwich, perhaps two, just bread and cheese, squeezed flat enough to mark the place in a book.

			There were ten messages on the machine. Never again would I put off listening to messages. The first was from Linda Hillier in London. The following eight included three from clients with trouble understanding the slow peacock dance of the law, one from my sister, who understood my dancing perfectly, one from a woman who said, ‘It’s Lyndall, Jack, I’ll try again’, one from a man who said, ‘Oh, fuck’, one from a man who cleared his throat horribly and hung up, one from Andrew Greer, my former partner-at-law, and one from Kevin Trapaga, mechanic, who thought my Studebaker Hawk Lark needed a 1200-kilometre test drive to the architectural hot spot of Merimbula.

			The last message was again from Linda. She said:

			Listen, sunshine, your window is now the size of a stamp. Ring any time, night and day. We never sleep. Unless exhausted by the demands of pale unwashed Englishmen. At least I think they’re men.

			I fetched the Cooper’s from the fridge. What was the time in London? Mid-morning? She did evening drive-time, she could be at home getting ready, reading the papers, two television sets and two radios on. I could see the telephone on the table in the deep dormer window. I had often sat there, reading, listening to Linda on the radio, looking at the square below, the Bulgarian, Estonian and Australian nannies walking their babies, pausing to exchange universal nanny-whinges.

			The phone rang.

			‘Jack Irish.’

			‘This is London calling.’

			‘Is that Jack London? In the frozen north? Do I hear a dog barking?’

			‘The dogs are barking, the bells are tolling, the eagle’s screaming, the competition’s offered to double my salary, a two-year contract, a flat in Chelsea and, take special note here, a golden hello of fifty thousand pounds. How’s that?’

			‘Tell them to get back to you when they’re serious.’

			‘I think you should get your arse over here,’ she said. ‘These barrow boys are willing to put you on the payroll.’

			‘Only if I can do the shortwave Falkland Islands talkback. Advice for those in unhappy sheep relationships.’

			‘I fought for that. But it’s researcher stroke legal advisor. Working ex-office, as in bathtub in Chelsea, at local pub, at Ladbroke’s. Then you convey your findings to me in circumstances of our own choosing.’

			My gaze had found a high corner of the room and a small spider beginning to rappel down a cliff of air. ‘People will say the boyfriend’s on the payroll. Doing sweet buggerall.’

			‘Of course they’ll say that. What does it matter? If you don’t want the job, I’ll put the golden hello in your account, you can give it back some time, you can give it to Oxfam, you can piss it against a wall. I don’t care.’

			Why not?

			I took a deep breath. ‘I’m flattered,’ I said. ‘But I’ve got some things on the go.’

			‘Jack,’ she said, ‘in my halting and stammering way, I’m saying I’d like us to be together.’

			I said, ‘Ditto. But I can’t just walk away.’

			Linda sighed. ‘Can you ask Cam if he’d like the gig? I’ve always felt the chemistry between us.’

			‘Feeling chemistry is enough. Give me a month.’

			‘Max. Then it’s eurotrash by the six-pack.’

			We talked about other things, laughed, both a bit hollow, said goodbye.

			The tiny spider was going up now, going home to the cornice. I finished the beer, fetched another bottle, and lay on the old leather sofa, feet on the arm, head on a cushion. I listened to the sounds of the reawakened city, an annoyed toothy, snarling creature. Then I put on the television and a world of pain, grief, hatred and inconsequential rubbish was presented to me.

			The impulse came.

			Ring Linda back. Say I’d be there in two weeks. The worst of winter was over in England. In the spring, we could go to Linda’s friend’s house on the river in Devon, we could go walking in Wales.

			And we could go to Paris.

			We could take the top-floor rooms in the battered Hotel Wagram, sleep late, breakfast on croissants and coffee with the papers. Then we’d walk, look at paintings we’d seen before, walk some more, eat lunch in the less-smart places, test the Wagram mattress, nap, read, go out to listen to music and eat and drink, go to bed and plan how to do the same things again, only better.

			Was there more to life?

			Probably not, but I did know that in the times of indolence and hedonism, I often caught Linda glassy-eyed, saw her write quickly in her notebook, make excuses for catching the television news. And then there were the mobile calls, coming and going, six or seven to the hour.

			Linda was paid a fortune to do her job. I would be a bystander, an idler, a person without task or purpose, without a single useful thing to do. Not so much a mature toyboy as a faithful old teddy with a piece of ear missing from the time the dog got excited.

			Thank you, but no.

			Food.

			I had the ancient bread, I had the dehydrated cheese, I had the power to fuse them irrevocably.

			The phone rang. I said my name.

			‘Jack, mate, caught you. Barry Chilvers.’

			‘You’re Oh, fuck, aren’t you?’

			‘Hate leaving messages, I can’t do it.’

