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  This book is dedicated

  to Christine, Wally and May.

  I have no choice—

  they know where I live.


  The author of this book, its setting and its characters

  are entirely fictitious. There is no such place as

  Melbourne. The Australian Labor Party exists

  only in the imagination of its members.
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  THE SMART MONEY was home in bed.

  It was 4:30 A.M., a Monday morning at the arse-end of winter, and I should have been there too, clocking up a few hours’ sleep before the eight o’clock flight to Sydney. My son Red was somewhere in Sin City, missing and possibly in danger.

  Instead, I was sitting in a greasy spoon cafe at the Melbourne Wholesale Fruit and Vegetable Market, nursing a bruised forehead, drinking over-brewed coffee and talking to a truck driver named Donny Maitland about his campaign to unseat the leadership of the United Haulage Workers.

  Dawn was still two hours away and a frigid wind was sweeping off Port Phillip Bay, one of those bone-chilling breezes that descend on Melbourne in late winter and make us wonder why we bother to live here. Vendors were standing in front of their stalls, stamping their feet and rubbing their hands together. Beyond them, past rampaging forklifts and crates of vegetables, the tower blocks of the central city were etched against the sky above the railway switching yards, dark on dark.

  Donny had just arrived, five hours from Nar Nar Goon with a load of spuds. He breezed through the door in a gust of arctic air, a craggy, cleft-chinned, stout-featured bloke in a woolen pea-jacket. One of those men, you knew if he was ever hit, wouldn’t fall down. Not that I could imagine anyone trying it on. Donny wasn’t that type. His body was a fact, not an assertion. Something he lugged around to do the work.

  He spotted me straight up, plonked his frame onto the stool beside me and laid a hefty hand on my shoulder. A flush of good cheer rose across his cheekbones like old sunburn, almost managing to conceal the fatigue in his amiable brown eyes. He must have been shagged, a night behind the wheel, but he wore it well. Donny was a stayer, all right. More than once over the years, he’d drunk me under the table while the women came and went, talking of Michelangelo. Or Solzhenitsyn. Or Sinatra.

  “Sorry to keep you waiting, Murray,” he declared. “I stopped to help some bloke who’d lost his load on the South Gippsland Highway. Hope the bastard votes for me.”

  “It’ll take more than random acts of kindness to win control of the Haulers,” I said.

  Donny jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Don’t worry, comrade. The rest of the crew are on the case, spreading the word among the cabbages. And the kings, too, if they find any. For the time has come, as the walrus said.”

  I glanced through the glass wall of the eatery and caught sight of one of Donny’s running mates, a scarecrow of a bloke called Roscoe, as he disappeared into the hurly-burly of the market, distributing handbills. Donny extracted a sheaf of flyers from his pea-jacket and thrust one into my hand. “Vote UHW Reform Ticket,” it was headed. “Fight for a Union that Fights for Its Members.”

  As I read, Donny squinted at my forehead. “Where’d you get the bump? You look like you’ve gone three rounds with a revolving door.”

  I touched my hairline and winced. “Must be this all-male environment.”

  “You’ve been brawling, haven’t you?” Donny tilted his chin up and stared at me with astonishment. “In the twenty years we’ve known each other, I’ve never once heard of you swinging a punch.”

  “The other bloke swung first and swung harder,” I said morosely. “Name of Darren Stuhl.”

  “Bob Stuhl’s son?” Donny puffed his cheeks and exhaled. “Runs the Stuhl Holdings depot down here for his old man. Did he realize he was taking a poke at a senior advisor to the Minister for Transport?”

  “This was personal, not professional,” I said. “We had a run-in a couple of nights ago. I never expected to see him again. Then, five minutes after I arrive here at the market, he turns up and decides to go for a repeat performance.”

  Donny grinned and shook his head. “You’re a wild man, Murray Whelan. What’s Angelo Agnelli going to say when he finds out his trusty lieutenant has been trading punches with the heir to the biggest private trucking company in the country?”

  “What the boss doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” My gaze extended over Donny’s shoulder, out to where a dark-haired man in a gray leather jacket was leaning against a crate of oranges. He had a face like a cop in a French movie and his thousand-yard stare was turned in our direction. “And right now we’ve got a more pressing problem than some bad-tempered rich kid,” I said. “You know a Haulers’ organizer by the name of Frank Farrell?”

  Donny looked at me over the rim of his cardboard cup. “I do indeed,” he said. “He’s an all-purpose goon. Ex-shearer, ex-army. Works both sides of the street. A head-kicker for the union who does freelance favors for Bob Stuhl.”

