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  For Wally and May,

  for their forbearance

  and their grandparents


   

  “I cant think of a single Russian novel in which one of the characters goes into a picture gallery.”

  — W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM


  1

  THE TWO COPS were virtually invisible. Only the bobbing white domes of their helmets, floating like ghostly globes through the thick summer night, and the muted clip-clop of their horses gave warning of their approach. She hadn’t mentioned the mounted patrol when we came over the fence.

  “Look out,” I whispered. “Here comes the cavalry.”

  “Ssshhh.” Salina clapped her hand over my mouth, trembling with the effort of stifling her own laughter. “Get down.”

  I got down. On my knees in the leaf litter, nuzzling the pompom fringe of her mu-mu. It was the mu-mu that first drew my eye to Salina Fleet. The mu-mu with its palm-tree motif. Then the apricot lipstick. And the terry-towel beach bag with hula-hoop handles. So playful among all those business shirts and bow ties. “Rode one when I was ten,” I mumbled.

  The pub was closed, the crowd from the art exhibition dispersed. And there we were, in possession of two stolen wine glasses and a filched bottle of chardonnay, hidden in a thicket of shrubbery inside the locked gates of the Botanic Gardens. This, I already suspected, was a decision I might come to regret. For now, however, I was game for anything. Ten or twelve drinks and I'm anyone’s.

  “Rode a what?” Sal whispered.

  “Rhododendron, I repeated. “Rhododendron oreotrophes. “ It was written on a little plaque hammered into the ground beside my foot. I said it out loud, just to see if I could.

  “Ssshhhh!” Again her hand closed over my face. “You’ll get us arrested, Murray.” Beneath the press of her palm, I opened my mouth. My tongue tasted her skin. The horses passed, so close we could have reached out and stroked their flanks. I stroked Salina’s instead.

  “Quick.” She grabbed my hand and dashed across the path, a wood sprite disappearing into a tunnel of undergrowth where the overhanging branches were too low for any horse to follow. Her legs flashed white, darting ahead.

  Playing hide and seek in the Botanic Gardens was not where I’d imagined our acquaintance might lead when Salina and I were introduced at the Ministry for the Arts earlier that evening. I was the new minister’s political adviser. She was the visual arts editor of Veneer magazine. The two of us should probably have been discussing postmodernist aesthetic theory and its impact on social policy. I fixed my eyes on her bare legs, took a deep breath and plunged into the darkness.

  “You like it?” Sal whirled, showing her secret place. A fern gully. Dark, moist, prehistoric. Round and round she spun, noiseless, abandoned, crazy, even drunker than me. She grabbed my hand again and took off, leading me on at breakneck speed. The path forked and twisted, becoming a maze. She let go, disappeared. The night was tropical, full of sounds, water running, the hypnotic thrum of a million cicadas, bird calls, a high-pitched squeaking like a gate swinging on its hinges in a breeze. I plunged on, running headlong downhill, the momentum irresistible.

  A grove of bamboo reared up, the canes as thick as my arm, a kung fu forest. She lay there on a bed of leaves, waiting. I threw myself on my back beside her, and she rolled onto me, straddling my thighs. She could scarcely have been unaware of the effect this produced. “Pinus radiata,” I said. “Grevillea robusta”

  We did not kiss. It would have seemed soppy. My hands glided up her ribs, thumbs extended to trace her anatomy through the fabric of her dress. Belly, sternum, ribs. Nipples as hard as Chinese algebra. Her neck arched, her mouth hung open. Dirty dancing in deep dark dingly dell. Above, high above, the sky was a pale blur, immeasurably distant, framed by branches festooned with hundreds of brown paper bags that rustled gently in the still night air.

  My shirt was open. Her dress was runched up around her waist. Fingers tugged at my belt — hers or mine I couldn’t tell, didn’t care. “Where is it?” she gasped. “Where is it?”

  “In your hand. It’s in your hand.”

  “Not that, stupid. A condom.”

  If she didn’t stop doing what she was doing with her hand, I wouldn’t need a condom. I didn’t have one. What sort of boy did she think! was?