			Barry taught constitutional law at Melbourne University. He should have been a professor but he didn’t publish enough. It was remarkable that he published anything at all because, as the years passed, he came to see the shadow of the Gulag in every imprisoning of a parking ticket behind a windscreen wiper.

			‘People could be listening,’ I said.

			Barry coughed. ‘Some advice on a property law matter needed. A lease a friend of mine wants to enter into. No use asking anyone around here. Not rarefied enough, not a summit-of-Everest property law matter. A foothills matter, a bump.’

			‘I am,’ I said, ‘the master of the lower levels of the leasing landscape, of the merest undulations.’

			‘Coffee tomorrow? What time?’

			I gave it some thought. ‘Seven-thirty,’ I said. ‘That’s in the pre-noon part of the day.’

			A groan. ‘Jesus, Jack, have a heart.’

			‘Seven-thirty,’ I said, ‘is your pinhole of opportunity. Pinprick.’

			In the night, I woke and listened to the city, the pricks, dabs and smears of sound, and I thought about the voice on the phone:

			It’s Lyndall, Jack, I’ll try again.

			After three years of silence.

			Two pieces of dirty plywood had replaced the plate-glass window of Enzio’s in Brunswick Street. It was not a look that would encourage passers-by to pop in.

			From the service hatch, Enzio saw me enter. I scarcely had time to nod to Bruno the Silent and sit down in the dim and near-empty room when Enzio was standing over me.

			‘Where you been?’ he said, deep frown lines. ‘Not at the office, not at home.’

			‘I’ve been travelling. Eating in smart places where the cooks shave as often as twice a week.’

			Enzio put a hand to his chin and took on the startled look of a man who sees in a bathroom mirror that he has grown a full beard overnight. He recovered quickly, sat down.

			‘Listen, Jack,’ he said, ‘There’s a phone before yesterday, they tell Carmel to call me, it’s business. I think it’s the wine reps, no, it’s this bloke. He says they can give me twenty-four-hour security.’

			‘I’m meeting someone here in half an hour,’ I said. ‘I thought I might eat first.’

			Enzio waved his hands. ‘Fuck eating,’ he said. ‘I said I got the alarms, I got the insurance. He says, no, no, we can save your whole business, we can make sure you still got a business. And he laughs, the cunt.’

			A tall woman came in, a serious face, strong dark hair finger-combed, light topcoat: dressed for Paris in the spring. She looked around and our eyes met. For an instant, she thought she knew me. I wished that she did.

			Enzio lowered his voice. ‘I’m lookin out the window, Jack, I’m lookin across the road, I see two blokes in a black Beemer, the driver, he’s on the phone, he’s lookin at me. The other one, he look too. I remember him, fat bastard, no hair, no ears. Like a wrestler.’

			‘Remember him?’

			‘They sit over there,’ said Enzio, pointing at the corner near the door. ‘The thin cunt, for him scrambled eggs too soft, sausages got no taste, he doesn’t want pesto on the tomatoes. Plus he wants more fucking toast.’

			I said, ‘I don’t think we should dismiss this man’s legitimate concerns out of hand.’

			‘Jack, on the phone he says four hundred a week. Cash.’

			Another customer came in, a person known to me and to the arson squad, he would not be daunted by the bombsite appearance of the place. Now there were six paying people on site. Alana, the confident new recruit, was taking orders.

			She could take but could she deliver?

			‘What did you say?’ I said.

			‘What you think I say? Fuckoff, that’s what I say.’

			‘Right. They did this that night?’

			‘A piece of pipe.’ He made a circle with finger and thumb. ‘I kill them.’

			‘What do the cops say?’

			‘They say nothing. Like it’s bad luck, like a storm broke my window. Hailstones.’

			‘You told them about these blokes?’

			Enzio didn’t want to look at me, he was glowering at the plywood. ‘Can’t get glass till this afternoon,’ he said.

			‘You told the cops?’

			‘What for? Could be the cops.’

			‘Enzio,’ I said. ‘Don’t be a prick. You report crimes. You put crimes on record. You can tell them what the men look like. Chances are they’ve got form like Black Caviar. You don’t tell the cops, these blokes are laughing. They think you’re too scared to tell the cops.’

			Enzio stared at me, narrow eyes, raised a hand and tried to find some hairs to run his thick fingers through. ‘Scared? I show them fucking scared.’

			‘Report this to the cops,’ I said. ‘That’s my advice. Do you want my advice, Enzio?’

			‘Jack, to talk to cops, I don’t, I’m not…no. You can do the insurance for me?’

			In dealing with some clients, there is a moment when the legal practitioner must encourage them to reflect on why they have sought professional advice rather than relying on, say, the judgement of their friend’s sister, who once heard a caller talk about a similar matter on the radio. This seemed to me to be the time for this approach.

