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    To Gary Foley

    Dare to struggle, dare to win

    In Memoriam

    Kevin and Aileen

  


  
    “Athleticism can occasion in man the most noble of passions and also the most vile.”

    —Baron Pierre de Coubertin, Founder of the Modern Olympics

    “Yibbida, Yibbida!”

    —Rex Hunt, Australian sports philosopher

  


  
    A Note About Australian Football

    Characterized by long, high kicking and spectacular aerial contests, Australian football is a fast-moving contact sport played by teams of eighteen on an oval arena three times the size of a gridiron field. Indigenous and unique, it is the traditional religion in the southern part of the country, engendering fierce tribal loyalties and regularly attracting crowds in excess of 100,000 spectators. It should not under any circumstances be confused with rugby, an imported code similar to American football that retains an obscure attraction for many people in the northern states.

  


  
    Melbourne, 1956

    They confronted him at the Royal Exhibition Building, just before the first lift of the final round It was safer there, away from all the prying eyes at the Athletes Village, and he did not suspect anything until it was too late.

    He was a very strong man, not as big as some of his teammates in the higher weight divisions, but formidable enough to be a medal contender. When he bolted for the door, it took four burly trainers to subdue him and force the gag into his mouth so his cries for help could not be heard by the Australian officials in the warm-up area. Even then, he continued to put up a struggle and the first hypodermic needle snapped of in the muscles of his arm.

    That’s when the deputy chef-de-mission struck him with the heavy steel lifting bar. The bone snapped immediately. After that, for all his strength, he offered less resistance and the doctor was able to administer the drug.

    The Australian volunteer driver had no reason to suspect that the heavy bags of equipment they were loading into the Bedford van contained anything other than the usual sporting gear. He was, however, disappointed to be told that he should immediately drive them to Appleton Dock. It was only fifteen minutes away through the early summer sunshine but the trip meant that he would miss the final of the tournament. As the Bedford pulled into Nicholson Street, the Duke of Edinburgh was already arriving to present the medals, the Olympic standard fluttering on the hood of his black Bentley.

    The weightlifter did not regain consciousness until he was on board the ship. By then, further resistance was futile.

    Despite the speed and secrecy of the operation, the Australian Security Intelligence Organization was soon aware that something untoward was happening. Officers manning the observation post in the cargo shed across the turning basin became suspicious when they noticed that the official supervising the unloading of the van was far too senior for such a task. The fact that Russians were seen carrying aboard heavy equipment belonging to the Polish team was also considered unusual enough to warrant a telephone call to headquarters.

    By late evening, lights were burning in the large Victorian mansion in Queens Road and the Director himself was being briefed. A deeply conservative man, steeped in military culture, Colonel Spry had a face which did not display his thoughts. His subordinates could easily imagine, however, the depths of the dilemma that now confronted him.

    The Games of the XVI Olympiad of the Modern Era, the Friendly Games, were rapidly descending into farce, a circus which threatened both Australia’s reputation as a sporting nation and the future of the Olympic ideal.

    A week earlier, one of the Russians had eluded her escort at the Melbourne zoo and fled through the animal enclosures. A brawl had erupted at the Russia-Hungary water polo final and blood had been spilled in the water. Soviet competitors had been openly jeered at the fencing. President Brundage of the International Olympic Committee, an American and no fiend of the communists, had already protested to the organizing committee at this lack of sportsmanship. The CIA was busy in the background, attempting to provoke incidents. Emigré groups had invaded the Athletes Village and torn down flags.

    It was an informant from one such group who alerted ASIO t o the sudden withdrawal of the Polish medal contender only moments before his final lift in the medal round of the weightlifting. Officially he had strained a ligament but, according to the contact, the lifter was planning to defect from the podium during the medal-presentation ceremony.

    Two years earlier, Colonel Spry had not hesitated in ordering his officers to assist Commonwealth Police snatch Mrs. Petrov from the hands of Soviet agents who were hustling her aboard a plane on the tarmac at Darwin airport. But this time, the interests of the nation were different. The Gruzia was moored under the terms of the Olympic truce. To search it would be a violation of that truce. If nothing was found, the communists would gain a great international propaganda victory. ASIO would be embarrassed and Australia’s honor tarnished before the world

    Only one course of action was possible, decided the Director. Three days later, a battery of twenty-five-pounder guns fired the final salute and the Friendly Games concluded in triumph as the athletes danced their way through the Closing Ceremony.
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  Melbourne, 1990

  SHE WAS GIVING ME THE EYE. No doubt about it.

  Every time I glanced her way, I caught her looking at me. Her gaze would dart somewhere else, but she was definitely checking me out. She was twenty-two, maybe twenty-three, with a body that looked like it was molded from fiberglass to a design by Benvenuto Cellini. Smooth. Firm. Flawless.