  “Well, he’s spotted us,” I said. “And right now he’s putting two and two together and concluding that you and I didn’t just happen to bump into each other. Come office hours, he’ll be on his mobile phone reporting to Hauler headquarters that a member of the minister’s staff was cooking something up with a rank-and-file activist in the market cafe. And I don’t mean toasted sandwiches.”

  Government interference in the internal affairs of a union was the dish Angelo Agnelli had in mind. A little stirring of the industrial pot. But the success of the recipe would depend on whether Donny could stand the heat of the kitchen.

  He turned to look, but I clamped my hand on his forearm. “Farrell told me he was here to deal with some sort of irritation,” I warned.

  “That’d be us.” Donny looked pleased. “Word must’ve got back that the natives are restless.”

  “And Farrell’s not alone. He’s got a bunch of roughnecks with him, lurking around the Stuhl Holdings depot.”

  “Told you they consider us a threat,” said Donny. “I’d better warn the others to expect trouble. We can’t ask anybody to vote for us if we can’t hold our ground, so we should put on a bit of a show.” He checked his watch. “It’s 4:40 now. We’ll rustle up a campaign rally in the parking lot in thirty minutes, show the flag before the place closes for the day.”

  “I can’t stay that long,” I said. “Something’s come up. You remember Red, lives in Sydney with his mother, Wendy?”

  “Never understood what you saw in that woman,” nodded Donny.

  “One of the eternal mysteries,” I agreed. “The thing is, Red’s done a bunk. Disappeared. I’m on a flight at eight. Thirteen years old. I’ve got to tell you, mate, I’m worried sick.”

  “Ah, jeeze,” said Donny. “Thirteen, eh? Last time I saw the little tacker he couldn’t have been more than five or six. Anything I can do?”

  “You can tell me where I can call a cab,” I said. “I need to get home, change my clothes, pack a bag.”

  “Forget the cab,” he said. “Stick around. The rally won’t take long and then I’ll run you home. Drive you to the airport, too, if you want. It’ll be faster that way, I guarantee. You can’t leave before you’ve had the chance to see us in action.” Donny glanced across the cafe and grinned. “Hello, here’s Heather.”

  Heather was Donny’s sister-in-law and the partner in his trucking business. Once upon a very short time, I was a frog that she’d kissed. She was, I feared, still on a quest for my inner prince. And she was steaming towards us, weaving through the tables, denim skirt swirling at mid-calf, a chunky little Dolly Parton. Heads turned, tracking her progress.

  “Uh-oh,” I said.

  Heather joined us at the counter and signaled for a coffee. “Well, well,” she said, a devious smile dimpling her cheeks. “Look who’s here.”

  “What an unexpected surprise,” I said.

  “I’m here to talk to clients,” she explained. “Try to hustle up some jobs. Times are tough and this union crap isn’t going to make life any easier.” She nodded at the leaflet in my hand. “You should know better than to encourage him.”

  Donny climbed off his stool and surrendered it to Heather with a sarcastic bow. “Leave the boy alone,” he said. “Can’t you see he’s been in the wars. Here five minutes and some dickhead tries to rearrange his face.”

  “You’re kidding?” Heather registered the swelling on my forehead and her tone softened. “You’re not kidding, are you? You look like shit.”

  “She’s a real charmer, isn’t she?” said Donny. “See you in the parking area in half an hour, Murray. Tough customer like you might be handy, push comes to shove.”

  I nodded. Another thirty minutes weren’t going to make much difference, one way or another. Donny took his campaign leaflets and his impregnable confidence and vanished into the vegetal world of the market.

  “So,” demanded Heather. “What happened to you?”

  It was too humiliating to recount. I stared down into my coffee, brown sludge, lukewarm and oversweetened. “Long story,” I muttered.

  “It always is.” She shook her head, no stranger to the infinite foolishness of the male species. “And I thought you were a nice boy.”

  “You should know better than that,” I said, absently probing the tender spot.

  She dug in her bag and found a pack of aspirin. I washed down a couple of tablets and rubbed my eyes. “Sorry,” I yawned. “I haven’t been to bed yet.”

  “C’mon, then.” She took my elbow and stood me up. “If you’re going to stay, we might as well do something about your war wound.”

  She had the burger flipper put some ice in a plastic bag, then she led me back through the market, greeting and being greeted. Across the shed, I saw Donny’s mate Roscoe in animated conversation with a forklift driver, pressing a handbill on him. A man in a football beanie and leather apron came out of a vendor’s stall and rousted him away. Above the stall was a sign with the proprietor’s name. It was one I recognized from newspaper stories about predawn slayings in suburban driveways. Incidents attributed to a well-known Italian self-help association.