			‘Enzio,’ I said, ‘make an appointment to see me. Ring my answering machine. And now, my breakfast order is smoked trout on toast, that’s newly depackaged trout, one grilled tomato, that’s halves of the same tomato, not fried in old bacon fat but grilled, with olive oil and a pinch of sugar and no pesto. Plus another slice of toast, warm toast, if the food-preparation technology makes that possible. And with it all some butter. And a tablespoon of Vegemite, that’s not a one-teaspoon plastic container but a tablespoon from a bottle of Vegemite.’

			Unhappy, Enzio went to the galley. The food came in ten minutes flat, prepared as specified, which gave me time to eat in peace and read the small section of the Age mini-newspaper that contained actual news of events. 

			Barry Chilvers arrived when I had moved on to a story in one of the lifestyle sections about a course for business executives offered by two bondage professionals. He was wearing a mouldy op-shop suit and carrying a briefcase tied up with rope. The ensemble was topped off by a Fitzroy Football Club beanie, now collectible.

			He put the briefcase on a chair, looked around through smudged glasses, removed the headgear. This revealed a severe, self-inflicted haircut. The overall effect was homeless recovering-alcoholic.

			‘Jesus, Jack, since when did it get light this early?’ he said.

			‘Every day for those who don’t live on planet academic. Short black?’

			‘Please, God. If there is one.’

			‘There certainly is a short black. That’s not mystical conjecture.’

			I looked at the maker. Alerted by the sound of my eyeballs moving, Bruno the Silent had me in his gaze. I made the polite sign for two. No response.

			‘So, Barry,’ I said. ‘A leasing matter too trivial for the scholars.’

			Eyelids narrowed. ‘Trigger word and they’re recording.’

			‘Is that your phone or mine?’

			Barry made a fluttering gesture, presumably picked up in some culture to which I was unexposed.

			‘Delicate, Jack,’ he said. ‘The word is Pel.’

			‘Oh, God.’

			Pel was Pelham College. My former partner-at-law spent his student years in this Melbourne University residence founded in 1879 by Lucas Pelham, whose tallow factory poisoned the Yarra River for sixty years. Pelham was an atheist rationalist, so the college was favoured by the unreligious rich. Their children had dominated the university’s academic results and the vicious-loner sports like squash and fencing. A sortie into track and field athletics failed, particularly in the relay races, where Pelham runners were reluctant to hand over the baton.

			At games like chess, draughts, go, Scrabble, Boggle, Babble, Stabble—indeed any game favouring mind over matter—Pelhamites crushed all comers.

			The place would now be infested with pallid techno-geeks and geekesses busily inventing applications. Whatever applications were.

			‘I’m trying to keep out of delicate stuff, Barry. So if it’s not a little leasing technicality, why don’t you…’

			‘It’s a matter of a missing Pel tutor.’

			Tiredness claimed me in the sudden and diminishing way it did when you had been up late, indulging without care, perhaps dancing, a bulb aglow with immortality until the filament failed.

			I gave him the cross-examination stare.

			‘Missing for how long?’

			Barry looked around as if he had heard ears moving or mice breathing. The arsonist was furiously spooning something healthy out of a bowl. All healthy foods were now served in bowls. Bits of health attached themselves to his moustache like tiny creatures fighting to survive a tsunami.

			‘A while,’ he said. ‘A month or so.’

			‘My, you Pels move like greyhounds. Anyway, I don’t care if this involves the Pel dachshund. Go to the police, Barry. Now take up your shabby bag and depart. I’ve got form to do.’

			Silence. He did not leave.

			‘I’ll just have my coffee,’ he said.

			Alana delivered the glasses in a professional manner.

			I sipped, felt a trifle less weak. Chilvers was staring at his small vessel as if he had expected a mug of Nescafe.

			‘Never got over Pel, have you?’ I said. ‘Pathetic.’

			‘Best years of my life.’

			‘Such a sad confession, Barry. It’s worse than saying you loved the altar-boy years.’

			‘A brotherhood,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t understand.’

			‘No I don’t and nor do I wish to.’

			Barry pulled a clown-like face.

			‘I’m pleading, Jack. You’re a lawyer. Well, of a sort.’

			‘Whose fees are exorbitant when the rich are paying.’

			‘Bill by the hour. The actual hour worked.’

			‘I often work in my sleep,’ I said. ‘Barry, if you think I can do something the cops can’t, you need a mind detox.’

			‘I spotted you as bright in first year. Too smart for your own good. It doesn’t hurt to jolt the complacent. Five-thirty at Pel? Make yourself known at reception.’

			Pondering the jolting of the complacent, I went down the side streets of Fitzroy to my office in Carrigan’s Lane, which was as far as you could go before you met the front street of Collingwood.