  Warm liquid trickled out of the sky and splashed the ground beside us. Rainforest soma, warm and dank. Salina arched her neck again, staring up to where the paper bags shifted and shuffled, fluttering from branch to branch, chattering among themselves, a hundred squeaky gates.

  “Bats!” she shrieked.

  Hundreds of them. Fruit bats, flying foxes, roosting high in the tops of spindly Moreton Bay figs. She leaped to her feet and we ran, she convulsed with the giggles, me stuffing myself back in my pants.

  We exploded out of the fern forest into a circle of lawn. The night sky, drenched with humidity, shone like a sudden spotlight after the jungle depths. We rolled together on the grass, kissing now, all the imminence of the previous moment gone, the compact implicit, a slow build-up ahead of us. Sweet, sweet, sweet. I came up for air. “You think any of these are rubber trees?”

  Salina pulled the wine from her bag and we drank from the bottle, getting sensible, keeping un-sober. “My place,” she said. A loft. In the city. Safety tackle, more booze. I pulled her to her feet. “Let’s went.”

  Easier said than done. Melbourne’s Botanic Gardens are approximately the size of Uganda. At the best of times, finding your way out takes a compass, a ball of twine, and access to satellite navigation. We sat down and drank some more. She watched me graze her lowlands, then we started up the hill, hugging the dark fringes, cutting through the densest thickets.

  Here and there we stopped, pressed against each other in beds of flowering succulents, stamen brushing pistil, inhaling nectar. Pissed to the eyeballs. My fingers were sticky with liquidambar. My aching prick was as hard and smooth as the trunk of the ghost gum, Eucalyptus papuana, planted here by Viscount de Lisle, Governor-General of Australia, 1961-65.

  Eventually, unpollinated, we found the fence at the top of the hill and followed it. An open-sided rotunda capped the crest, its cupola resting on columns topped with stag ferns cast in concrete. My sentiments precisely.

  Below was the river, its banks hidden by trees. The occasional swish of a car wafted up from Alexandra Avenue. In the distance, tipping the foliage, the neon sign above the Richmond silos told the hour. NYLEX 3:08. The pub had closed at one. Time was meaningless. Across the river, the lights of the city glowed. A loft, she’d said.

  “Princes Bridge.” She cocked her head toward where the fence was concealed in a border of hardy perennials. Princes Bridge was the nearest point we could cross the Yarra, Bliss was a twenty-minute walk away. Never again, I swore by the sacred name of Baden-Powell, never again would I be caught unprepared.

  We climbed the fence and began our way across the treed lawns of the Queen Victoria Gardens. The heehaw of an ambulance siren washed through the night toward us, echoing the pulse of my horny urgency. As we headed for the bridge, the sound grew louder, insistent in the stillness, urging us forward.

  At the floral clock, where the trees ended and the lawn met the broad boulevard of St. Kilda Road, the sound abruptly stopped. We stopped, too, and stared.

  Across the road sat the National Gallery, its floodlit facade looming like the screen of a drive-in movie, a faceless wall of austere gray basalt. Extending along the foot of the wall was a shallow ornamental moat, walled by a low stone parapet. In the moat stood a gigantic multi-hued beast with three legs and a head at each end.

  This sight was not, in itself, remarkable. The gaUery with its moat and its sculptures was a prominent civic landmark. A tourist attraction, a cultural resource. We’d both seen it a thousand times before. But neither of us had ever seen it like this.

  An ambulance was drawn up at the gallery’s main entrance, a dark mouse-hole in the blank wall. Both of the vehicle’s rear doors were flung open. Its light was flashing. Giant shadows, thrown up by the spinning flare, played across the facade of the building like characters from a half-glimpsed puppet show. Like the figures in Plato’s cave. Two men were kneeling on the parapet of the moat. Their heads bobbed. Their arms jerked rhythmically. A little cluster of figures moved about the ambulance, engaged in some obscure task. The sudden silence, the lack of passing traffic, was absolute. The tableau was compelling in its mystery.

  Drawn irresistibly, we crossed the road. It was a pointless detour, a distraction. Stupid.

  The paramedics parted as we arrived, as if to display their handiwork, as if our mere presence entitled us to a view of the proceedings. Except they weren’t parting for us, but were clearing a way to wheel a stretcher toward the yawning doors of the ambulance.

