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  The fiddle at the Pacific Pastoral meat-packing works was neither particularly original nor fabulously lucrative. But it was a nice little earner for all concerned while it lasted, and probably harmless enough. All that changed when Herb Gardiner reported finding a body in Number 3 chiller.

  There it was, jammed between a pallet load of best export boneless beef and half a ton of spring lamb. It was a Friday afternoon so, if Gardiner hadn’t found it when he did, the corpse would have spent the weekend locked in with the rest of the dead meat, carcasses parked halfway between paddock and dinner plate.

  According to the statement Gardiner gave to the department of labor investigators and the police, the Number 3 unit had a history of playing up. He had unlocked the door and gone inside to read the gauge when he saw the body squeezed into the aisle running through to the emergency exit hatch. He recognised it immediately as a leading hand with one of the casual work crews, later identified as Ekrem Bayraktar. He didn’t need to feel for Bayraktar’s pulse to know that he was dead. He could tell by the waxy pallor of the man’s face, by the dusting of fine sugar on his lips where his last breath had turned to frost.

  The body was sandwiched into a tight space between roof-high stacks of boxes. It was a narrow gap, but it was just wide enough for most men to pass along sideways even in protective clothing—obstruction of access to the emergency hatch was illegal. But Bayraktar was big, even by the standards of a place where men were hired to hump heavy loads around. Later at the morgue his naked corpse weighed in at close to 300 pounds, big doughy rolls of flesh, soft obese bulk, like a weight-lifter gone to seed.

  He was squeezed in so tight that they had to bring in one of of the forklifts to move the loaded pallets around him before they could remove the body. Even without the boxes there to support him he remained upright, balanced like a great big stalagmite. It was hard to imagine how he had gotten himself that far down the passage, or why.

  In the business that followed—the calling of the ambulance, the notification of the police and the department of labor, the removal of the body, the taking of photographs and statements—it never occurred to anyone to look for the small zip-lock plastic bag of folded fifties and twenties that Bayraktar had taken into the freezer with him. And even if they had known to look, and where, they would not have found anything. There were quite a few little details about that afternoon that seemed to have been missed.

  With Bayraktar gone, everything might have ended then and there and no one would have the wiser. It was just bad luck really that his untimely demise coincided with a delicate readjustment then taking place within certain echelons of the Australian Labor Party, an organisation founded to further the aspirations of those who toil unseen in dark and dangerous places. An organisation which, next to itself, loves the working man best.


  1

  PERHAPS I SHOULD BEGIN by saying that this is not a sob story. It’s a cruel world, I know, and even in the just city a man can be stiff. Bad luck happens. And it’s not like bad luck was something I didn’t already know a bit about. Damage control was part of my job, after all. But up until then it had been other people’s bad luck, not my own, that exercised my professional interest. Maybe that’s why I was so unprepared for what happened over those four October days. So I’m not doing any special pleading, you understand. Considering what happened to others I could name, I got off pretty lightly.

  It all started on one of those miserable wet Monday mornings when, come nine o’clock, half of Melbourne is still strung out bumper-to-bumper along the South-eastern Freeway. I had just dropped my son Red at school, and as I swung my clapped-out old Renault into Sydney Road the thought of all those Volvo and Camira drivers stewing away behind their windscreen wipers brought a quiet smile to my lips. Not that I bore them any personal animosity, you understand. It was just that if God wanted to punish the eastern suburbs for voting Liberal, She wouldn’t hear me complaining.

  I could afford to feel like that because the Brunton Avenue logjam was miles away. Where I lived, north of town, the toiling masses tended to start their toiling a little earlier in the day, and most of those that still had jobs were already at work. By nine the rush hour had already come and gone. Apart from a few hundred light industrial vehicles and the occasional tram disgorging early shoppers, women in head-scarfs mainly, I had the northbound lane to myself.

  Not that I was busting a gut to get to work. No clock was waiting for me to punch it, and I couldn’t see the pile of paper on my desk bursting into flames if left undisturbed a little longer. The fifteen minutes it took me to drive to work provided one of my few moments of solitude all day and I liked to make the most of it. As I drove I read the paper.

  This was less dangerous than it sounds. I’d already studied the broadsheets over breakfast, and the Sun was the kind of tabloid easily absorbed while doing something else—shelling peas, for instance, or operating a lathe. I had it spread open on the passenger seat beside me, and whenever I hit a red light or got stuck behind a slow-moving tram I skimmed a couple of pages. The spring racing carnival had just begun, so the emphasis was on horseflesh, fashion and catering. Just A Dash was favourite, black was big, and interesting things were being done with asparagus. Agreement was unanimous—four years in and the eighties were holding firm as the most exciting decade ever.