  Too flawless for me, surely, a man teetering on the cusp of his late thirties. A man whose waist measurement was almost as high as his IQ. Not that I automatically assumed it was impossible for a woman like her to be interested in someone like me. But you get to a certain point, you know what’s reasonable and what’s not. Christ, she was practically a teenager.

  She tossed back her blonde ponytail, parted her thighs and thrust her hips forward. “Come on,” she urged. “Do it. Do it.”

  I couldn’t. I just didn’t have the energy. Wiping the perspiration from my eyes with the hem of my T-shirt, I lowered my vision to the electronic display panel of my exercise bike and urged my faltering muscles on. For more than half an hour I’d been at it. First the warm-up, then the super circuit. Three sets of leg extensions. The front lateral press and the rowing simulator. The mini-trampoline, the squat rack and the Stairmaster. Thirty-seven minutes of self-imposed agony.

  Beyond the window of the aerobics studio, the gorgeous creature had turned away. She was on her knees on the carpet now, extending first one leg then the other, her flanks as fine as a gazelle’s. She was inexhaustible, her energy boundless, her body unravaged by time and cigarettes and a sedentary occupation. “Keep it up, keep it up,” she cried. Her every move was immediately replicated by the twenty women in her class, flexing their Lycra-sheathed limbs to the syncopated thud of the sound system. Madonna.

  God, I hated Madonna. I tried to think of something else, to force my mind off that taut blue leotard. That pert, peachy derriere. Those surreptitious glances. To find some thought I could use to focus my energy on the last, muscle-quivering kilometer up the computer-generated incline. Concentrating my attention on the liquid-crystal terrain-simulator on the console between the handlebars, I screwed up my determination, bore down and pedaled into the final sinew-searing five minutes of my daily work-out. Every fiber of my mortal being screamed at me to stop.

  With a sharp electronic beep, the stationary bicycle announced that I’d arrived at my destination. Ten kilometers at Mark 8, a total kilojoule burn of 250. The calorific equivalent of two cherry tomatoes and a haircut. Responding as surely as Pavlov’s dogs salivating at the sound of a bell, my legs went limp. With one last surge of willpower, I forced them to continue for the final minutes of my warm-down.

  I was warming down but the gym was hotting up. At the bike beside me, a furiously pedaling endomorph looked up from his copy of the Financial Review. “No pain, no gain,” he muttered. Probably rehearsing his statement to the shareholders.

  The City Club was located in the Hyatt Hotel, but few of its clientele were hotel guests. Most, like me, worked in the surrounding office buildings. Many, judging by their furtive eyes and abrasive manner, were members of the finance community. The women tended to be younger and better togged out. The average male was a laterally expanding desk-jockey teetering on the brink of middle age. My kind of guy.

  My fellow City Club members, I reflected. Desperate old farts and despicable yuppies. So what did that make me, an AWOL apparatchik, sneaking away from the office to work on his personal downsizing plan? Not for the first time, I reminded myself that I’d chosen the place solely on the basis of its location, a three-minute walk from Parliament House. That, and the incentive provided by its astronomical cost.

  It was, I had told myself a month earlier, crunch time. Either face up to my need for constant maintenance or surrender entirely to my inner beanbag. So it had been on with the training shoes and out with the credit card.

  At $1500 a year plus joining fee, the City Club was more than I could really afford. On the other hand, I was getting a lot for my money. You name it, the City Club had it. An atrium-roofed swimming pool in checkerboard tiles. Microchip-regulated warm-up bicycles. A front lateral press and a modular triceps extension machine. Rowing simulators, each with an in-built computer-generated opponent. Weight machines, both Universal and Nautilus. A boutique offering a comprehensive range of swimsuits, pedal-pushers and Musashi high-protein snacks. Shiatsu massage. Boxercise. Wet and dry saunas. Slide, step and low-impact aerobics. Complimentary cotton swabs in the changing rooms. An attentive staff of chipper young men and perky young women, each with the calves of a Sherpa and the smile of a toothpaste testimonial.

  Including, it seemed, the nymph with the wandering eye. My mysterious admirer. I’d first noticed her earlier that week when she started taking the midday aerobics session, replacing a rather fey young man with a taste for Vangelis and a cute little backside that was entirely wasted on his all-female class.

  Aside from the body of a goddess, clearly a prerequisite for the job, she had an open, frankly inquisitive face and wore her mandatory smile with a slightly ironic twist that didn’t quite match the earnest, professional cheerfulness of her workmates. With a perennial tilt to her head and large, wide-open eyes, she appeared to regard the world with amused scepticism, as though nothing could ever quite manage to surprise her.