  On the stretcher was a body. Alive or dead, man or woman, it was impossible to tell. All I could see were legs, clad in wet black jeans. Then my view was blocked by a gaUery security guard. His trousers, too, were soaked. Water trailed across the footpath. Someone had been pulled out of the moat.

  There was a kind of bleak formality to the scene. Somber work was being undertaken by those trained to its demands. The climax, whatever it was, had already been played out. We had no business here, gawping at its aftermath. I turned away, embarrassed, a little ashamed of my curiosity. Besides, I had more vital concerns. That loft in the city was only ten minutes away.

  But Salina had slipped between two of the uniforms. “Hey,Marcus," she called, like it was all an elaborate joke being staged for our benefit. "What's going on?"

  
    Then I saw what she had seen. A pair of cowboy boots, tooled leather toes pointing at the sky, jutting from the end of the stretcher.
  

  
    Things happened very quickly after that. A police car disgorged two uniforms, one male, one female. A security guard, some toy copper with pissant insignia, grabbed at Sal, caught one of her hula hoops. I pushed forward, but one of the cops got there first. She had Salina by the arm, holding her back. "You know this person?"
  

  
    In the staccato explosions of light, I saw Salina's face as it bent above the stretcher. Saw it change, frame by frame. Recognition. Shock. Panic. Her eyes were wide with dread. "He's my ... " The words hooked in her throat.
  

  
    "His name?" The policeman was in no mood to be stuffed about by a half-drunk dolly bird. One of the security guards had handed him a wallet, and he was reading a plastic card.
  

  
    "Marcus Taylor." Salina's tone was defiant now, as she fought for control. The officer nodded, acknowledging her right to be there, conceding nothing else. The stretcher was almost all the way into the ambulance. Even without looking, I knew who he was, this Marcus Taylor.
  

  
    "He's my boyfriend," said Salina. Then she corrected herself. "Fiance. He's my fiance."
  

  
    The policewoman drew her back, making room for them to close the ambulance door.
  

  
    Salina turned then and looked at me like it was all my fault. "Bastard," she swore.
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    I'D BEEN GIVEN THE BRUSH-OFF before, but this was a bit rich. I could see that the woman was upset, but she could hardly blame me for what was happening.
  

  
    Twelve hours earlier I'd never even heard of Salina Fleet, or this Marcus Taylor who was being fed feet-first into the ambulance. Twelve hours earlier, the idea of romping in the rhododendrons with a blonde cultural critic in a pom-pommed mu-mu was as remote as my chances of being appointed ambassador to the Holy See. Seeing a floater being pulled out of the moat of the National Gallery had not been penciled into my calendar.
  

  
    Half a day earlier, I wasn't even on this side of town. I was stuck in a stifling room behind a shopfront in Northcote, being given the hairy eyeball by Leonidas Mavramoustakides. It was the
  

  
    last Friday in January 1989, the stinking hot end of an overheated decade, and I was waiting for a phone call. I wished it would hurry up and come.
  

  
    Mavramoustakides was once a major in Greek army intelligence. That was twenty years earlier, during the military regime. He still cultivated the style. Crisp white shirt, hairline moustache, dark tie, gimlet eyes. The dye he used to keep his hair jet black was beginning to run in the heat and little dribbles of it were trickling down beneath his collar. But I wasn’t going to tell him that. Not with the attitude he was taking.
  

  He was sitting behind a tiny imitation baroque desk made of plywood. Most of it was taken up by a voluminous white marble ashtray and by two pompously overflowing correspondence trays, one weighted down by a small plaster bust of Aristotle. Mavramoustakides crushed the tip of his cigarette cruelly into the ashtray, put his elbows on his desk and smiled a mirthless smile. “If we don t get your cooperation,’ he said. “We can make things very uncomfortable for you.’’

  It was difficult to conceive just how he proposed to do this. I was already about as uncomfortable as humanly possible. The air of the minuscule room was thick with stale cigarette smoke. My shirt was drenched with sweat and stuck to the back of a vinyl chair. My teeth were caked with grounds from the cup of muddy coffee in front of me. And Jimmy Papas, Mavramoustakides’ overweight sidekick, looked like he was about to lumber to his feet and smack me across the chops with his fat hand.