  The Bell Street lights had changed and I was halfway across the intersection when my eye caught a name buried in a two-paragraph news brief at the bottom of page seventeen. That was when I first encountered the name Ekrem Bayraktar. Not that it meant anything to me at the time. It was the other name that got my attention. I snatched up the page, draped it over the steering wheel and turned my concentration away from the road long enough to constitute a serious threat to public safety. This is what I read:

  
    Police have identified a man found dead last Friday in a freezer at the Pacific Pastoral meat-packing works at Coolaroo in Melbourne’s outer north as Ekrem Bayraktar, 42, a shift supervisor at the works. It is believed that he suffered a heart attack and was overcome by cold while conducting a routine stocktake.

    Pacific Pastoral has announced an immediate review of its procedures in light of the incident which coincides with the state government’s attempts to gain Upper House approval for its controversial industrial health and safety legislation. Informed sources at Trades Hall believe the matter will be considered when the THC Executive meets late next week. The Minister for Industry, Charlene Wills, was unavailable for comment.

  

  I liked the way a whiff of Labor intrigue had been slipped into an account of some poor bastard’s cardiac arrest. But that wasn’t what interested me. What had pushed my button was mention of the Minister for Industry. Charlene Wills was a person whose reputation was a matter very close to my heart.

  Up ahead I could see Pentridge, the razor ribbon atop its bluestone walls dripping dismally in the drizzle. On my left was an Italian coffee shop and a row of old single-storey terraces that had been tarted up into offices and professional suites. I pulled into the curb, tucked the Sun under my arm and pushed open the glass door of one of the shops, the one with the letters on the window saying “Charlene Wills: Member of the Legislative Council for the Province of Melbourne Upper.”

  With a bit of luck, I thought, I’d have just enough time to call Charlene’s parliamentary office and get the lowdown on this piece of tabloid crap before the business of the day wrapped its tentacles around me.

  Too late. The daily grind had already walked in off the street and was standing at the desk just inside the front door. He was solidly built, in a knockabout sort of way, anywhere between thirty and forty-five, with a duck’s bum haircut and hands like baseball mitts. When I walked in, he shifted irritably and shot me a glance that told me he’d got there first and I could fucking well wait my turn.

  All his weight was balanced on the balls of his feet, and the tips of his fingers were pressed down hard on the desk. He was glowering across it at Trish, who was in charge of office admin. “I’ve had a gutful,” he said.

  Statements like that, half-threat, half-plea, weren’t unusual at the electorate office. But this fellow’s tone was tending more to the threat end of the octave, and as he spoke he began tugging his khaki work shirt out of his pants and fiddling with the buttons. “I pay my taxes,” he said. “I know my rights.”

  Trish nodded at the bloke sympathetically and, without moving her eyes, casually bent forward as if to better hear him out. Trish was big in the chassis and not afraid to use it, but just in case push ever came to shove she kept the butt end of a sawn-down pool cue sitting in her wastepaper basket. As far as I knew she’d never had cause to use it, but on the odd occasion its mere presence could be a comfort. If this dickhead’s manner didn’t rapidly begin to improve, we’d all have a very unpleasant start to the working week.

  “May I help you, sir?” I said, stepping forward. “I’m Murray Whelan, Charlene Wills’ electorate officer.”

  As I spoke the man turned towards me and threw his shirt open, like he was performing a magic trick or unveiling the foundation stone of a major civic monument. Underneath, he was wearing what appeared to be a paisley-patterned t-shirt. As I got closer I realised that he was one of the most comprehensively tattooed human beings I had ever seen. Which, in that part of the world, was no mean achievement.

  I tried to look unimpressed as I accepted his tacit invitation to inspect his pecs. He was certainly toting some artistry about. Fire-breathing dragons, dagger-pierced hearts, tiger-mounted she-devils, flame-licked skulls, Huey, Dewey and Louie, you name it, he had it. Innumerable little pictures exploded out of his pants, ran up over his flaccid paunch, covered his torso, and curled back across his shoulders.

  The mad swirls of colour stopped abruptly, however, at the V of the man’s collar line and, I was prepared to bet, at the point in midbicep where the sleeves of a summer work shirt would run out. His hands, neck and face were unadorned. No spider webs embellished his earlobes, no intertwined bluebirds flew up his neck. This was a good sign. Here was a man who knew that some people tended to jump to the wrong conclusion about tatts, a man who had the brains not to let his passion for self-decoration get in the way of his employability. Someone you could talk sense to.