  “It’s a world of its own,” said Heather. “They’ll have Donny for breakfast.”

  “I’m sure he can look after himself.”

  “Yeah?” she said.

  A fine drizzle alighted on our shoulders as we stepped out into the parking area. Trucks and vans of every size, age and make crowded the asphalt. Motorized trolleys darted between them, ferrying all the roots and leaves it takes to feed three million hungry mouths. An ethereal light leaked down upon the scene from the distant pinnacles of towering stanchions, casting murky shadows between the parked rigs.

  The Maitland truck was slotted between a big refrigerator rig and an old Bedford with the word “Foodbank” stenciled on the tailgate. “Strange name,” I said.

  “A charity,” explained Heather. “They collect perishable foodstuffs, then distribute them to worthy causes.”

  I’d be the one perishing if I didn’t get out of the cold.

  Heather opened the cabin door. “Up you get,” she instructed, indicating the narrow sleeping ledge behind the bench seat. “Make yourself comfortable.”

  Compliant to orders, I shucked off my shoes and clambered up. Heather, kneeling on the passenger seat, covered me with a blanket and pressed a cube of ice gently to my brow. “Poor baby,” she cooed. “Does that feel better?”

  Much better. I closed my eyes and sighed.

  “You know what you need, Murray?” murmured Heather. “A bit of tender loving care, that’s what.”

  She spoke a simple truth. “Hmmm,” I agreed.

  A kind of blank exhaustion settled over me, a state of suspended animation. Time must have passed, but I had no sense of its progress. Then the truck swayed slightly and the door swung shut. I heard the click of the lock and opened my eyes. Heather’s face filled my field of vision, her eyes brimming with compassion.

  Nope. It was something else. She leaned closer and touched her lips to mine.

  It was so long since I’d felt a woman’s kiss that I couldn’t summon the power to resist. The kiss lengthened, widened, deepened. Heather’s mouth was infinitely inviting, wordlessly eloquent, irresistibly persuasive. I felt myself succumbing.

  “Yummy,” she breathed.

  Her hand slid under the blanket and tugged at my sweater. Shivers ran down my spine and a low moan escaped from somewhere deep within my chest. Goosebumps rose as her cool fingers found my skin.

  “No,” I protested, perhaps less than insistent.

  “Sssh.” Heather’s tongue traced a wet path across my cheek and explored my ear. “Don’t say anything.”

  Then she was up on the ledge beside me, backing me deeper into the narrow space. She pinned me against the curtained rear window, her thigh flung across mine. Her hands were busy between us, probing, unbuttoning, delving.

  Pop, pop, pop went the stud-buttons of her quilted vest. Pop, pop went her shirt front. She pushed my jersey up around my neck and the lace of her bra scraped across my exposed chest. Another furtive groan escaped my lips.

  “You like that,” she whispered. “Don’t you?”

  The evidence was in hand, the corpus was in delicti. More kisses devoured my face, fed by every feeble move I made to elude them. My willpower was melting in the heat of our mingled breaths. To prevent Heather tumbling, half-undressed, backwards into the driver’s seat, I put an arm around her. Jesus, I thought, I’m in big trouble here.

  “Just like old times,” she said, hiking up her skirt.

  We writhed together on the narrow ledge. It was like trying to have it off in a horizontal phone booth. And there was nothing long-distance about the call that Heather was placing.

  “Heather.” I used my most forceful tone. “This is not a good idea.”

  Heather was not of the same opinion. She unfastened her bra and smothered my objections. I tried to turn away, honest I did. It was useless. My resistance was wilting. It was the only thing that was.

  “Relax,” she purred, her hair falling around my ears, her abundance stoppering my mouth. “I’m not going to do a Fatal Attraction on you.”

  I didn’t want to give her the wrong impression about my true feelings. But those breasts, Christ Almighty. A man would have to be made of stone. Part of me felt like it already was.

  A veil of condensation had formed on the truck’s windows, hiding us from the world outside. I pressed my palm against the glass and smeared the cool moisture across my face. Heather’s face was elsewhere and not at all cold.

  “Please,” I moaned. Through the hole in the condensation, I glimpsed the corporate slogan on the rear bumper of a Stuhl Holdings truck: BOB STUHL IS BIG. Mine was too.

  Further across the parking area, Donny was climbing onto a stack of pallets, his pea-jacket buttoned to the neck. He raised a bullhorn and the muffled sound of his voice swept across the bitumen, echoing off the sides of the sheds. I could just make out Roscoe, standing beside the pallets as if on sentry duty. A small, tentative cluster of onlookers began to form.

  “The rally,” I said. “Donny’ll notice if I’m not there. Heather, please stop.”