  “Remember,” warned Mavramoustakides. “We are more than half a million Greeks in this city.” The way he said it, you’d think he was claiming personal responsibility for the fact. “You can’t afford to upset that many people.”

  Actually there were only 326,382 Greek-speaking residents of Melbourne and scant few of them paid any attention at all to Leonidas Mavramoustakides. The only reason we were having this conversation was because he and Jimmy Papas were getting to be a pain in the neck. They’d been ringing around and writing letters and two weeks earlier Papas had confronted my boss, Angelo Agnelli, at Kostas Manolas’ daughter’s wedding and threatened to make a scene. Angelo, naturally, had immediately agreed to an appointment. Then, naturally, he found he had an unavoidable engagement elsewhere and deputized me to solve the problem.

  “Piss off, Leo,”1 said, staring at the phone, willing it to ring. “You’re talking crap and you know it.”

  We were in the editor’s office at Nea Hellas, a Greek-language tabloid with an ultra-conservative political line and a weekly readership of about ten thousand. Leonidas Mavramoustakides owned and edited the paper and Jimmy Papas was its business manager, a job that consisted largely of convincing delicatessen owners and fish-roe importers to buy advertising space they didn’t really need. This task was proving increasingly difficult, which explained why the two of them were getting so pushy.

  “We only ask what we entitled to,” growled Papas, doing to his worry beads what he’d like to do to my testicles. “Neos Kosmos, II Globo, El Telegraph, all these papers get government advertising. How come we don’t get our share? If we don’t, our readers will not vote Labor at the next election. You tell your boss Agnelli that.”

  A little respect would not have been out of order. For me, and for my boss. The Honorable Angelo Agnelli was a Minister of the Crown, the Minister for Ethnic Affairs. Ours was a Labor government, democratic in temper, so obsequiousness was unnecessary Just a little less contempt, that was all I asked. The kind of scorn that Mavramoustakides displayed was the prerogative of colleagues and associates, not superannuated torturers.

  “Get real, Jimmy,” I said. “None of your readers vote for us anyway. Most of them can’t even read.”

  The function of the Minister for Ethnic Affairs was to spread a microscopically thin layer of largesse over every ethnic community in the state. My task, as his adviser, was to help wield the butter knife. On a day like this, dealing with pricks like this, it was a job whose appeal was limited.

  Fortunately, before I could say something undiplomatic, Sophie Mavramoustakides stuck her head around the door. “Phone call for Murray Whelan,” she chirped, in the manner of a hotel bellboy paging a guest. “You want me to put it through?”

  Sophie had a hairdo like a haystack and a lot more va-va-voom than she could burn off working as a typist at her fascist father’s rag. She splashed some of it over me. She was wasting her time. I was single but I wasn’t suicidal.

  Only Trish at the office knew where I was, so this was the call I’d been waiting for. But the last thing I needed was Leo and Jimmy breathing down my neck while I got the news. I unpeeled myself from the plastic chair and indicated Fd prefer to take the call in private. Mavramoustakides grunted. My preferences were beneath his dignity. He’d wanted to talk to the organ grinder, not be fobbed off with the monkey As far as Leo was concerned, I could go climb a tree.

  Sophie, utilizing as much of her bottom as possible, led me upstairs to the chaos that passed for the Nea Hellas production room, indicated which phone I should use and returned Eurydice-like into the Stygian realm below.

  Nea Hellas was on the Northcote hill, one of the few elevated points in the otherwise flat expanse of Melbourne’s inner-northern suburbs. The view out its first-floor window swept in a broad arc across the baking rooftops of houses and factories, all the way to the glass-walled towers of the central city, a shimmering mirage on the far horizon. Above, an unbroken blue sky beat down with the full power of a hundred-and-five-degree summer afternoon. Below, a metropolis of three million lay prostrate beneath its might.

  For much of the decade, the state of Victoria, of which this city was the crowning jewel, had been ruled by a Labor government. For a while things had gone well. More recently, the auguries were less auspicious. The previous year’s election victory had been snatched from the jaws of defeat only by the narrowest of margins. In politics, as in our city’s notoriously fickle weather, nothing is certain. When things change, they change quickly. From the direction of Treasury Place, at the foot of the towering office blocks, wraiths of heat haze ascended to the remorseless heavens like smoke from a sacrificial altar.