  And now that he was dealing with a fellow male, he became a little less highly strung. “I want this bloke put out of business.” He jabbed his finger at the place right above his heart where a freshly laid-on pair of baroque cherubs, beautiful work, were holding aloft an ornate scroll. I moved his shoulder sideways so I had better light to read by. Inside the scroll were the words “Gial For Ever.”

  “Gial?” I said.

  He nodded morosely. “Gail took one look and shot through,” he said. “Reckoned if I couldn’t even spell her name properly, she certainly wasn’t gunna marry me.” Then he brightened up. “I told that fucken prick of a tattooist I’d have his licence. And I’m not leaving here until I do. Dead set. I’m adam-fucken-ant.”

  Three years before, when Charlene had offered me the job of looking after her constituents, a Labor MP’s electorate office was, by definition, a backwater. Then the tide had turned and swept Labor into office, first at state, then federal level. The drover’s dog was in the Lodge. We were the power in the land. And that sign on the door had become a homing beacon for every dingbat within a ten-mile radius.

  When I began at the electorate office, our only customers were ordinary voters desperately seeking redress from bureaucratic inanity or government indifference. Or the harmlessly wan and smelly looking for somewhere out of the cold. But by late 1984 we were attracting such a daily barrage of basket cases and snake-oil salesmen that the sign out front might as well have read “Axes Ground Here.”

  Surely, I was beginning to think, the cause of social progress could be deploying my skills more effectively. Could I not perhaps be managing a small lake or pine plantation for the Department of Conservation, Forests and Lands? A modestly demanding range of foothills even? Something with a little less interface.

  “Okay, Mr. Adam fucking Ant,” I shrugged. “Let’s see what we can do.” Behind the man’s back, Trish had relaxed and was grinning like an ape. I discreetly flashed her a splayed handful of digits and led off towards the back of the office. Five minutes of deeply concerned bullshit should, I figured, be enough to see this particular dipstick safely off the premises. “Walk this way.”

  Adam Ant, or whatever his name was, tucked his shirt back into his pants and slouched after me. “It’s not right,” he mumbled under his breath.

  What passed for my office was a partitioned cubicle tucked into a back corner behind the stationery cupboard. Before the election had transformed Charlene into a Minister of the Crown, it had been hers. Back in those days, I’d shared the reception area with Trish and whoever else happened to wander in. But I was fast to grasp the perquisites of political power and had quickly taken advantage of Charlene’s increasing frequent absence to commandeer her privileges.

  I snapped on the flickering fluorescent light, parked myself behind the laminated plywood desk and indicated the orange plastic of the visitor’s chair. As Ant lowered his backside into place, obscuring my Tourism Commission poster of Wilson’s Promontory, I squared off my blotter, uncapped my pen with a bureaucratic flourish and tried to look like I gave a shit.

  “I’d like to help you, mate. I really would,” I said. “But you’ve got the wrong department.”

  Ant finished buttoning up the National Gallery, ran his hand through his greasy pompadour and looked deeply wronged. “I rung up Consumer Protection. They said I should try my local member.”

  Typical. Consumer Protection took the cake at pass-the-parcel. I nodded understandingly and went through the motions of taking down the particulars. This was the first instance of a dyslexic tattooist that Mrs. Wills’ office had ever been called upon to address, I explained. And while the Minister would undoubtedly be sympathetic, in a case like this the powers of an elected member of the state’s legislative chamber of review might be somewhat circumscribed.

  The Sun lay between us on top of my overflowing in-tray, still folded open at page seventeen. If I don’t piss this joker off soon, I thought, Parliament will begin sitting and Charlene will be unreachable for the rest of the day.

  “I’m not going anywhere, pal,” said Ant. “Until this thing is fixed.”

  “This is a legal matter,” I said. “Restitution. Punitive damages.” These were words he liked. “You need the Community Legal Service.” The Family Law Act surely included provisions for the irretrievable breakdown of the relationship between a man, his tattooist, and his intended.

  Looking like the height of efficiency, I dialled the CLS and made an appointment, skipping the details in case they thought I was pulling their collective leg. Friday was the earliest the slack-arses could squeeze him in. “This lot will look after you,” I told Ant. “Top people.”

  The CLS was half a mile down the road. I drew a map, wrote the appointment details underneath, and slid it across the desk.