  Just the expression she used when she looked me over. A cool, appraising look which, while I found it flattering, seemed oddly perverse when directed at a man with trembling knees, a low-slung chassis and the motto “I’m With Stupid” printed across the front of his sweat-soaked T-shirt. Perhaps she needed glasses.

  The aerobics class was finishing. Twelve-thirty. My cue to start making tracks for my lunch appointment. I climbed down off the bike and waited for my head to stop spinning. Four weeks I’d been a member of the City Club and so far most of the weight loss had been in the region of my bank balance. On the other hand, where else did I get ogled by bodacious young babes? One bodacious babe, anyway.

  Now she was staring at me. As I slung my complimentary towel around my neck and staggered toward the locker room, she advanced across the floor, cocking her head and peering dubiously into my face.

  “Hey!” she declared, pointing knowingly. Women from the aerobics class looked our way. Shit, I thought. She hadn’t really been looking at me. She’d been catching me looking at her. I was about to be banged-up for perving. Denounced as a sexual harasser. “Your name’s Whelan, isn’t it?” Her rising inflection was a clear accusation.

  “Murray Whelan,” I admitted cautiously.

  “Thought it was.” She clapped her hands in self-congratulation. “Am I good or what?”

  I stared at her blankly, not at all sure where this was going.

  “You don’t remember me, do you?” she said, crestfallen. And what a crest. I made a point of not looking at it. “Holly. Holly Deloite.”

  “Of course I remember.” I racked my brains. As offsider to a politician, I meet a lot of people. More than I could ever hope to remember and quite a few I’d prefer to forget. But this Holly Deloite definitely wasn’t in that category. If I’d ever pressed her flesh, I was sure I would’ve recalled.

  “Hadfield High School, tenth grade work-experience program,” she prompted. “I’ve probably changed a bit since then.”

  Had she ever.

  She was taking me back almost seven years. Back to when I was electorate officer for Charlene Wills, Member of the Legislative Council for the Province of Melbourne Upper. Running a shopfront office in a working-class electorate on the northern edge of the suburban sprawl. Keeping the constituents happy, massaging the grassroots of the political process, soliciting campaign donations, that sort of thing.

  Every year we’d take a work-experience placement from each of the local high schools. Give bored and slightly bewildered fifteen-year-olds a taste of real life. Teach them to stuff envelopes and make coffee, let them answer the phone if they were exceptionally capable.

  Holly Deloite had been a mumbler, if I remembered right. Mouth full of braces, a tubby bubby, pimples. Well stacked for her age and shy about it. Head always down, hiding her face behind her hair. But keen to please. It was all coming back to me. “The photocopier girl!”

  She blushed and her hand flew up to her mouth. “You bastard,” she grinned. “You still remember that.”

  I liked the bastard. It was a big improvement on Mr. Whelan. “How could I forget?”

  Truth be known, I hadn’t given the matter a second thought since the day it happened. The day she’d misread my handwriting. Made five hundred copies by two o’clock instead of two copies by five o’clock.

  “Got the zeros mixed up with the noughts,” she laughed. “But you were real nice about it. Even bought me lunch at that Chinese restaurant.”

  The Dow Sing. Along with the rest of the office staff, courtesy of the petty cash account. Our standard farewell gesture for work-experience students. Nothing untoward. But clearly I’d made quite an impression on the young Miss Deloite. So, too, had the intervening years. All trace of the dumpy, bashful teenager had vanished.

  “You had that little kid, didn’t you?” she said, now in the full throes of reminiscence. “What was his name again?”

  Work experience occasionally included the development of child-care skills in the visiting students. With my wife Wendy seconded to the Office of the Status of Women in Canberra, I had assumed the prime parenting role. Which inevitably meant that our son put in a fair bit of time at the office. Keeping a four-year-old amused had been about Holly’s intellectual speed, far less demanding than the technological challenges of the photocopier. There were little brothers somewhere in her background, I seemed to recall.

  “Red,” I said. “He lives in Sydney with his mother. We’re divorced. I’m on my own now.”

  “Aww.” She tilted her head even further to the side and pursed her lips into a sympathetic little frown.

  Yes, it was a pity. Red, at least. Not the divorce. Wendy could look after herself. She was Director of Equal Opportunity for Telecom now, tapping away at the glass ceiling on behalf of the sisterhood. And herself. Remarried and doing well, thank you very much.

  At this declaration of my marital status, our conversation lurched into an awkward silence. Unnecessarily so. My assertion that I was footloose and fancy-free was not intended as a pick-up line. Young Holly Deloite was a delight, all right, but she was still too young. Even if she was interested, what would we talk about afterward? Not to mention the potential damage to my reputation. An older woman with a younger man, that was an historic advance. Vice versa, and the belles of censoriousness began to peal.