  It must have been the weather. All this Greek shit was going to my head. I picked up the phone. “Break it to me gently,” I said.

  For the past sixteen months, since the ‘87 stock-market crash, the Economic Development Ministry had been hemorrhaging money. What had started as a trickle had become an unstoppable torrent. The government was losing money faster than it could raise or borrow it. A gesture was required. A head must roll. Bill Hahn, the Deputy Premier, had drawn the short straw. The fag end of January met the timing requirements perfectly Half the population was too shagged out from the heat to be interested in politics.

  The other half was busy folding its tents and returning from holidays. When the Premier called an unscheduled Cabinet meeting earlier that afternoon, the agenda was only too obvious.

  “It’s over,” said Trish. “Angelo’s just come back.”

  Behind her voice I could hear the mechanical whir of a document shredder. Which could mean only one thing. There had been a major reshuffle. Angelo Agnelli was no longer Minister for Ethnic Affairs. “Don’t keep me in suspense.” I tried to make it casual. “What happened? Did he get the sack or did he get a new portfolio?”

  Trish was Agnelli’s private secretary. I thought I could detect a suggestion of distance in her tone, a hint that old alliances could no longer be taken for granted. The flux was running, changes were afoot up there in the ministerial suite. “You’re going to love this,” she said. She could afford to be flippant. She’d be okay. Whatever happens, they always take their secretaries with them. “He’s been given Water.”

  “Christ!” I said. Minister for Water Supply The very thought of it made my mouth go dry I looked about the Nea Hellas production room for something to slake my sudden thirst. The only cup in sight contained the congealing dregs of ancient Greek coffee. My future was suddenly as black as that bitter beverage. I touched it to my lips. At least it was wet.

  I’d been at Ethnic Affairs for four years. Employing me as his principal adviser had been one of Agnelli’s smarter moves. In a state whose two major ethnic power blocks are the Greeks and the Italians, giving the job to a man with an Irish name was a masterstroke of impartiality. And since I’d once been party organizer in Melbourne Upper, Agnelli’s electorate, home to the highest concentration of migrants in the country, it wasn’t as though I didn’t have some pretty solid credentials in the field of dago-wrangling. But Water Supply? All I knew about Water Supply was it happened when you turned on a tap.

  “And the Arts,’ said Trish.

  Water Supply and the Arts. My heart plummeted. Not only had Agnelli failed to win substantial promotion, he’d managed to put me in very ticklish situation. Local Government I could do. Community Services, no problem. But Water Supply and the Arts? I knew as much about rocket science.

  “The Arts?” I repeated dismally “That means I’m fucked.”

  Now that I had embraced my fate, Trish could afford to allow a little more of the old warmth back into her voice. “Yeah,” she said cheerfully. “I reckon.”

  The odds that Agnelli would retain me as his adviser on hydraulic affairs were low. But the very idea that a man named Agnelli might employ someone called Whelan to advise him on cultural matters was inconceivable. The fact that Ange had been born in the Queen Victoria Hospital, not five kilometers from where I stood, was immaterial. What possible assistance could an Australian bog-wog provide to a man through whose veins surged the blood of Tintoretto and Tiepolo? A man sprung from the race of Boccherini and Vivaldi. Dante and Boccaccio. Bramante, Caravaggio, Raphael, Michelangelo, Donatello, Leonardo and all those other fucking turtles. “What do you know about Water Supply?” I begged, no longer bothering to conceal the desperation in my voice.

  Trish and I went back a long way She was a tough cookie who had run the electorate office in Melbourne Upper in the days before Agnelli got the pre-selection. If it walked in off the street, whatever it was, Trish could handle it. “Can’t be too complicated,” she said. “Dams don’t go on strike. Pipelines don’t stack committees at party conferences.”

  She had a point. Water seeks to find its own level. Even as Minister for Water Supply, Agnelli would still need a man with my skills. Someone to write his speeches. Fend off lobbyists. Crack the whip over the bureaucrats. Sniff the air. Test the water. Help him go with the flow. Maybe he’d keep me on, after all.