			Opening the door revealed a tessellation of cellophane-windowed letters. It took all my self-restraint to refrain from dancing on them and then kicking them into the street.

			Tony Barthe put the phone down. ‘Chairman’s just parked,’ he said. ‘Annoyed with himself. A stickler for punctuality is our Geoff.’

			The Master of Pelham’s study was on the first floor of a three-storey brick and bluestone building with towers and crenellations modelled on Inverness Castle.

			We sat in ancient leather chairs, the hides cracked like old oil paintings. Through an oak’s bare branches, the view was of a twisted building that appeared to be falling over.

			‘What’s that?’

			‘Magnificent, isn’t it?’ said Barthe. ‘The Lockyear Wing. Designed by Martin Giudice, an old Pel. You’ll know of the Quartermaine building?’

			I knew the building. The architectural blight on the city had won awards adjudicated upon by architects who could not unaided draw a cat with whiskers and a tail.

			‘Of course,’ I said. ‘The signature twist and lean.’

			‘Actually,’ said Tony Barthe, ‘Martin designed our building before the Quartermaine, so we were first.’

			‘The first to twist and lean. As Chubby Checker was to twist and shout.’

			Barthe showed horse teeth. ‘Sorry, blank there.’

			Gentle taps. The door opened a finger-width.

			‘On his way up,’ said a voice.

			‘Thank you, June,’ said Barthe. ‘Coffee, please.’

			To me, he said, ‘I’ll pop down to see Geoff in.’

			Barthe rose, not easily, left. I looked at the paintings: undistinguished oils, gouaches and watercolours of the college and the university, presumably the works of artistically-challenged Pelham Pricks.

			A big man came in wearing a suit tailored to mitigate thirty years of long lunches and four-course dinners.

			‘Geoff Lockyear,’ he said, expelling alcohol fumes.

			I shook 400 grams of moist wagyu fillet.

			Lockyear sat, caved the chair, sighed. ‘Jack bloody Irish. Your grandfather king-hit mine in 1936. Famous game. We lost by a kick.’

			Football nonsense like this came with the Irish name.

			‘Melbourne,’ I said.

			‘Familiar with the crime?’

			‘I’m told some minor player ran into my grandfather’s hand. Staging for a free.’

			Lockyear made a noise like a dog gagging on a piece of bone.

			‘Minor? Minor my foot. The Demons’ captain. An assault seen by seventy thousand people.’

			‘More than half of them one-eyed Melbourne supporters.’

			Lockyear QC barked, as close to amused as he would ever be.

			‘Well, Geoff,’ said Barthe. ‘Shall I proceed?’

			‘Carry on, Master,’ said Lockyear.

			‘Firstly, thank you, Jack, for agreeing to assist us. Barry Chilvers holds you in high regard.’

			‘I’ve agreed to nothing,’ I said. ‘I understand you’re missing someone.’

			‘One of our resident tutors,’ said Barthe. ‘Mark Ulyatt. He didn’t appear for a tutorial six weeks ago and not seen since.’

			‘Where does he live? Or did.’

			‘The cottage on the left coming up the driveway.’

			‘Do I have to tell you the police handle missing persons?’

			‘We’d like to keep this in-house,’ said Barthe.

			‘Why?’

			‘To avoid the possibility of publicity. To be frank, our enrolments aren’t what they used to be.’

			‘I thought children were put down for Pel at birth?’

			Lockyear scowled, pointed out of the window.

			‘That ghastly leaning edifice bearing my father’s name stands half-empty,’ he said. ‘Built to house the sprogs of rich Asians wanting to buy Australian citizenship. Now the Orientals have gone elsewhere, there’s no money, and everyone I know has given up on Pel.’

			‘Pel’s what it’s always been, Geoff,’ said Barthe.

			‘Tell that to my family,’ said Lockyear. ‘They’ve sent their sprats to bloody Ormond and Trinity.’

			A tadpole’s pulse throbbed in his right eyelid.

			‘Mark had been doing some work on the Pelham Collection,’ said Barthe.

			‘Which is what?’

			‘Our art collection,’ said Barthe. ‘Dating from the founder. Lucas provided a Turner, a Reynolds, a Martens, a Gill, a Piguenit and a Bull, all hung in the Great Hall. Paintings trickled in over the years but the collection expanded hugely when the Pelham Foundation got charity status.’

			‘Third-rate paintings grotesquely over-valued before being donated to us and the tax benefit claimed,’ said Lockyear.

			‘They went into storage,’ said Barthe. ‘The insulation of the storeroom cost a fortune. The intention was to build a gallery.’

			Silence. I waited.

			‘Mark was big on art, interested in the collection. He got wind of our financial position and suggested we sell some works to tide us over. He offered to do an inventory and a valuation of the collection.’

			‘And?’