  Ant folded his arms across his chest. “You’re just trying to give me the bounce.”

  True. But it wasn’t as though I hadn’t given it my best shot first. “Look mate,” I said, marginally more firmly, “there’s nothing else I can do. The legal service will handle it from now on. Good luck. Let us know how you go. I’ll keep Charlene informed. But in the meantime my hands are tied.”

  He shook his head and settled his Technicolor mass even more firmly into the moulded plastic cup of the seat. I opened Charlene’s correspondence file and buried my face in it, wondering how long it would take Trish to burst in with an urgent pretext. “Dear Madam,” the top letter began. “You are a pinko ratbag bitch.”

  Five minutes later I was still pretending to read and Ant was continuing to glare. What did he want me to do? Whip out a bottle of correcting fluid and a blue ballpoint and personally amend his faulty chest? “I’ll call the cops,” I said, lamely.

  He snorted derisively. Quite right, too. For a start, we could hardly be seen having someone dragged away merely for demanding that the government do something about their problems. That, after all, was what we were there for.

  Also, I found it hard to sound convincing. If I called the coppers on every cantankerous customer we had, they’d have to start running a shuttle bus. And given the ongoing budgetary constraints faced by the various agencies under the jurisdiction of the Minister for Police and Emergency Services, a factional ally of Charlene, that was a poor prospect.

  Mainly, however, I couldn’t call the coppers on some love-struck dumb-bum with Cupid engraved on his left tit because such an encounter was unlikely to be conducive to an outcome of social equity. Let the coppers catch who they could. I’d gone to school with blokes like Ant, and having to resort to the wallopers in my dealings with them would have been an affront to both my personal morality and my professional pride. Quarrels should be kept in the family. “Do us a favour,” I suggested courteously. “Fuck off.”

  Ant smiled maliciously and leaned back like he had all the time in the world. Fortunately, at exactly that moment the phone rang. It wasn’t Trish but Greg Coates, a deputy director in the Melbourne office of the Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs.

  Nearly a quarter of the electors of the Province of Melbourne Upper had been born overseas and it wasn’t uncommon for constituents with an immigration problem to turn up on our doorstep. No problem. Immigration is a Commonwealth matter, so all we had to do was steer them over to the local federal member.

  But, as often as not, the problems were little more than language mix-ups, and it would have been criminal of me to allow an important federal politician to be burdened with such trifling matters. Especially if Charlene could get the credit for fixing them. Which wasn’t difficult to arrange since Greg Coates had been a mate since university, and was both a fellow spear-carrier in my faction and a member of the same party branch. So about once a week Greg gave me a call and we cut a bit of red tape together and swapped political gossip.

  I swivelled my seat around, pointedly turning my back on the tattooed wonder, and spent fifteen minutes firming up a batch of family reunion applications. Eventually Coates made his way, as if in passing, to the prospect of an early election. There was a lot of speculation about, and what with Charlene being in Cabinet, Coates was always trying to weasel the latest inside info out of me.

  I told him what I knew, which was exactly zip, and we finished off with the customary exchange of promises to get together for a drink. When I spun my seat around to hang up, Ant had helped himself to my Sun and was pretending to read it, something he wouldn’t really be able to do until he developed the intellectual capacity of an eight-year-old.

  I was about to get seriously snaky when the phone rang again. This time it was a nice old Greek pensioner whose plumbing difficulties I had been shepherding through the maintenance division of the Housing Ministry. In comparison with the idiocy incarnate sitting opposite me, the institutional oddities at Housing were child’s play. I made a couple of quick calls to the appropriate authorities, threw my weight about in a minor way, and called the old bat to reassure her that she’d be flushing again before she knew it.

  By that stage, it was too late to call Charlene. Besides which, the day had kicked in with its customary vigour. In rapid succession I had a branch treasurer ring to fish for his postage costs to be reimbursed, a school wanting Charlene for its prize night, and a personal visit from a guy with a Ned Kelly beard describing himself as Citizens For A Freeway Free Future. I took him out to the waiting area and spent half an hour outlining the intricacies of the Western Ring-Road community consultative process. He kept his helmet on for the entire conversation, so I’m not sure if he understood everything I told him.

  Just after eleven Agnelli rang.

  Angelo Agnelli was Charlene Wills’ ministerial adviser at Industry. The Industry Ministry was where government policy rubbed noses with the big end of town. The nose was Ange’s weapon of choice and Charlene paid him a princely sum to implement initiatives, expedite the legislative process, keep the mandarins on their toes, and God knew what else. Recently, he’d been making the effort to find the time to look over my shoulder and make tut-tutting noises.