  She did, raising her eyes and fixing me with a wicked smile. Then, suddenly, she tried to pull my sweater off. “Skin,” she demanded. “I want more skin.”

  Her recklessness was exhilarating. Her knees were planted on either side of my chest, blanketing my nether regions in the tented folds of her skirt. She reached down and began to tinker with my front-end alignment.

  “Um,” I said, not meaning a word of it. According to Saint Augustine, a standing prick has no conscience. Neither, for that matter, does a reclining one.

  Donny’s voice rose and fell and his arm pumped the air. More figures materialized in the pre-dawn gloom, converging on the pallets. Among them I recognized Frank Farrell, the Haulers’ enforcer, his fist raised. Heather, meanwhile, was engaged in a complex docking maneuver. “Murray,” she said sternly. “It takes two, you know.”

  An overcoated figure broke from the fringe of the crowd and vaulted up beside Donny. “Something’s happening,” I reported.

  It certainly was. Heather bore down, mission accomplished. A rare pleasure suffused my loins. I closed my eyes and surrendered. At that moment, Donny’s oration ceased.

  With Heather’s clutch fully engaged, I strained to see through the smeared glass. The man who’d jumped up beside Donny was reaching into his coat. He pulled something out and pressed it to Donny’s temple. The crowd began to scatter. A confused tangle of bodies contested the rostrum. A sharp crack rang in my ears.

  And again. And again.

  In her amorous enthusiasm, Heather was pounding the top of my head against the wall of the cabin. Interesting cure for a headache. Unless she stopped, I’d have a cerebral hemorrhage. I squirmed out from underneath her and tumbled down onto the seat.

  “What’s wrong?” she pleaded. “I thought you liked me.”

  I fumbled on the floor for my shoes, levering my camshaft back into my pants. “I do,” I said. “I’m just not ready for a relationship.”

  “A relationship?” She started tucking her upholstery back into place.

  My shoes were under the seat, along with a hefty shifting spanner. “It’s a bit sudden, that’s all,” I said. Laces dangling, spanner in hand, I hit the bitumen.

  “A relationship?” Heather repeated plaintively. “I’d settle for a bit of slap and tickle.”

  The air was thick with exhaust fumes, the smell of burnt rubber and decaying vegetable matter. Everywhere, trucks were in motion, great wheeled walls of steel and chrome, pumping a grimy haze into the air, their towering bullbars advancing before them.

  I picked my way through the obstacle course of vehicles, some moving, some stationary. By the time I reached the stack of pallets, the crowd had vanished. It was like it had never been there, as if I’d imagined everything. The only evidence that anything had happened was a broken megaphone. It lay in a shallow puddle, its handle shattered, batteries strewn across the ground.

  I climbed the pallets and scanned the scene. The drizzle was thickening into a solid rain. The parking area was rapidly emptying. Here and there, hunched pedestrians flitted through the semi-darkness. I headed for the floodlit shelter of the main shed and loped into the market. Stalls were closing up. Loads of produce were being shunted into coolrooms. Nothing for me there. Breathless, wondering what was going on, I sprinted back towards the truck.

  Head down against the rain, dashing past the Foodbank truck, I slammed head-on into Frank Farrell.

  He dropped his mobile phone and it skittered across the wet asphalt. As he bobbed down to snatch it up, the hard man ran his hard eyes over the spanner in my hand. “Been tightening somebody’s nuts?”

  I ignored him, kept going and found Donny with one foot on his driver-side step, beginning to climb aboard. He was wild-eyed, hyperenergized, rain streaming down his face. “Did you see the crowd? Twenty-five, thirty, that’s good for here,” he babbled. “When Farrell and his hoons realized we were prepared to stick up for ourselves, they put their tails between their legs and took off.”

  “Was that Darren Stuhl?” I interrupted. “Was that a gun he was waving around?”

  “Fucking idiot. Trying to prove what a big man he was. I knew he didn’t have the guts to use it. Not in front of witnesses, anyway. Don’t say anything to Heather, eh? She gives me a hard enough time already.”

  He dragged the door open and swung himself up into the driver’s seat. I headed for the passenger side, skirting the front of the truck. Checking for oncoming vehicles, I glanced back in the direction of the market. Frank Farrell had reached the canopy and slowed to a casual amble, heading inside with his hands rammed into the slit pockets of his jacket.

  I climbed aboard, tossing the spanner back where it belonged. Heather scooted to the center of the seat, bone-dry between two dripping men. She gave me a withering look, then folded her arms across her ample chest and stared straight ahead. “You two had your fun?” she sniffed.