			‘When he absented himself, we looked everywhere for him. Our housekeeper checked the art storeroom and found about a dozen paintings taken from the racks and lined up against the wall.’

			‘Immortal works by Old Pels?’

			Lockyear gave me a displeased look.

			‘Gifts from Old Pels,’ he said. ‘We’ve been puzzled by why he picked out what appear to our untutored eyes to be obscure paintings.’

			My instincts said I should be absenting myself. And, lo, on my wrist I discovered my watch, missing these many days.

			‘Heavens, hasn’t time taken flight,’ I said, preparing to rise. ‘I hear the siren call of elsewhere. Nice to meet you all but unfortunately I have too many other commitments.’

			‘Chilvers has such faith in you,’ said Lockyear.

			‘Faith,’ I said. ‘Unfortunately, I disapprove of the concept in all its manifestations.’

			Lockyear leaned over and patted my arm, every inch the scoutmaster ingratiating himself with a small woggled boy.

			‘A few hours of your time, Jack, there’s a good fellow.’

			The fan of bills on my floor came into my mind. It had been a long time since the magpie screamed.

			‘I generally work the revenge and greed end of the street,’ I said. ‘And so I charge like a wounded QC.’

			‘Who will be paying you, since this college cannot,’ said Lockyear. ‘Up for it then?’

			I hesitated.

			Make a few calls, trouser two grand?

			‘Since you press me,’ I said. ‘Yes.’

			‘Good man,’ said Lockyear.

			Barthe offered a folder. ‘Mark’s CV, a photograph of him in a tutorial. From the Pel magazine. Any other questions, please ring.’

			The dark had taken Pelham’s quadrangle when I came down the stairs and walked along the verandah, admiring the columns with their protomai capitals. I crossed the sombre entrance hall. The front door resisted me, as it had resisted many thousands of Pelham Pricks.

			I pushed harder and went into the failing world. Everywhere, the fires of autumn’s show-off trees—the maples, liquidambars, claret ashes and scarlet oaks—were fighting to hold off the dusk.

			The practice of the law calls for intelligence, judgement, learning, integrity, and persistence. In a pinch, you can get by with persistence.

			At the table of the long-gone tailor, folders at my elbows, I attended to business.

			It took less than an hour of note-taking and issuing of mild threats to deal with all legal matters requiring my attention. In time, I would have to do it all over again. Since leaving criminal law, I had found that it was much harder to settle a dispute over a few hundred dollars than to go to court and secure the release of vile people deserving of being shackled to bare Bass Strait outcrops until death.

			And then, to be on the safe side, chained a bit longer.

			Then I read the curriculum vitae of Mark Ulyatt, forty-six, research fellow at the Hilary Lakeman Institute for Modern European Studies and resident tutor at Pelham College.

			Born in 1972 in Brighton, England. Educated at the Cairncross School, Hampshire, and Oxford University. He had a blue for fencing and came eighth in the 2000 modern pentathlon world championships in Pesaro, Italy. In 2002, there was a PhD from Queen’s University in Canada, followed by three years teaching at a women’s college in Virginia called Mary LeMay, and two years as curator of modern European art at the August Freundlich Gallery in Boston.

			Ulyatt’s book The Wind from the North: Hungarian Jewry 1933–1945, published in 2008, won the Charles Lezard Prize for contemporary European history in 2009. In 2014, he joined the Hilary Lakeman Institute as a research fellow and became a tutor at Pelham.

			In the photograph of the Pel tutorial, Mark Ulyatt—long faced, floppy hair, a sixties English actor—was sitting in an armchair, chin on his right fist, amused look. Four students sat around him, essays in hand.

			I dialled the Greer number. The secretary answered, a voice new to me:

			‘Andrew Greer Associates.’

			‘Jack Irish for Andrew,’ I said.

			‘May I ask your business?’

			‘No.’

			‘I need to know your business.’

			‘Nightclubs, drugs and sex slavery.’

			‘And you wish to speak to Mr Greer about?’

			‘A private matter.’

			‘If it’s private, please call Mr Greer on his private number.’

			‘Comrade, three words: Put. Him. On.’

			A long silence.

			A click.

			‘You are probably unaware that giving offence is now an actual offence,’ Andrew said. ‘My new child employee is offended.’

			‘She needs a benchmark for offence. I’ll come around and set one.’

			‘Jack, no, please.’

			‘What do you know of one Mark Ulyatt?’

			‘What’s the purpose of your inquiry?’ he said, displaying the rusted-on suspicion that is such an attractive feature of those who embrace the law.

			‘The lords of Pelham say he’s missing.’

			‘Where’s the boyo gone?’

			‘Missing, Drew. Consider the word. It means they don’t fucking know where he’s gone. And they’re reluctant to go to the constabulary. Do you know him?’