  “He wants to see you,” said Trish. “Now.”

  It wasn’t as if I didn’t appreciate the political realities of the situation. The government was skating on thin electoral ice. A Cabinet re-jig was essential if we were to keep the show on the road. But what was good for the party could hardly have come at a worse time for me personally. Not to put too fine a point on it, with the interest rate on my mortgage nudging 16 percent, I was no candidate for early retirement. It wasn’t just the money either. Family matters needed to be considered.

  “Oh, another thing,’ added Trish. “Wendy called. She says to ring her urgently” Wendy was the mother of my ten-year-old child Redmond. They lived in Sydney where Wendy ran equal opportunity for Telecom. “Not in trouble with the ex again, are you, Mur-ray?

  “Malacca fungula” Y said. A Mediterranean expression meaning “Don’t be silly.”

  Trish, who’d picked up a smattering of Southern European at the Electoral Office, pretended to laugh and hung up. Pressing down the phone cradle, I quickly dialed Wendy’s mobile. Trust Wendy to have one, the latest toy of the corporate high-flier. At five dollars a minute, Nea Hellas could cop the tab.

  “Yes.” Wendy’s phone manner was brisk, but she wasn’t fooling me. Somewhere in the background was the gentle lap of Sydney Harbor, the flapping of yacht sails in the breeze, the lifting of shirts. Wendy was probably at Doyle’s, finishing a long lunch. I could see the sucked-dry shells of pink crustaceans piled before her. “Oh, it’s you,” she said. “About time, too.”

  Four years before, I’d assumed the prime parenting role while Wendy took a temporary appointment to the Office of the Status of Women in Canberra. Before I knew it, she was the big cheese in gender equity at the Department of Education, Employment and Training, our marriage was finished, and I’d become the noncustodial parent. By the time she got her fancy new job in Sydney, Red’s access visits had dropped to four a year. One was scheduled to begin that evening. But not before I was subjected to the customary lecture on my deficiencies as a parent.

  “I’ve got all the details already, Wendy,” I told her. “How many times have I not been there to meet Red’s plane?” A couple, actually, but they weren’t my fault and the kid had agreed, for a price, that they’d be our little secret.

  “He won’t be arriving,” she said. “His orthodontist appointment was changed and there isn’t another flight until two tomorrow afternoon.”

  “Orthodontist?” I said. “What does he need with an orthodontist?” Red’s teeth were fine last time I’d looked. This was clearly a pretext to cut short my son’s first visit in more than three months.

  “Just a checkup,” said Wendy. “But this guy’s the best overbite specialist in the country. You don’t want second-rate treatment for your child’s teeth do you?” I let that one go by. “Besides which, school doesn’t start until Tuesday, so he can stay until Monday evening.”

  "I'll be at work on Monday.” I was trying to make a point, but as soon as I spoke I knew I’d walked into a trap.

  “Well, I suppose there’s always another time. He’ll be very disappointed, of course.”

  If I missed this chance, it might be months before I saw Red again. "I'll take Monday off,” I said quickly. The way things were shaping up, I probably wouldn’t have a job to go to anyway. Not that I had any intention of sharing that hot little item with Wendy.

  “I daresay the place won’t fall down if you’re not there for a day,” said Wendy. Telecom, of course, ceased to function every time Wendy stepped out of the room. “And don’t forget to see that he wears a hat in the sun. He nearly got burned at Noosa. Richard had to keep reminding him to put one on.”

  Just like Wendy had to keep reminding me that she had successfully recoupled and I had not. And that her salary allowed her to take Red to fashionable resorts for his holidays, when the best I seemed to be able to do was take him to the cricket or the movies. And the cricket wasn’t even on this weekend. “Two o’clock,” I said. “I’ll be there to meet him. Tell him I’m looking forward to it.”

  “Two o’clock is the departure time, Murray,” she said. “The plane doesn’t arrive down there until 3:20.” Her math was top-notch. “It’s an eighty-minute flight.”

  I knew that. “Three, then,” I said cheerfully and hung up. I know when I'm licked. I went back down the stairs, past travel posters of old women with faces like hacksaws standing beside piles of picturesque rubble.