  Still, it was nice to be fondly remembered, especially by a ravishing young thing. And her frank manner reflected well on the employment policies of the City Club. Nothing worse than subservient help, in my opinion. You never know what they’re really thinking. “You like it here?” she said. “Good, isn’t it? Great place to work.”

  “Yeah,” I enthused, looking around at the heaving flesh and clanging metal. “Just started this week, have you?”

  “Nah,” she shook her ponytail. “Been here ages, nearly a year. Just come back from six weeks in Queensland, but. The Hyatt Coolum Beach Resort. The chain has this sort of exchange thing with their instructors. Like I specialize in slide, okay? So I was doing that up there, training their staff, and they sent their low-impact guy down here.”

  Mr. Bottom, the vanished Vangelis fan. Visiting Fellow in Bump and Grind at the University of Soft Knocks.

  “Sounds great,” I said. Holly had clearly found her vocation, gun aerobics coach. Have leotard will travel. I was pleased for her but it wasn’t an area I felt qualified to discuss. We were running out of subject matter.

  “Still with Mrs. Wills?” she said, casting about for a safe topic. “Out at the office.”

  “Charlene died a fair while ago,” I said. “It’s Angelo Agnelli now.” The Honorable Member for Melbourne Upper. Minister for Water Supply and the Arts. My current employer.

  Nearly six years Angelo and I had been together, ever since he inherited me from Charlene. Ours was a shotgun marriage of political convenience and, frankly, the relationship was wearing a bit thin. It was one of Angelo’s remarks which had prompted me to join the City Club. “Lucky I’m not Minister for Agriculture,” he told me. “Or they’d start calling you Beefy Whelan.” This from a man with three chins whose only exercise was running off at the mouth and jumping to conclusions.

  Never heard of him, said Holly’s face. A politician. Inhabitant of a distant galaxy. Holly’s was the world of the here and now. Politics just wasn’t in the frame. Life was elsewhere. Anywhere, really. Everywhere. She was young.

  “Anyway,” she said. “Just thought I’d say hello. Really great to see you again, all of that. Anything you need, I’m here ten ’til eight every day.” She flashed me the corporate rictus. “Maybe you’d like to join a class.”

  “Maybe.” I nodded amiably. “I’ll think about it.” Like hell. Nothing more pathetic, in my book, than the sight of a man doing aerobics. Prancing about to infantile music in a room full of mirrors, making a complete dick of himself. If I really wanted to look like an idiot, I’d start riding a bike to work.

  Holly Deloite’s wandering eye was beginning to wander elsewhere, over toward the front counter where an unattended member was waiting impatiently for his complimentary fluffy towel. Nice girl, Holly. Beautiful body. Mind like a muesli bar. We parted, then, with a nod and a smile, she to customer service, me to the locker room.

  In the buff, all men are equal. But, even bare-bummed, class finds a way of expressing itself. No tattoos here, no amputees, no horny hands or industrial injuries. Only the best-bred, corn-fed flesh in the locker room of the City Club. Vivaldi humming quietly in the background. Fresh flowers on the washstand, limitless conditioning mousse in the showers. Silk ties and tailored jackets. Wooden coat hangers in ash-paneled lockers. An atmosphere redolent of Eau Sauvage and insider trading.

  As I stepped under the shower, the sudden shock of cold water reminded me of the dickheads I’d been dealing with that morning.

  Union officials, they called themselves. Back in my day at the Trades Hall, they would’ve been lucky to get a job with the Amusement Employees Federation, Circus Division. Clowns whose idea of negotiation was to start with a threat and work their way up to personal abuse. Typical Miscellaneous Workers Union bullshit. The Missos were never what you might call Mensa material.

  For months I’d been playing umpire in their interminable wrangling with the bureaucrats at the Department of Water Supply. Trying to convince them that the government was in no position to meet their demand for an across-the-board productivity bonus for the entire maintenance division.

  A productivity bonus, for Chrissake, as if the water was suddenly getting wetter as a result of their improved work practices. All they had to do was to keep the stuff running downhill, after all. And now these absurd threats of industrial action. “Such as what?” I wanted to know. “Putting LSD in the reservoirs? Making the toilets flush in reverse?”

  The dipstick drongos didn’t seem to realize that it was 1990, that we were in the middle of a recession. Their obscure attempts at intimidation were the last straw. I’d finally lost it, given the miserable pricks a piece of my mind. Not my finest moment, professionally speaking. The meeting had ended in acrimonious disarray.

  There has to be a better way to make a living, I thought as I toweled myself dry.