			Drew sighed. ‘Come around six. We’ll have a glass.’

			I went into the back room to make tea. It had been some time since I’d done that. Rinsing the kettle turned the water yellow. I was forced to repeat the procedure four times. Then, opening the cupboard disturbed a spider. I resisted the temptation to look at the cornices lest I see just how badly this place was in need of a cleaning.

			Leaf tea keeps pretty well. It has legs. You could find Scott of the Antarctic’s old tea caddy in a glacier and brew something recognisable as tea. Long-life milk, on the other hand, knows when to call it a day.

			There was also a lemon. Your lemon does gets juicier with age—up to a point. This one was on its way to being the citric equivalent of a raisin.

			After a decent interval of steeping, I poured tea into the precious bone-china cup given to me by my wife, Isabel, and added lemon juice. Then I went to the front door, opened it and leaned against the jamb: a man at his ease, drinking tea in the morning sunlight.

			People walked by on their way to the river that was Smith Street. Once Carrigan’s Lane was a tributary so minor that in a day no more than a dozen people would have passed my door, most of them looking for an easy break-in.

			Across the lane, the door of the red-brick building opened.

			My former client Kelvin McCoy appeared. The celebrated artist was naked save for what looked like a sumo wrestler’s jockstrap made from an old lace curtain. It was a pleasing textural contrast to the furred expanse above and to what appeared to be yak-hair chaps below.

			He gazed at me. Then he spoke in his school-sports loudhailer voice.

			‘So fucking idle. Standing around, drinking tea, the poor bloody clients rotting in jail due to staggering incompetence of the so-called fucking defence.’

			I gazed back at him.

			‘You should be arrested just for being in public,’ I said. ‘Imagine the effect on a child.’

			‘Last child I saw was carrying a television,’ said McCoy. ‘A sixty-inch plasma fucker. The other little bastard had the speakers.’

			I sipped.

			‘Corrupted youths but still vulnerable to being traumatised. As I am, every time I see a young female art student enter your door.’

			McCoy scratched his chest pelt. I thought I saw insect life dislodged, take weak flight. ‘Exposing the girlies to my genius,’ he said. ‘Giving something back to society.’

			‘The best thing you can do for society,’ I said, ‘is to burn everything in that cave of horrors and go back to stripping stolen cars.’

			McCoy cocked his head. ‘Phone,’ he said. ‘Probably the gallery. Can’t get enough of me, mate. Talking about a retrospective.’

			‘Great idea,’ I said. ‘Bringing your revolting works together provides a bomber with the chance to strike a blow for both taste and hygiene. I may be that person. Suicidal, if necessary.’

			A massive four-wheel-drive was in the lane. When it had passed, McCoy was gone.

			Hunger lunged at me. Time to hunt and gather.

			I walked down to Smith Street, to the New Turkish Grocery, an enterprise founded in 1983. Its horizons had long since expanded to include, first, the entire Mediterranean shore, even the Grecian shore, and, next, all of the known world.

			On the way, my mind turned to old lovers. An old lover had phoned me and left a message.

			Lyndall.

			The house in Parkville on that first cold night, the warm glow of the fire, the velvet taste of the Hill of Grace, the buttery cheese with ash on it.

			I was guilty of phoning lovers past, of catching them unawares, hearing them inject the extra vowels of false delight into my short name, hearing their tinny excuses for unavailability, their enthusiastic promises.

			Love to catch up. Look, I’ll ring you.

			The public telephone was behind a barricade of bags of split peas. I rang detective senior sergeant Barry Tregear on one of his numbers. An electronic voice said to please leave a message.

			I did, inspected the shelves nearby. The phone rang.

			‘Where the fuck are you?’ said Barry.

			‘New Turkish Grocery. At the canned and bottled vegetables. Considering a pickled turnip purchase.’

			‘Who eats pickled fucken turnips?’ 

			‘Those who enjoy a less sweet turnip. A tart turnip. I need an opinion on a Mark Ulyatt. The address is Pelham College, Parkville.’

			‘Spell.’

			I spelled.

			‘Parkville. All wankers. What kind of opinion?’

			‘Come to your notice.’

			‘Someone waste precious time for a prick eats fucken pickled radishes?’

			‘Turnips.’

			‘Whatever. I’ll see.’

			I resumed my culinary browsing, selected a jar of virgin Montenegrin capers, tea grown high above the thundering wildebeest hordes of Kenya, and artisan Italian pasta rolled between the thighs of maidens in the Le Marche town of Pinocchio.

			At the counter, I requested the salad and salami roll.

			‘With the new salami,’ said Mrs Osmani. She pulled on a plastic glove with proctological nonchalance. ‘From Coburg. The Coburg salami.’