  Donny tapped the top of the steering wheel impatiently as he pumped the accelerator, revving the engine. “We can do it,” he muttered, half talking to himself. “I had my doubts before, but I’m certain now. We can win this thing.”

  Noise filled the cabin. The roar of air from the demisters, blasting the fog from the windshield. The slap and sluice of the wipers, the percussive pounding of rain on the metal roof. I checked the time and felt a surge of panic.

  Heather saw me look at my watch, registered my anxiety. “Murray’s a man in a hurry,” she told Donny. “Isn’t that right?”

  Absolutely. Thanks to Heather’s ministrations, time had got away from me. It was past 5:30. We were cutting it fine. If I missed the plane, it would definitively prove my failure as a father.

  Donny slammed the stick into first and the gears screamed like a Jimi Hendrix solo. We inched forward, a wall of heavy-caliber traffic blocking our way, bottlenecked at the exit gate. A gap opened, Donny swung the wheel and we lurched forward. Heather put her hand on my knee.

  “Shift it,” I muttered. I was talking to the truck in front. Any slower and it would’ve been going backwards. An air horn sounded behind us, one long continuous blast, on and on.

  Then came a pounding on Donny’s door, the bang-banging of a balled fist. His arm pumped and his head went out the window. Somebody shouted up at him, staccato sentences, inaudible against all the background noise. Donny cursed, slammed the truck into neutral, hauled on the hand-brake and climbed down.

  “With Donny there’s always something,” muttered Heather.

  I swung open my door and craned back. A curtain-wall truck was pulled up behind us at an angle. The name on the side ended in a vowel. A dwarf-like Sicilian in a leather apron was remonstrating with Donny. Even by the usual standards, he was agitated, jabbering and gesturing into the space we’d just left.

  A dark shape lay there on the ground. Whatever it was, we’d made a mess of it. Rolled over it with the rear trailer wheels, burst it open and smeared its contents across the asphalt.

  “We’ve run over something,” I told Heather. “Sack of tomatoes, by the look of it. Donny’s getting an earful from some Italian bloke.”

  “Damn,” she said. “It’ll be pay up, or spend all day arguing the toss.”

  Not what I wanted to hear. And now more of them were arriving. The United Nations General Assembly, plenary session. Donny was down on one knee, assessing the damage. Slap, slap, slap went the windshield wipers, escalating my impatience, now at the jiggling, buttock-clenching stage.

  “I’m going to leg it, try to get a taxi,” I told Heather. “I’ve got a plane to catch. Donny will explain.”

  She eyed me skeptically. “Is it just me, or are you like this with all women?”

  I hoisted my jacket over my head, took a parting glance at the damaged-goods conference and trotted towards the gate, shoes slipping on the rain-greasy asphalt. I felt bad about running out on Donny, but not bad enough to stay behind and risk missing my flight.

  If I’d looked back, even for a moment, I might have seen what was looming. I might have seen the great tidal wave of shit that was about to break over me. Just one backward glance and Donny might still be alive. And I wouldn’t be languishing in the place where I am now.
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  IT WAS ALL ANGELO AGNELLI’S FAULT, of course.

  If it wasn’t for Angelo, I would never have been at the market in the first place. I wouldn’t have been trying to play funny buggers with the most powerful and dangerous union in the state. I most certainly wouldn’t have found myself trying to second-guess a man like Frank Farrell.

  The Honorable Angelo Agnelli, member of the Legislative Council, was the Minister for Transport in the sovereign state of Victoria. And it all began in his office on the previous Friday evening. His Parliament House office, to be precise, in the majestic old legislature atop the gentle rise at the eastern edge of Melbourne’s central business district.

  As government leader in the Upper House, Ange was entitled to one of the building’s more imposing bureaux. Its antique desk, French-polished bookcases, overstuffed chairs, velvet curtains, flock wallpaper and molded cornices dated from the time when our city was a shining colonial jewel in Queen Victoria’s crown. His office, in short, looked a cross between Lord Palmerston’s study and a Wild West bordello.

  It was August 1991 and even Blind Freddy could see that his enjoyment of these facilities was nearing its conclusion. After a decade in office, Labor had lost the plot. It was common wisdom that our defeat at the next state election was inevitable. But the election was still a year away. In the meantime, the sorry business of government went on.

  There were three of us, men in suits. Agnelli was standing behind his desk, his waistcoat unbuttoned. Pushing fifty, he was no longer the boy wonder and his once-beaming dial had turned into a doughy ball in which his wary eyes were set like raisins in a slab of stale fruitcake.

  Out on the floor of the chamber, Angelo did his best to project an image of senatorial gravitas, gray of temple, thick of waist, measured of speech and glad of hand. In the privacy of his office, during the parliamentary dinner recess, he dispensed with any such pretense. He held a tightly rolled newspaper in his fist and was smacking it against his thigh as he spoke.