  An elderly patrician with a washboard stomach and a mat of gray on his chest combed his temples at the mirror with all the gravity of a Roman senator. Paunchy plutocrats, towels at their midriffs, emerged dewy from the sauna. A consortium of brash young go-getters commandeered the benches, swapping their Florsheim brogues for Nike trainers, self-assured as Olympians.

  The Olympics, I thought, pulling on my jocks. My big chance.

  Brian Morrison had been insistent but tantalizingly vague when he rang and suggested we catch up. An old mate, Brian had wangled himself a berth with the Melbourne Olympic Bid, Incorporated, the organization running the city’s candidacy to host the 1996 Olympic Games. “Let’s have a bite,” he said. “I might have a job for a man of your experience.”

  I wasn’t really in the job market. But I was curious. To exactly what aspect of my experience, I wondered, was he referring?

  Surely not my current situation as Senior Adviser to the Minister for Water Supply, formulating policy options on the privatization of the Mordialloc Main Drain, negotiating staffing levels with maddies from the Missos and making sure that Angelo didn’t fall out of the boat while inspecting the catchment facilities.

  Nor, I thought, had Brian been referring to my brief sojourn at the Arts Ministry, my employer’s other area of current responsibility, where I’d briefly grappled with transgressive postmodern cultural practice. Perhaps he meant my time at Ethnic Affairs, Angelo’s previous portfolio.

  Yes, I thought, that was it. Athens was Melbourne’s main competitor for the prize of the Centenary Games, after all. And five years at Ethnic Affairs, arm-wrestling the largest Greek community this side of the Peloponnesian peninsula, had taught me a thing or two about the Hellenic psyche. Helping to outwit the Athenians, I assumed, was what he had in mind for me.

  As I knotted my tie, my face stared back at me from the mirror. Assessing my presentability, comparing it with that of my fellow City Club members. No doubt about it, almost a decade in the ante-chamber of political power had done wonders for my wardrobe. What would the blokes back at the Municipal Employees Union have said about my Hugo Boss suit, I wondered? Or the electors of Melbourne Upper? Holly Deloite was not the only one who had changed.

  Smoothing my shirt front and buffing my shoes on the complimentary shoe-buffing machine, I strapped on my watch. Twelve-forty-five. Well exercised, well presented and on time. An ornament to the Australian Labor Party.

  Holly was at reception, sprucing up the motivational books and videos in their revolving display rack. Buns of Steel. Abs of Alabaster. Pecs of Polycarbon. “Lookin’ good,” she said. Just the sort of thing they said at the City Club, but that didn’t stop me drawing encouragement from it.

  “What’s it like?” I nodded at the book in her hand. The Seven Keys to Eternal Youth.

  Holly studied the object like she wasn’t quite sure what it was. “Um,” she said. “He’s supposed to be really deep. You know. Philosophically.” On the back cover was a photograph of the author, a man in a turban with heavy black-rimmed spectacles and a full beard.

  “Is he?” The guy looked like a myopic yak.

  “He did this one, too.” From the rack she handed me Mastering the Forces That Shape Personal Identity.

  “Interesting title,” I said. Refreshing in its brevity.

  I scanned a page at random. “Man is an air animal,” it said. “Shed your clothes whenever possible. Take off your shoes, loosen your collar. Sleep in the nude.”

  “Perhaps we could workshop this together,” I suggested.

  But Holly wasn’t listening. She was staring over my shoulder to where a customer was coming through the glass doors from the elevators. He wasn’t one of the regulars, not one I’d seen before. He advanced toward us with the swaggering gait of a man acutely conscious of his physique. And with good reason. He was built like a small truck. Something compact but substantial. A Hilux two-tonner, for example, or a Ford Transit with aluminum dropside tray and dual rear wheels.

  “Uh oh,” said Holly. “Here’s trouble.”

  He was a very solid piece of work. Medium height, oval face, a neck like a hatbox. Arms like legs. Legs like I don’t know what. They were enclosed in voluminous pants made out of what appeared to be parachute silk. His torso bulged beneath a loose sweat-top that must have been a size XXXXL.

  He was somewhere in his mid-twenties, although his dark hair had already begun to thin at the forehead. The rest of it was slicked back over his skull and pulled tight into a rat’s arse of a ponytail. The loose drape of his clothing seemed to accentuate rather than conceal the solid bulge of his body and he carried himself with the bow-legged strut of a man who has watched a few too many Sylvester Stallone movies. He’d probably been reasonably good-looking, in an over-masculine sort of way, before the acne got to work on his cheekbones.

  He smiled, showing a wide gap between his front teeth. “Hey, babe,” he said.