  The air in Mavramoustakides’ office, what there was of it, was thicker than ever. And not just with cigarette smoke. Sophie came out the door blowing her nose into a tissue, looking like she’d just been betrothed to a donkey. She flounced back upstairs.

  “Okay,” I announced. I hadn’t driven all that way in the heat to trade pleasantries. “This is the deal. You report the government in a more balanced way and Nea Hellas gets a regular advertising contract with a major government campaign.”

  Mavramoustakides looked like he’d never for one moment doubted his newspaper’s capacity to strike fear into my heart. Papas wanted details. “What campaign?”.

  I’d brought a bone with me, hidden up my sweaty sleeve. I pulled it out and tossed it. “Keep Australia Beautiful,” I said.

  Leo and Jimmy lit up with a mixture of avarice and incomprehension. As far as I was concerned, Australia the Beautiful could look after itself. I was more interested in keeping my job. That, and a three o’clock appointment at Tullamarine airport the next afternoon.

  We sealed the deal with a handshake beneath a poster of Mount Olympus. The gods, if I had bothered to look, were laughing.
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  MELBOURNE’S WEATHER TEETERS forever on the brink of imminence. If it is warm, a cool change is expected. A day of rain bisects a month of shine. Spring vanishes for weeks on end. Summer arrives unseasonably early, inexplicably late, not at all. Winter is wet but not cold, cold but not wet.

  So far, that summer, all we’d had was heat. Through a city limp and surly beneath its oppressive demands, I steered my butter-yellow 1979 Daihatsu Charade toward my waiting fate. Past the airless bungalows of Northcote and the tight-packed terraces of Collingwood, through the reek of molten asphalt and the baked biscuit aroma of the brewery malting works, I drove to Victoria Parade, a boulevard of canopied elms marking the northern boundary of the central business district.

  Laid out by city fathers with Parisian fantasies and strategic interests, Victoria Parade was where the young gentlemen of the Royal Victorian Mounted Volunteers would have drawn their sabres if ever the working-class mob had come storming up the hill from its blighted shacks on the flat below. As it turned out, the tide of history had run the other way. It was the slums that had fallen, captured by the gentry. And me, for my sins, rapidly becoming one of them.

  The Ministry for Ethnic Affairs occupied the top three floors of a brick-clad early-seventies office building overlooking the elms. I drove around the block and parked on an all-day meter beside the Fitzroy Gardens. The Charade was a step in the direction of anonymity I’d taken after a demented constituent ran my previous vehicle into a lake one dark and stormy night several years before. It was less conspicuous than my old Renault, but it didn’t do a thing for my image.

  Short of walking around the block in the blazing sun, the quickest way into the Ethnic Affairs building was via its basement carpark. Suit jacket hooked over my shoulder, I advanced down the ramp into the half-darkness. The carpark was small, its twenty-odd spaces reserved for the building’s more important tenants. Agnelli parked there on the odd occasion he drove himself to work. The Director of the Ministry. The Commissioners of the Liquor Licensing Board. Senior managers from the private companies which occupied the building’s middle levels.

  Taking up two spaces at the bottom of the ramp was a huge silver Mercedes, top of the range, an interloper among the familiar collection of managerial Magnas and executive Audis. At the far end of the garage, next to the lift, was a luminous white blob, Agnelli’s official Fairlane. Beside it, wiping the windscreen, was Agnelli’s driver, Alan.

  Not Alan, I realized, as my eyes adjusted to the gloom. Alan was in his mid-fifties, a fastidious ex-corporal who spent his off-road moments burnishing the Fairlane’s finish and picking dead insects out of its chrome work. But, apart from sharing his general height and build, this guy bore no resemblance whatsoever to Alan. Nor was he cleaning the Fairlane’s window. Palm cupped, he was scrutinizing the car’s interior with what I instinctively took to be no good intent.

  He was somewhere around my age, mid-thirties, and he affected the style of a spiv. His dark hair was sleekly combed, his trousers and tie black and too narrow. The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled to mid-forearm. He carried himself with the loose-limbed posture of a man who wants it understood that he is handy at close quarters. The only thing missing was the jimmy in his hand. As I drew near, he leaned insolently against the Fairlane’s door and tracked my approach through the twin mirrors of aviator sunglasses with an air of casual menace.