  “As if I don’t have enough on my plate, thwap, what with Treasury screwing me to the floor over the budget estimates,” he said. “Now I’ve got a thwap bushfire to fight. What am I paying you for, Nev, thwap? If it isn’t to keep this sort of crap, thwap, out of the papers?”

  Neville Lowry was Agnelli’s press secretary. He was a tall, sad-faced ex-journalist with a permanent stoop, a reedy voice and about as much hair as it would take to stuff a pincushion. He was perched like a heron on the arm of the office chesterfield, his shoulders slumped forward in the melancholic posture appropriate to his vocation. “It’s the Herald, Ange,” he pleaded. “You know what they’re like.”

  Lowry did not need to elaborate. Melbourne’s afternoon broadsheet had never been sympathetic to the Australian Labor Party, in or out of office. And its current editor, a Murdoch hack with the physique of Jabba the Hut and the morals of a conger eel, had made it his mission in life to torment us at every opportunity.

  “But the Herald wouldn’t have it, thwap, if somebody hadn’t, thwap, leaked it.” Agnelli turned his ire on me. “And that’s your thwap department, Murray.”

  Neville Lowry was a comparatively recent addition to Angelo’s staff and he still tended to pay the boss some degree of deference. Not a mistake I was likely to make. I leaned forward in my chair and displayed the palms of my hands. “What am I now?” I said. “The resident plumber?”

  For almost seven years I’d worked for Angelo. Stoking the boilers of policy analysis. Tending the vineyards of administrative superintendence. Fixing his fuck-ups and burying his boo-boos. Almost seven years. It was beginning to feel like eternity. First I was Angelo’s electorate officer, inherited with the fittings and fixtures when a factional deal handed him a safe seat in the northern suburbs. Back then I managed his constituent affairs, fending off cranky voters and stroking the local party apparatus. And when, in our second term, he was appointed Minister for Ethnic Affairs, he took me along for the ride. This was designed to fend off any suspicion of wog favoritism. As he pointed out at the time, with his characteristic mastery of the bleeding obvious, Murray Whelan is not an Italian name.

  Other portfolios followed, rungs in Angelo’s ascent up the ladder of political preferment. We’d climbed them together. Local Government. The Arts. Water Supply. Agriculture and Fisheries. And now the big one, the jackpot. In a Cabinet reshuffle the previous month, Angelo had been catapulted into the job of head honcho of the state’s rail, tram and road networks.

  In better times such a promotion would’ve been cause for celebration. Unfortunately, Transport had become a poisoned chalice, claiming the careers of two of Angelo’s predecessors in less than a year. The problem was money. The government had run out of it. The boom days of the eighties were over and the chickens of fiscal profligacy had come home to roost. With the state deficit running at Brazilian levels, the minister’s task was reduced to screwing as much revenue out of the system as possible while presiding over a one-hundred-million-dollar budget cut.

  A man of conviction and inner resource might have been able to cope. But those terms had never been applicable to Angelo. In the previous three weeks he’d veered from steely resolve to catatonic retreat to blustering bravado. Now he was tearing strips off his advisors. “A leak,” he repeated, thwap. “Somebody’s got it in for me.”

  “That’s a pretty wide field, Ange,” I said.

  “You know what the Herald’s like,” moaned Nev Lowry again. “And the Buzz doesn’t even pretend to be factual.”

  The Buzz was the Herald’s gossip column, a vehicle for all manner of kite-flying and bait-laying. It was a gadfly in that day’s Buzz which had flown up Angelo’s trouser leg, a snippet headed TRUCK CASH GRAB.

  “The Buzz has it that incoming transportation supremo Angelo Agnelli has been cooking up plans to slap a hefty new tax on trucks. Makes you wonder how the government’s union cronies will react to attempts to slug their members. Not to mention the big wheels of the Transport Industry Association. Somebody should warn the minister that you tangle with the truckies at your peril.”

  This was a complete beat-up.

  Okay, it was true that a Treasury proposal had recently crossed Angelo’s desk, arguing for a tonnage levy on heavy trucks to help defray the damage these multi-wheeled behemoths inflicted on the public highway. It was also true that the last time the government tried to make the private transport industry pay its way, irate truck-owners had blockaded the state’s milk supplies, forcing a humiliating backdown. Angelo’s response to the Treasury proposal had been to bin it. Our administration might have been terminal but it wasn’t suicidal.

  “Nev here has issued a press release denying any planned increase in motor registration charges,” I said, throwing a bridge over Angelo’s troubled waters. “And, if you want, I’ll interrogate the girls in the Treasury typing pool.”