  I took it that he was not addressing me. Holly’s smile snapped shut like a venetian blind and her chin shot up about ten centimeters. “Excuse me a moment,” she murmured, moving out from behind the counter to block Arnold Schwartzenschnitzel’s advance.

  “Thought I told you to stay away.” She spoke in an undertone, her irritation unmistakable.

  “Holly, babe.” His voice was jaunty, undeterred. “Don’t be like that.”

  Holly folded her arms across her chest and glued her feet to the floor. “Listen, Steve.” She spoke through gritted teeth. “It’s all over between us. Can’t you get that through that thick head of yours?”

  “Aw, be nice,” Steve cooed, rolling his shoulders, a couple of performance artists trying to get out of a satin sack. His arms hung so far out from his sides he looked like he was doing an impression of the Sydney Harbor Bridge.

  Holly tossed an apprehensive glance over her shoulder and dropped her voice to a steely hiss. “You’ll get me sacked if you don’t stop coming around like this. And I want my stuff back.”

  By this stage, I’d realized that I wasn’t witnessing a bad moment in customer relations but a disagreement of a more personal nature, probably romantic in origin. Returning the hairy guru to his place in the wire display rack, I began to edge away, heading for the exit.

  “Don’t be like that,” Mr. Muscle said again. He was trying hard to sound casual but there was a note in his voice that I wasn’t sure I liked. Holly didn’t like it either, especially when he reached across to stroke the side of her neck. “I roolly miss you, babe.”

  Her arm shot up and brushed his away. “I’m warning you, Steve.”

  As I angled around them, Holly suddenly grabbed my elbow and thrust me forward. “This is my lawyer,” she declared. “Stop harassing me or he’ll have you in court, dead set.”

  Too astonished to contradict her, I cleared my throat, squared my jaw and tried to look jurisprudential. A damsel in distress and all that. The Hulk gave me the slow once-over, not much impressed with what he saw.

  “What choo wanna lawyer for?” Now his feelings were hurt. “They just rip you off.”

  I concurred with the general sentiment but resented the specific insinuation. Behind me, I heard a click like the latch falling on a closing gate. Garth, the club’s deep-tissue masseur, was emerging from the pool deck with an armful of folded towels. The clicking noise was the sound of his tongue rebounding off the roof of his mouth. He steamed toward us.

  “Holly,” he commanded tersely. “Put these in the stock room for me, please.”

  Shooting me a quick look of thanks, Holly grabbed the towels and evaporated.

  Garth wasn’t quite as hefty as this Steve character, but he had a good half-head on him. And a very butch manner, considering. He inserted himself between me and Steve, arms akimbo. “Come in here again,” he said, “I’ll call security. This is your last warning. On your bike, Tinkerbell.”

  If looks could kill, Garth was a goner. Tinkerbell’s lip curled back and his nostrils flared. But he managed to restrain himself. “Hey, man,” he sneered. “Call this a gym? This ain’t a gym. It’s a pussy factory.” He pirouetted on ballerina feet, tiny in comparison with the inverted triangle of his torso, and stalked contemptuously out the door.

  “Sorry about that, sir,” said Garth. “Not our kind of person at all.” On the other side of the glass doors, a balled fist was pounding the lift button, hammering it into the wall.

  “No trouble,” I reassured the masseur, glancing first toward the stock room then at my watch. “No trouble whatsoever.”

  Of course, Steve hadn’t killed anyone at that stage. Not yet, anyway.
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  LEAVING THE HYATT by way of the food court, I lit a cigarette and strolled up Collins Street, allowing myself to be swept along by the Friday lunchtime crowd. At little tables on the footpath, women in haute couture sat sipping coffee and toying with overwrought pastries. The boutiques of the carriage trade were doing a brisk business in steamer trunks and silk handkerchiefs embossed with little interlocked initials. Yellow and green trams click-clacked past at a dignified pace. It was a long way from Paris, but it possessed a certain well-heeled charm.

  The weather didn’t hurt, either. Spring arrives in Melbourne as a relief, an end to dismal winter, a harbinger of a summer that might or might not eventuate. Autumn, however, is its own reward. It stands alone, dependable, often glorious, sometimes sublime. The sky is blue and the air invigorating, the canopies of the trees turn to russet and the bounty of the season is upon us. Time to start making provision for the chill days ahead. And chill they would no doubt be, if the polls were to be believed.

  It was late April 1990 and the Labor government in whose ranks I served was on the skids. Bankrupted by financial mismanagement and special pleading. Riven by factional shenanigans and two-bob power plays. Skimmed by fast operators and administered by slow ones. Cactus. A political Titanic adrift in a Sargasso of lost opportunity. Our credibility was so seriously shot we’d be lucky to survive the two years until the next election. Nothing short of a miracle could save us.