  That day, the big bee in Agnelli’s bonnet was Joe Lollicato. A couple of years previously, Joe had been elected to one of the municipal councils in the area. And in the last round of local government polls he’d been returned with a handsomely increased majority. To Agnelli, who’d never been elected to anything in his life, this sort of personal popularity was both a personal affront and evidence that Lollicato was positioning himself to seize the party’s endorsement away from Charlene.

  “Forget Lolly,” I told him. “Parliamentary ambitions are a fact of life around here. Lolly wouldn’t be the first person in local government to start thinking he’s on the up-escalator to Canberra. But if Lollicato wants a stab at Charlene’s job, and that’s a debatable point, he’ll have to wait until she decides to go, then take his chances along with everyone else. If he tries anything sooner, he’ll find out that a stretch at a suburban town hall, a few half-baked factional connections, and an Italian surname won’t be enough to convince a pre-selection panel to dump a sitting member. A minister at that.”

  Agnelli refused to be mollified. “There are plenty of people in the party who’d like to see Charlene taken down a peg or two. Lollicato’s a sneaky little prick. It wouldn’t pay to underestimate his deviousness. He’s got more friends than you’d suspect.”

  These were facts that could not be disputed, but they were hardly very specific, just the usual Labor Party love talk. The real reason for Agnelli’s antagonism towards Lollicato, I suspected, was cultural. I thought this because sensitivity to ethnic cultural nuances was an essential aspect of my professional capabilities.

  Charlene’s electorate, the whole area in fact, had Italians coming out of its armpits. Fully a quarter of all the Italians in the entire country lived in Melbourne’s northern suburbs, not counting their second and third generation descendants. This was apart from the Greeks, Lebanese, Maltese, Macedonians, Turks and Maoris. All things considered, Melbourne Upper should have been called Wogolopolis. A high level of skill in multiculturalism was, therefore, an indispensable aspect of my job.

  It was, I believed, a requirement I fulfilled as reasonably as could be expected for the descendant of three generations of Irish publicans. I had been handing out how-to-vote cards in Italian since I was a teenager. I knew better than to confuse the Federazione Italiana Lavoratori e Famigli with the Comitato d’Assistenza Italiano. I knew who could be relied on at the vegetable market to buy a book of raffle tickets at election time, and whose brother-in-law was private secretary to the Christian Democrat mayor of San Benedetto del Tronto. And while I would have been the first to admit to having trouble picking a Guelph from a Ghibelline in a dappled olive grove in the Tuscan twilight, I could, to the extent required by profession, reasonably claim to know my tortellini from my tartufo. “This isn’t some sort of Italian crap, is it Ange?” I said.

  Agnelli was obsessed. “That little shit Lollicato is capable of doing any amount of damage if he thinks he can use it to his own advantage. You see the newspaper this morning?”

  “Minister in Pre-Selection Wrangle?”

  “Jesus, where was that?”There was real panic in Agnelli’s voice.

  “Relax, Ange. You mean the dead guy at the meatworks in Coolaroo? I’ve been wondering about that. What’s the story?”

  Agnelli’s voice took on a gossipy conspiratorial hiss. “What are you doing for lunch?”

  “I was thinking of having a pie,” I whispered back. “You reckon it’s safe?”

  “Be serious for a minute, can’t you, Murray? I’m trying to put something useful your way. Come into town.”

  I swung my chair around. The amazing tattooed nuisance had his boots on my desk, right on top of the in-tray. “I dunno,” I told Agnelli. “I’ve got a lot in front of me at the moment.”

  “I’ll buy.” Agnelli’s salary was nearly double mine and this was his first gesture of generosity with anything but unsolicited advice. Clearly, something was going on.

  “Ministry or House?”

  “House. And since you’re coming in, can you do us a favour and give old Picone a lift. He’s having lunch with Charlene and I want to pick a bone with the old bugger first. Give him the two dollar tour and bring him downstairs.”

  I took my umbrella off the filing cabinet, turned off the two-bar radiator and gently moved Ant’s feet over to the out-tray.

  “Anyone calls,” I said, “I’ll be out for the rest of the day.”


  2

  OCTOBER WAS SHAPING UP as the customary disappointment, dithering between erupting into spring or pissing down all the way to Christmas. For the second week in a row, the predicted break in the damp had failed to materialise and rumour had it that the smart money was out the back sawing gopher wood into cubits and collecting matched pairs of animals.