			Until the speculators arrived, the suburb of Coburg consisted of a bluestone jail surrounded by the modest weatherboard dwellings of its present, past and future inmates.

			‘Coburg salami?’ I said. ‘Of course. The backyard pigs, free-ranging swine, long a feature of local life. They should have a running of the pigs. Down Sydney Road.’

			She studied me, concerned. ‘Thin, Jack. Need more meat.’

			‘This is not thin,’ I said. ‘This is less plump. How’s Burek?’

			She shrugged. ‘Max buy him the exercise bicycle. He get on, he listen to the radio on the earphones. Then he get off.’

			‘No pedalling?’

			Mrs Osmani shook her head.

			‘Well, it’s better than nothing,’ I said. ‘The getting on and the getting off.’

			‘Dog bark him all the time too.’

			I knew the dog well, a cross between a Jack Russell terrier and a crocodile, it prowled the aisles casually nipping customers in the lower leg until Burek decided to stay at home and work on his fitness.

			‘Perhaps the dog misses biting the customers.’

			Mrs Osmani smiled. ‘Jack, you see who come in here now, I bite them myself.’

			The public telephone rang.

			‘Mate,’ said Barry Tregear, ‘someone’ll be around your shithole office. Ever think of offering me money?’

			‘Quarter pounder with cheese. How’s that? Money spoils the purity of relationships.’

			‘Never spoilt mine.’

			‘I suppose it makes most of them possible. Lusty Kinkylips charges what these days?’

			‘Pays, mate. They pay me.’

			Andrew Greer came to the street door, tie fashionably loose, beer bottle in hand.

			‘Imagine a victim of workplace bullying being met by a drunk solicitor,’ I said. ‘Trauma heaped upon trauma.’

			‘Many visitors to these premises remember being met by a drunk solicitor,’ said Drew. ‘You.’

			‘Can’t move on, can you? That’s so sad.’

			In his office, I sat in a chair bought from Doug’s Furnimart on Smith Street, Collingwood. Doug, his Furnimart and, some would say, Smith Street itself were long gone.

			Drew uncapped a beer bottle.

			‘Craft beer,’ he said. ‘Made by Boris Kobevko, an artisan unjustly accused and now walking free courtesy of my dismantling of the key crown witness.’

			I took it and sipped. ‘What’s Boris’s craft? Cheese?’

			‘You detect malolactic fermentation, the trademark of Boris’s Oblast Ale.’

			‘Mal as in bad, I presume. On cheese, what happened to Brie? Bresse?’

			‘Breanna. Fell in love with a client. Now on his family farm tending to the animals.’

			‘They probably make her look after the livestock too,’ I said. ‘Then there’s the dope crop. Tell me about Mark Ulyatt.’

			‘Ah, Mark. I know very little about him. Except that you wouldn’t want to pick a fight with him. One night, he’s left the casino, he’s waiting for a taxi, and four young dicks make that mistake.’

			‘Private-school boys, no doubt.’

			‘Indeed, hand-reared by the Baptists. The biggest arse, the bully boy, he came away from the encounter missing four front-row teeth. That’s about sixty grand in implants. Mark’s elbow thrust, I think. Arse number two, right arm pulled out of its socket. Mark threw the third dolt into the cold and septic Yarra. Unfortunately, he could swim.’

			‘And the fourth?’

			‘Sprinted home to Toorak, to mummy. Mark was getting into his cab when the filth arrested him. He rang Pel, who rang me. In due course, all charges dropped.’

			‘Of course. Mark’s sexual proclivities?’

			‘Would I know? Twice married, I understand, which isn’t evidence for anything. But Pel doesn’t smile on improper relationships between staff and students.’

			I tried another teaspoon of Boris’s beer. ‘It could be a matter of Pel’s definition of improper. On the subject, surely it’s both improper and illegal to bottle the liquid wrung from bar towels?’

			‘You’ve become so effete,’ said Drew. ‘Palate corrupted by Scandinavian pisswater. I suggest you allow a few days, tell Pelham you can’t find Mark, and bill them.’

			‘Bill them for doing nothing?’

			‘Surely you’re not questioning the billing practices of the entire legal profession? What are you, some mad leftover from communism?’

			‘Just naive,’ I said.

			Drew’s eyes were on the Oblast Ale’s crudely-drawn label. It featured a creature resembling an aardvark with goat horns.

			‘The saiga antelope,’ he said. ‘Endangered, so Boris tells me.’

			‘This swill certainly endangers life. Got any non-craft beer? Perhaps Scandi pisswater?’

			Drew sighed, rose, decanted his Oblast Ale into the stained washbasin in the corner.

			‘I’m prepared to be effete,’ he said, ‘if it makes my guests happy. What beats me is how these Pel duffers would know he was missing. In my time, a tutor, a person now Mr Justice Shallbenameless, was on the books for two terms without taking a single tutorial. Met that pompous arse Lockjaw, did you?’