  Dream the Dream, read the banners fluttering from every light stanchion. Bring the Olympics to Melbourne. Above the words was a stylized flame, the logo of the Melbourne Olympic Bid, Inc.

  Everywhere you turned, there it was. Emblazoned on the sides of trams, plastered to bumpers, stuck on the doors of stores, dangling from power poles. We wanted this, and we wanted it bad. If the support of the populace counted for anything with the International Olympic Committee, Melbourne had to be odds-on favorite.

  At the top of Collins Street stood the Old Treasury Building. Thick with baroque curlicues and neo-classical flourishes, the ornate edifice stared down at the city with all the imperious condescension of one of Queen Victoria’s colonial secretaries. It had been built to store the rivers of bullion flowing from the goldfields of Ballarat and Bendigo. But that was more than a century ago. The mines were long exhausted and the wealth long spent. Our hopes were currently invested in new and more magical sources of wealth. Rich foreigners would come from the sky and shower us with gifts. As if in anticipation of their imminent arrival, Brian Morrison stood at the building’s front door, staring up into the heavens.

  A tall, curly-headed man of my own age, Morrison wore a tailored charcoal-gray suit that must have set him back a good eight hundred dollars. What with his executive tie and his air of self-satisfied affability, he was the very picture of the corporate man. There was certainly nothing about his current appearance to hint at the fact that in his younger days he’d once been the Socialist Left candidate for Mayor of Collingwood, that most mythically militant bastion of the working class.

  Once upon a time, Brian had been a lowly ministerial adviser like me. Offsider to the Minister for Planning, responsible for seeing that nobody crept up on his boss in the dark and blind-sided him with a leaked memo or a preselection threat. Before that, back in the dark ages before Labor was in power, he and I sat on the odd committee together. More recently, he had been party campaign director during the last state election, a role roughly analogous to that of Mandrake the Magician.

  Now he was an up-and-comer in the corporate sector, Director of Government, Corporate and Community Relations for the Olympic bid. DOG for the MOB, as he put it when he rang and suggested we have lunch. As I ascended the wide terrace of steps toward him, he cackled with pleasure and thrust his forefinger into the air, inviting me to turn my attention skyward.

  A born conspirator, Brian was never happier than when he was cooking something up, putting something over. I followed the angle of his finger. Far above, a tiny plane was looping-the-loop, etching great white circles in the otherwise unbroken expanse of blue. “The Olympic Rings,” he declared, in case I was unfamiliar with the design. “A welcoming gesture for Don Pablo Cardena, the IOC’s representative from Costa Rica. Cost me twenty grand but worth every penny. Don Pablo’s very influential with the Latins. Plus it’ll make a great front page.”

  The pictorial editors would need to move fast. Even as the last of the four-thousand-dollar rings was inscribed in the air, the first was melting away, reduced to a few faint wisps of pallid vapor. We stood for a moment, reverently watching Brian’s budget disperse into the stratosphere. Then he grabbed my elbow and propelled me through the front door. “Take a gander at this,” he commanded.

  For most of the preceding century, the Old Treasury Building had housed the Department of Administrative Services in conditions reminiscent of a scene out of Great Expectations. But now the public servants had been relocated, the facade scrubbed, the linoleum carpeted, the desks French-polished and the walls painted in heritage colors. An electronic display on the reception desk spelled out the countdown until the IOC made its decision. 142 days, it flashed, Welcome Don Pablo Welcome Welcome Welcome.

  Brian nodded briskly to the receptionist and led me along a short corridor lined with earth-toned dot paintings. “Clifford Possum,” he murmured. “Turkey Tolson.”

  We arrived at an ornate set of double doors, their heavy brass handles buffed to a high sheen. Brian pressed a button on the wall and the portals swung silently open to reveal a darkened chamber lined with black curtains. We stepped inside and the doors closed behind us. A beam of light descended from the ceiling, illuminating a plinth upon which sat what appeared to be a ball of compressed shrapnel.

  “The Baron Pierre de Coubertin, founder of the modern Olympics,” whispered Brian. “Artist’s impression.”

  He put a finger to his lips, the lights dimmed and we were plunged into pitch darkness. Sounds began, faint at first, rising in volume. Bushland noises — the cackle of a kookaburra, water tinkling over stones, leaves rustling in the breeze. Then, gradually, came the low thrum of a didgeridoo and the rhythmic click of clap-sticks. A voice joined in, an adenoidal Aboriginal chant. “Manuyangka nyiyarlangurlu, jarntungku marda, yankirrirli . . .”