  Angelo nodded, tossed the newspaper aside and sat down, as though content that his clumsy minions were now showing some evidence of competence. But we both knew that the real cause of his agitation wasn’t the piece in the paper. Nor the possibility of a leak. The entire government administration, after all, leaked like a prostate patient with a prolapsed bladder. No, the gossip column item had merely triggered an inevitable event, one that Angelo had been dreading.

  “Howard Sharpe’s got a damned nerve, turning up on my doorstep like this,” he said. “If the state secretary of the United Haulage Workers has something to talk about, he can make an appointment like anyone else.”

  Nev Lowry unfolded his legs and began edging towards the door. Not that he wasn’t interested in relations between the government and the unions. As a young journalist Nev had often dreamed of covering first-hand the horrors of war and pestilence. He just didn’t want to be around when the Haulers arrived. Who could blame him? Angelo flapped his wrist, dismissing his press secretary.

  “Just tell Sharpe it’s a typical piece of Herald mischief,” I said. “A minor variation on their usual union-bashing theme. Or a bureaucratic cock-up. Disavow all knowledge. Better still, I’ll go out and tell him you’re not available. Like you said, he should’ve made an appointment.”

  “Might as well front him now, get it over with,” said Angelo. “If it isn’t this, it’ll be something else. Soon as I got this job, I knew that Sharpe’d be looking for a pretext to ambush me, to let me know what a tough customer he is. This job’s difficult enough already. It’ll be impossible if Sharpe thinks he can just waltz in here and throw his weight around any time the mood takes him.”

  Howard Sharpe’s weight was considerable. The United Haulage Workers was bigger than some of the government departments that Angelo had headed. Its twenty-five thousand truck and tanker drivers, aircraft refuelers, baggage handlers and forklift operators moved everything from beer to bricks. Or not, if Howard said so. As well as buildings and cash assets totaling at least twenty million dollars, the Haulers controlled a pension fund in the region of five hundred million. And, not least, a sizable block of votes on the Labor Party’s central administrative panel.

  But the Haulers were more than an association of honest toilers, more than just a power base for the right wing of the party, more than just Howard Sharpe’s personal fiefdom. They were a law unto themselves. Judge, jury and, it was whispered, executioner.

  “Perhaps this is an opportunity to mend some fences, get a bit of dialogue happening,” I suggested, not altogether facetiously.

  “Too late for that,” said Angelo. “Sharpe’s got a long memory and he’s a man who knows how to nurse a grudge.”

  Agnelli was referring to an encounter during his pre-parliamentary incarnation as an industrial relations lawyer. Acting on behalf of the Construction Laborers’ Union, Ange had successfully sued the Haulers after several of their members, cement-truck drivers, crossed a CLU picket line at the urging of Haulers’ officials. In the ensuing scuffle, a CLU member was drowned in wet concrete. No criminal charges were ever laid but Ange won the CLU handsome civil-action damages, which it used to foil attempts by the Haulers to poach its members.

  “Howard Sharpe came here for a test of strength,” said Angelo, standing up and buttoning his voluminous midriff into his waistcoat. “And that’s exactly what he’s going to get.” He inflated his shoulders, tugged downwards to firm the fit of his suit, adjusted the knot of his tie and stiffened his upper lip. “Time to grasp the nettle.”

  “The United Haulage Workers isn’t a nettle,” I muttered, falling into step. “It’s the spinning blade of an electric blender.”

  The entrance hall of Victoria’s Parliament House is paved with mosaic tiles in the pattern of the state bird, a forest-dwelling litter-fossicker. The ceiling of this grand vestibule is so high that you can get a crick in your neck just trying to find it. It is a space designed to impress. The three representatives of the United Haulage Workers did not look impressed. They rose as one from a padded bench and advanced to meet us.

  “Gentlemen,” declared Agnelli. “What a surprise. Just happened to be in the neighborhood, I suppose. Thought you’d drop in and say hello. Very considerate of you.”

  Howard Sharpe was a florid-faced, obese man in his early sixties. His belly preceded him in a bullish, self-satisfied way and his bibulous nose seemed to be glowing even more ominously than usual. He returned Agnelli’s greeting with a cursory nod. “You know Mike McGrath, don’t you?” he grunted.

  McGrath was his deputy secretary, a thin-lipped individual with round, horn-rimmed glasses and the tapering face of a high-minded ferret. Despite his title, Mike would’ve had trouble distinguishing a tip-truck from a tenor trombone. His true function was that of Howard’s bag man, number cruncher, head-kicker and general gofer. He was being groomed, it was widely believed, for a safe spot on the Senate ticket. To Mike McGrath’s way of thinking, anybody entering politics with motives other than ulterior was a prima facie idiot.