			‘As it happens, he’s paying.’

			‘Put another grand on the invoice.’

			‘Talk in the car,’ said the big-jawed man, early fifties, overweight.

			I left the office door open, followed detective sergeant Colin Harris of the Homicide Squad to his illegally parked Holden. It was early afternoon, the smell of impending rain somehow seeping through the petrochemical layer.

			The car reeked of newness aerosol spray. It didn’t say Cop, it said Hire.

			‘Rain coming,’ Harris said.

			‘Bring it on.’

			‘Took the lawn out in the drought. Straight off it rains for a month. Still, half of me’s not sorry. The fucking mowing.’

			Up the street, McCoy came out of his door and looked around like a man in search of a dog: right, left and then a stare at us that said: Noting your rego.

			‘And him?’ said Harris.

			‘Blind bloke.’

			‘Looks like he’s wearing the guide dog,’ said Harris.

			McCoy went inside.

			‘So, Mark Ulyatt,’ I said.

			‘Doesn’t show much.’

			The slightest darkening of the day, no more than the death of a single bulb in a ballroom chandelier.

			‘Known to get a home-delivered hooker from the Officers’ Club,’ said Harris. ‘But not for a while. Had a fight outside the casino last year. A matter settled.’

			He found an envelope. ‘There’s this.’

			It was a professional-quality 8x10 colour print, taken by available light with a long lens.

			Mark Ulyatt was standing next to a car, talking to the driver, a man in his thirties, hair combed back, loose tie.

			‘What’s this?’ I said.

			‘Surveillance.’

			‘The man in the car?’

			‘Lynton Curtis. Know who he is?’

			I nodded. Curtis was a journalist specialising in white-collar malfeasance who also knew more than was healthy for him about Melbourne’s criminal underworld and its links to corrupt cops. There would almost certainly be a bounty on his head.

			‘Can I keep this?’

			‘Told to give it to you. Date’s on the back.’

			‘I could use a month or so of Ulyatt’s phone.’

			‘Owed big time, aren’t you?’ said Harris, shaking his head. ‘A fucking killer too.’

			‘Well, just the once.’

			‘Walked. Not even community service.’

			‘I was performing a community service.’

			‘They all say that. Nice to meet you, Jack.’

			We shook hands.

			I was almost at my door when fifty-cent rainblots appeared on the tarmac, on the gutter stones, on my bluestone doorstep.

			The light in the Prince of Prussia came through windows not cleaned since the last days of the war in Vietnam. I navigated by instinct through the gloom to the corner where sat three ancient men.

			‘Anyone know this bloke?’ said Norm O’Neill, not looking at me, adjusting his glasses on a nose that, owned by a smaller frame, would pose the danger of a wind gust sending the owner flying off on a broad reach.

			‘My shout, lads,’ I said.

			‘Tell this bloke we’re busy,’ said Eric Tanner, the man against the wall.

			I raised a finger to the publican. Stan was on the phone at the far end of the bar, back to the kitchen hatch, nodding.

			He ignored me.

			‘Never took a drink from a stranger,’ said Norm. ‘Never.’

			‘Take nothin from a stranger,’ said Eric in a musing way. ‘Drilled it in us, our mum. Mind you, I never actually had to say no.’

			‘Not a lot of strangers around them days,’ said Wilbur, the man in the middle. ‘I would have taken something to eat, always hungry, we…’

			‘No,’ said Eric. ‘Can’t recollect a stranger offerin me nothing. Not a sausage.’

			‘A sausage?’ said Wilbur, meat brain-trigger pulled. ‘Can’t get a decent snag any more. Used to be go into any butcher, you’d get a decent…’

			‘Shuddup about sausages,’ said Norm O’Neill. His head was turning in my direction at the speed of the container ship Yokohama Global Traveller No 26 changing course.

			I had enough time to signal to Stan before the movement was complete.

			‘So what’s the story?’ said Norm, every word combining disappointment and menace. ‘Given up on ya mates, have ya?’

			‘It was work,’ I said. ‘I had business up north.’

			It had been my duty for many years, a duty thrust upon me, to take these men to watch the Fitzroy Football Club play, a club they had followed since infancy. Then Fitzroy was declared surplus to the football league’s needs and our weekends were free. This lasted until I could no longer bear the ancient supporters’ melancholy.

			I convinced them to move their allegiance to another club, St Kilda, a side that promised to give them just as much pain. In the beginning that promise was realised on most weekends, but no day passed when I did not regret my impulse.

			Six lizard eyes upon me.

			‘Took a bit longer than expected,’ I said.

			They nodded, cynical and merciless nods. It was like facing the inquisition at Pamiers in 1318, Norm standing in for Bishop Jacques Fournier.
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