  In the rare intervals between showers, masses of frigid air fleeing north from Tasmania or some similarly dismal polar region swept into town and did their best to give spring a bad name. An hour after Agnelli’s call I was copping the full brunt of one of these tornadoes as I trudged my way up the terrace of Parliament House.

  Our glorious forebears, febrile with easy money and puffed up with Victorian self-aggrandisement, had built the House on a hill and modelled it on classical lines, all monumental portico and reiterated horizontal emphasis. The result was considered by some to be a commanding vista. Personally, with nothing to deflect the nutnumbing elements but a two-piece ninety-nine-dollar del Monaco special, and my pace slowed by the company of a wheezing geriatric, I found it all a trifle overstated. When Ennio Picone stopped for the third time for a bit of a breather, I grabbed his arm and all but frog-marched him up the last dozen steps and into the shelter of the foyer. Gentleman that he was, Picone took it for a courtesy. Gentleman that I was, I let him.

  Ennio Picone was one of Charlene Wills’ prize constituents, an elegant seventy-seven-year-old with fine hands and a matinee moustache. At one time the leader of a dance band, he had spent thirty years tirelessly orchestrating the social life of the electorate’s Italians. He had played at their weddings. He had taught music to their children and grandchildren. And now that they were retired, he organised their leisure—for which their grown-up children were profoundly grateful.

  Those of us who conducted Charlene’s affairs knew that we ignored this little old man’s ceaseless vitality at our peril. He warranted special attention. It was my job to see that he got it. I wondered what Agnelli wanted with him.

  I walked Picone across the coat-of-arms inlaid in the foyer floor and led him into a spacious, high-ceilinged hall with an iceberg of white marble shaped like the young Queen Victoria embedded in the carpet. Leading off to one side was a corridor and a high double doorway. “Charlene will be with you as soon as possible, Maestro Picone,” I said. “She’s a bit busy right now.”

  I shouldered one of the doors open and casually displayed the interior of the parliamentary chamber. It was quite small, hardly more than twenty paces deep, but utterly fantastic, the plaster and gilt hallucination of an imagination overdosed on allegory. Not a surface in the entire room had escaped being moulded, embossed, inlaid, fluted, scalloped, gilded or engraved. Ant’s tattoos had nothing on this joint.

  An arcade of ivory columns flanked the walls. Above, a squadron of bare-bosomed Amazons brandished symbolic artefacts—the Spear of Boadicea, the Laurels of Victory, the Sheathed Sword of Mercy, the Chain of—what, of Command? Unicorns capered down the walls, and eagles fluttered on high. Heraldic waffle-work of every description abounded unbound, cascading downwards to the rows of padded leather upon which the Honourable Members of the Legislative Council lounged like so many bull seals on a rocky headland.

  Best of all, and this was even more than I could have hoped for, Charlene Wills herself was holding the floor.

  Charlene was in her mid-fifties, at the height of her powers and, apparently, enjoying herself immensely. When the Cabinet posts had been dished out after the election, there had never been any doubt that Charlene would make the cut. For a start she had the factional support, but on top of that she was popular, visible and had a tone of voice that scared the living shit out of the boys in caucus.

  She was using it now, a relentless, piercing monotone capable of reducing even the most fractious party conference to numbed compliance. Her topic was obscure—some amendment to some paragraph of some sub-section of some Act—but she was giving it her usual all. You could tell straight off that she knew her stuff and would waste no opportunity to bore it right up the Opposition first chance she got. She was loyal, conscientious, devoted to her constituents, and I loved her like a mother, which was convenient as I no longer had one of my own. Her colostomy bag you couldn’t notice, even if you were one of the very few who knew about it.

  Unfortunately I’d seen less and less of her in the previous two years. What with being a senior minister and Leader of the Government in the Upper House, she found it hard to make time for electorate matters and had been forced to leave me more or less to my own devices. It was getting so that I virtually had to fight my way through a phalanx of bureaucrats and ministerial advisers just to talk to her, apart from our regular fortnightly meetings. And she’d cancelled the last two of those.

  Which reminded me of Agnelli. I allowed Picone a lingering moment to fully register the sumptuousness of his surroundings, and Charlene’s central place in them, then tapped him on the shoulder. “This way, Maestro.” I made a courtly sweep of the arm. Ostentation is never wasted on Italians.