  Gradually, the one voice became many, a babel of tongues. French and German, Spanish and Chinese, accumulated into the clamor of a massive crowd. Whistles blew and commentators whipped themselves into a frenzy. The hubbub built to a deafening crescendo. Then, with one final triumphant honk of the didgeridoo, the din ceased and the curtains parted.

  A large well-lit room opened before us, its walls covered with glossy images of sporting venues. Glass-fronted cabinets displayed sporting memorabilia. Historic hockey sticks, famous fencing foils. Great moments in sport. Gold medals and team pendants. Celtius, Fortius, Altius read a scroll stretched between the beaks of two stuffed fairy penguins.

  “The bottom line,” said Brian, indicating a series of architectural models. The Athletes Village, old docklands at the edge of the city transformed into cluster housing with water views. A media center rising fifty stories above the railway switching yards. New swimming and diving pools, a baseball diamond, cycling velodrome and soccer field. “Sixty thousand jobs, minimum. A total revamp of our public infrastructure. Revenues of four billion dollars, mostly from American television. That’s the beauty of this thing. The fucking Yanks will pay for it.”

  It was indeed an inspiring possibility. “Yeah, but what are our chances?” The question on everyone’s lips.

  Brian fluttered the palm of his downturned hand. “We’re in the lap of the gods. At the end of the day, mate, it’s about kissing arse. And these IOC types are experts at having their arses kissed. At any given time, there are six cities bidding for the Summer Olympics and six for the Winter, each spending upward of twenty million US dollars. That’s nearly $250 million being spent to schmooze ninety people.”

  “So it’s a bidding war?”

  He shook his head. “It’s more subtle than that. Half these guys are princes and dukes. You can’t just buy their votes. Not all of them, anyway. You’ve got to play them individually.” He hunched over and wrung his hands like Uriah Heep. “Demonstrate your commitment to the sacred ideals of Olympism. Speak of the brotherhood of man and the importance of the athlete. Then wine and dine the bastards to within an inch of their lives. Above all, convince them that you won’t fuck it up.”

  “What about the competition?” I prompted. “Athens?”

  “Definitely the big risk. Still the sentimental favorite, despite the smog, the chaos and the security problems. Frankly, we’re praying that terrorists blow up an airliner on the runway at Athens airport between now and the vote.”

  This, I hoped, was not the job he had in mind for me. “Toronto?” I asked. “Manchester? Belgrade? What about Atlanta? Big money, media-friendly time-zones, the ghost of Martin Luther King.”

  “Forget Atlanta,” he snorted. “Everybody hates the Yanks. Personally, I reckon we’ve got this thing in the bag. Long as nothing happens to dump us in the shit.”

  “Such as?”

  “Come upstairs,” he said.

  We went up an imposing staircase to a broad hallway on the first floor. A conclave of suited men spilled from one of the rooms. Big chiefs, conversing importantly among themselves. I recognized one of them as Hugh Knowles, chairman of the MOB and chief executive of Mincom Resources, one of the country’s biggest mining companies. Brian all but genuflected as Knowles passed.

  “Thought we might have lunch here,” Brian said, shouldering open a door. “If that’s okay with you.”

  The door opened into a small conference room overlooking the Treasury Gardens, a vista of autumnal red and gold. A gilt-framed landscape hung above the marble fireplace and beneath the window was an antique walnut sideboard covered with platters of food. Helping himself to the smoked salmon was a gnarled leprechaun in a tweed jacket and rimless bifocals.

  “You two know each other, I think,” said Brian.

  Indeed we did. Denis Dogherty was one of my colleagues, senior aide to the Minister for Sport, Recreation, Racing and the Olympics. He looked up from his plate and scrutinized me in an oblique, testing way with the sort of face that could once be found in the front bar of any hotel in Australia, usually topped with a pork-pie hat and tilted in the direction of the racing results. He gave a long, low whistle.

  “Very respectable threads, Murray,” he said. “Was the magistrate impressed?”

  “How original,” I replied. “You old spiv.” Denis was somewhere in his mid-sixties. He was wearing a burgundy pin-corduroy shirt with a button-down collar, a mustard-colored tie and a pair of tan permanent-press trousers. His hair, a gingery thatch, was brushed forward in the manner of a Roman emperor or an aging Beatle.

  “Go ahead and eat,” urged Brian Morrison. “I’ll be back in a minute.” He disappeared, shutting the door behind him.

  Denis Dogherty and I were old friends. I’d first met him more than fifteen years earlier, back when I started work at the Trades Hall and possession of a university degree was regarded as proof positive of homosexual tendencies by many of the older union officials. But not by Denis. A job delegate for the Stevedores Federation, a man who’d spent his formative years digging wharfies out of grain spills and fighting the ship owners over slave labor on flag-of-convenience rust buckets, he had a high regard for the value of learning.
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