  “And this is Frank Farrell.” Sharpe indicated the third man. “Our membership welfare officer.”

  Sharpe and McGrath were wearing suits, strictly off-the-rack. Farrell wore a gray leather blouson-type jacket over a black turtle-neck sweater and neatly pressed jeans. He was somewhere between forty and fifty with thick, brushed-back hair and pumice-stone skin. He shook Angelo’s hand, then mine. He had a breezy, masculine manner and a grip that left no doubt about his physical capabilities. Despite his job title, there was no hint of the caring professions about Frank Farrell. Nor was there any hint of the extent to which our destinies would intertwine. If there had been, I probably would have turned tail and fled.

  Muscle, I thought. When it came to finesse, nobody beat the Haulers.

  “Better come into the parlor,” said Agnelli, leading us down the corridor and back into his office. “Sit, sit,” he urged, assuming the power position behind his desk.

  Sharpe and McGrath glanced around as if trying to decide what to smash first. Or, in McGrath’s case, steal. Eventually, they figured out the purpose of the chairs. Farrell remained standing, leaning against the door frame, well behind the action. I took up a position beside Agnelli’s desk, put my hands in my pockets and did my best to impersonate an innocent bystander.

  The boss leaned back in his chair and spread his arms. “Fire away,” he said. I hoped that our visitors would not take his words literally.

  Sharpe was out of breath from his waddle down the corridor and the exertion of sitting down. “So, Agnelli,” he wheezed. “Tell us about this plan of yours.”

  “Plan? What plan?” Agnelli raised his shoulders theatrically, a gesture bred into his Latin genes. “Do we have any plans, Murray?”

  “Plenty of plans,” I said. “No shortage of plans around here.”

  “You want to talk plans, Howard,” said Agnelli, “you should drop in on the Minister for Planning. He’s got plans coming out his arsehole. Isn’t that right, Murray?”

  “Arsehole,” I agreed.

  Sharpe leaned forward, his shirt buttons straining, and rested an elbow on his broad knee. He wanted it clearly understood that he was not to be mocked. “Cut the crap,” he barked. “You know very well what plan I mean. This truck tax increase. We’re not going to wear it, you know.”

  “Ah, yes.” Angelo pressed his fingertips together and contemplated the ceiling for a moment. “The item in this afternoon’s paper. Had somebody read it to you, did you? And then you thought you’d drop around, demand to know where I got the temerity to think I might have the right to read my own departmental correspondence without first asking your permission.”

  “So it’s true,” said McGrath.

  “Maybe,” said Angelo. “Maybe not. Either way I certainly don’t intend to be made to account for myself on the basis of an item of gossip in a rag like the Herald. Nor do I appreciate being bushwhacked like this, Howard.”

  To Sharpe this was no more than preliminary small-talk. He’d come to flex his muscles and nothing Agnelli said was going to stop him. “Because a tonnage levy is the most stupid fucking idea in the entire fucking history of stupid fucking ideas,” he fulminated. “And if you think we’re going to sit still for it, you need your head examined. The big outfits might be able to afford it. My blokes, the owner-operators, out there busting their guts every day just to survive, you might as well put them out of business, be done with it.”

  Agnelli nodded sagely, as if ruminating upon some ancient, imponderable mystery. “Your loyalty to your members is commendable, Howard. More of whom, by the way, work behind the counter in the airport cafeteria than own semitrailers. And while I’m always perfectly willing to consult with their duly elected leaders, that doesn’t mean I’m prepared to have an ugly fuck of a bull-elephant wander into my office any time he likes and shit on the carpet.”

  Perhaps he was being a little provocative but I had to admire Angelo’s moxie. This was Sharpe’s ambush, after all, and he could hardly expect Ange to cop it sweet. He was in Agnelli’s backyard now and if a dog can’t bark in its own kennel, where can it? Not that a bit of barking ever deterred the Haulers. One time, story was, Sharpe wanted to make a point to an adversary. Bloke came home from work and found the Fido nailed to his front door.

  If Agnelli’s attitude was designed to aggravate, it was doing the trick. Sharpe flexed his jaw and I thought his nose was going to explode.

  During all of this, I was studying Frank Farrell as he leaned against the deep frame of the closed door, his manner both relaxed and attentive, his hands clasped in front of him. He was a confident one, that was for sure. His face was expressionless but from time to time his black Irish eyes lit with a kind of sardonic glint, as though bemused that grown men could behave in such a manner. He was no mere meathead, that much was evident.
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