  Parliament, we both knew, was a pantomime. Real power was exercised across the road in the Department of Premier and Cabinet, in Management and Budget, in offices with whiteboards and synthetic carpet tiles. But you could hardly impress a constituent with an open plan office and an ergonomic typist’s chair, however artfully constructed.

  I led Picone along the oak-panelled corridor and down a narrow staircase into a vaulted chamber of bluestone and exposed brick, the law’s subterranean forge. Charlene’s parliamentary office was a glassed-in alcove tucked under one of the supporting arches. Two desks took up most of it, each buried under piles of well-thumbed papers, sheaves of documents bound in manila folders thick with registry notations. Shelves crowded with green-bound volumes of Hansard and glossy policy proclamations ran up the walls. What little space remained was occupied by a heavy leather chesterfield and a cheap glass-topped coffee table littered with government brochures and the day’s newspapers.

  A tinny speaker on the wall was broadcasting Charlene’s oration from the chamber above. Underneath it, sitting on a corner of one of the desks like he could think of nothing more deserving of his time than greeting the Minister’s visitors, was Angelo Agnelli. It was novel to see him sitting somewhere other than on a fence.

  Ange was pushing forty just a tad harder than it was pushing back. He had a full head of photogenic black hair, a chubby boyish face skin-deep in conviviality, and a manner calculated to make people feel that he had their number. Angelo Agnelli collected numbers. Sometimes they even added up.

  As we entered he tugged at the cuffs of his expensive shirt and reached up to turn off the speaker. He shook hands with Picone and seated him on the chesterfield with the courtesy of a world-weary Venetian diplomat. Then he took a copy of that morning’s Coburg Courier out of his jacket pocket and dropped it onto the coffee table. It was folded open at a photograph of a group of old men standing at the end of a bocce pitch trying hard to look sorry for themselves, Picone at their centre. The picture took up the bottom half of page three. Most of the top half was taken up by a banner headline reading GOVT STALLS ON ITALIAN PENSIONER CENTRE.

  I could have kicked myself. Timely monitoring of the local press was one of my jobs. I’d only been in the room ten seconds and Agnelli was already one up on me.

  “What’s this fucking shit, Picone?” he said.

  Picone, unoffended, showed his palms and shrugged. “Ten months we already wait. People, they say maybe you not so fair dinkum on your promise.”

  This explanation seemed to please Agnelli. “What people? Joe Lollicato you mean! Offered to help give us a little nudge in the right direction, did he? Have a word with the local paper, remind us of our obligations, eh? Nothing to do with wanting Charlene’s seat upstairs, of course.” He pointed at the ceiling. “You want Charlene’s help, you better watch yourself, Picone.” Evidently Agnelli had not enjoyed his piano accordion lessons. He could always be relied on to put on a good show, but voter relations were not his strong suit.

  Picone knew what was expected of him. He shrugged resignedly and mimed the look of a chastened man. But you could see that he didn’t mean it. Why should he? In taking his grievance to the local rag he was merely observing the cardinal rule of those who live in a safe seat: never allow yourself to be taken for granted. If the government drags its heels delivering on a promise, scream like a scalded cat.

  Charlene had long since promised her electorate’s Italian senior citizenry that the government would build them new clubrooms. And old Ennio knew her well enough to know that she would deliver. Eventually. He just wanted to make sure that he’d be still around to take the credit the day the brand new Carboni Club opened its doors.

  And so what if Lollicato had been urging the old farts on from behind the scenes, as Agnelli seemed convinced? Lolly was as entitled to cultivate his garden as any other local politician. Picone was merely playing his little part in the game. A man is never too old for that.

  So Picone folded his hands in his lap and humoured Agnelli by not interrupting him while he played the minister’s hard man. What more could he be expected do? his face seemed to say. Hadn’t he come all the way into town in Murray Whelan’s decrepit Renault, walked up all those steps in the freezing wind, pretended to be impressed by this overblown colonial copy of some Palladian palazzo?

  “Charlene is very disappointed,” Agnelli was saying. “She’s a good friend of the community. You should be ashamed.”

  Then Charlene Wills herself came through the door, her plump frame rounded off by the shoulder pads of her knit suit.

  “Maestro Picone was wondering if you would be available to be guest of honour at the Carboni Club annual dinner dance,” I said. “He thinks it would be an ideal opportunity for the community to thank you for your work in securing funding for the new senior citizens’ centre. Isn’t that right, Maestro?”

  Charlene tossed a bulky buff envelope onto the desk in front of Agnelli. “Lovely. Delighted. Check the calendar, Angelo. You’ll stay for lunch of course, Ennio? Hello, Murray. You’ll have the file back on my desk first thing in the morning, won’t you Angelo? Or my life won’t be worth living.” She was already out the door, her constituency on her arm.

  The envelope landed with a thud. It carried the logo of the Office of the Coroner and had something scrawled across the front in heavy felt-tipped pen. Upside down I could read the words “Pacific Pastoral/Ekrem Bayraktar.”

  As God is my witness, I should have got up and walked away then and there.
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  AGNELLI SCOOPED UP the envelope, flourished it triumphantly, and took off up the stairs like he either had an appointment with destiny or a very full bladder. Once outside, he braced himself against the squall blowing along Spring Street, hurtled down the parliamentary declivity and led me onwards into the city.

  Since Agnelli was buying, I was content to let him lead. Especially since his destination appeared to be The Society, where a free lunch was worth having. But he didn’t falter as he tore past its tinted windows, and I caught only the barest sparkle of silver cutlery before he darted across the road and headed up a lane.

  Conversation was impossible. Apart from maintaining a blistering pace, we were both fully occupied negotiating a passage through mountains of old cobblestones and untidy hillocks of sand. What had been a mere footpath for the previous hundred years was in the process of being converted into a pedestrian access facility harmonised to the heritage aspects of the built-form environment. And judging by the amount of excavation going on, it was putting up quite a bit of resistance. Either that or the city council was financing the exercise by strip-mining the entire precinct for minerals.

  This kind of obstacle course was something we were all getting used to. Ever since Labor’s arrival in power the city had taken on the aspect of a vast construction site. The leadership had wasted no time making it abundantly clear to both the business end of town and its own membership that the party’s historical antagonism to speculation was a thing of the past. A government that couldn’t come up with jobs wouldn’t last five minutes. Property development equalled jobs, and no sentiment was to be wasted on sentiment. Overnight, ancient landmarks became vast pits filled with tip-trucks and management types in business shirts and hard hats.

  In keeping with its resolve on the issue, the government had just given some of the more boisterous elements in the building unions a severe judicial crutching. As a result, there were so many construction hoardings and concrete trucks in the city it was impossible to find anywhere to park. And deep festering pools of bad blood awaited the unwary at the Trades Hall.

  So far none of those juicy new jobs had come my way. Meanwhile my sense of historical geography was having the shit shot out of it. The old familiar shape of things was changing so fast that it was sometimes hard to know exactly where I stood.

  I had no such problem that day, however. Our objective was clearly Chinatown. The pavers beneath our feet had taken on a decidedly oriental motif and all around us gaggles of almond-eyed citizens nicked in and out of eating houses with dead ducks in their windows and names like Good Luck Village and New Dynasty. At a dragon-entwined archway Agnelli abruptly stopped and pushed open a black lacquered portal encrusted with brass studs the size of the hub caps on a Honda Civic.

  I was pleasantly surprised and immediately suspicious. My initial assumption when we entered Chinatown was that Agnelli’s generosity would run no further than a cheap dim sum, hardly worth my ten-kilometre drive into town. Instead, I found myself being ushered through a grove of bamboo into the Mandarin Palace, winner for three years in succession of the Golden Chopsticks Award in the Age Good Gourmet Guide. Judging by the high standard of grovelling we got from the smoothie in the Chou En-lai suit who handed us the menus, Agnelli was a regular.

  It was hard to credit that this Agnelli was the same nervy solicitor who had come tentatively tapping on my door at the Municipal Workers’ Union ten years earlier, asking to be introduced around the traps. The legal firm that looked after our workers’ compensation cases had just taken him on. He joked that he’d probably only got the job because the senior partners assumed he could speak to some of the plaintiffs in their own language.

  In reality, his language skills consisted essentially of what he had managed to pick up in his mother’s kitchen in Mitcham. His Italian was dialect, secondhand, and unintelligible to most of his clients, especially the Italians. On top of which, he was an indifferent litigator, not that that’s ever been an impediment to a successful legal career. But he took to industrial law like a duck to water. For the following three years he pursued it so avidly that he eventually caught enough to hang out his own shingle.

  Poaching the best of his old firm’s clients and spreading his briefs generously around the barristers’ chambers, he steadily built an impressive network in the law and the unions. Now here he was, factional heavyweight, member of the state executive of the Socialist Left, and if not the architect then at least the master builder of some of the government’s most ambitious reforms. Self-approbation burst from him like a fountain from a ruptured pipe.
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