  1 had neither reason nor inclination to respond to the implicit challenge of his stance. Carpark monitor wasn’t my job — if I still had a job. The security of Agnelli’s vehicle was Alan’s responsibility not mine. Unfortunately the stranger was between me and the lift, making no effort to move aside. To get past, I’d virtually have to brush against him.

  As I closed the last few paces between us, the man’s features became more distinct. I realized, with dismay, that I knew him. Nearly twenty years had passed, but it was impossible not to recognize Spider Webb. Mr. and Mrs. Webb may have called their little boy Noel, but at school he was always the Spider.

  Despite his nickname, there was nothing arachnoid about Spider. No spindly limbs or jutting canines. On the contrary He had an athletic build, high cheekbones and fleshy, petulant lips. He would almost have been handsome if not for his ears. You only had to look at Noel Webb to know why they called them jug ears. Chrome-plated, his head wouldn’t have looked out of place in a trophy cabinet. Wing Nut would have been a better nickname. But Spider, despite Noel’s dislike for it, was the one that stuck. It suited him. There was something predatory about Spider, cold-blooded, self-serving. He’d been like that at sixteen, and he was still like that. You could read it in his pose. We’d been friends once, or so I thought. Then things had happened, violent things that gave me no reason whatsoever to want to renew our boyhood acquaintance. Especially since Spider had clearly fulfilled the criminal promise of his youth. I hoped to Jesus he didn’t recognize me.

  As I approached, he massaged a piece of chewing gum loose from its pack, tossed it into his mouth and road his head like a prize-fighter readying himself for a bout. I resigned myself to our reunion, waiting for him to speak.

  But Spider said nothing, gave no explicit sign of recognition. It had been a long time. With luck, he might not remember me. If he didn’t speak, I decided, neither would I.

  Back to the wall, I sidled past, head up, eyes straight ahead. We were almost exactly the same height and so close that my own face stared back at me from the mercury pools of Spider’s sunglasses. Stereoscopic reflections, I thought, of a man not quite succeeding in mastering his loathing.

  Spider straightened a little to allow me passage but still he said nothing. His face had slackened into a sphinx-like inscrutability Only the muscles of his jaw moved, flexing almost imperceptibly around his gum, a gesture of contemptuous amusement at the discomfort of a stranger. Still an arsehole after all these years.

  I pressed on. As I crossed the final few paces to the lift, I heard a dismissive, barely audible grunt and felt hidden eyes boring into my back. Then the lift doors yawned before me and out stepped Alan, a polystyrene cup in his hand, his gaze darting toward the Fairlane. Nodding, I stepped into the lift. As the doors whoomphed closed behind me, I felt a shudder of what could have been either relief or foreboding.

  If ever there was a bird of ill omen, it was Spider Webb. Loosen up, I told myself, pushing the button for the top floor. It’s only a job. It’s not the measure of your worth as a human being. There’s always the slow descent into alcoholism and penury to look forward to.

  The door slid open to a reenactment of the evacuation of Saigon. Boxes of documents littered the corridors. Base-grade clerks from the Translation and Information sections bustled about, pushing carts in and out of rooms. Trish stood feeding files into the shredder. I recognized one of mine. Current Issues in the Macedonian Community. It was a slim document and held no state secrets, but that wasn’t the point.

  Agnelli had been at Ethnic Affairs long enough to generate more than enough stuff-ups to provide ammunition to his political enemies. Especially those from his own party So before his replacement arrived everything short of the potted plants would be fed into the shredder. By the end of the day, some of my most skillfully wrought briefing papers would be reduced to a pile of fly-specked tagliatelle in the ministerial dumpster. I prayed that I wouldn’t be in there with them.

  Back when she ran the electorate office, Trish had been a rough diamond, well-upholstered and ready for anything. She was efficient, smart and knew her stuff. Eventually, Agnelli was persuaded to overlook her rougher edges and reward her loyalty with a promotion. A monster was born. Within a month of being made his private secretary, she’d joined Gloria Marshall and taken a course in fire breathing. Success, in accordance with the fashion of the day, had gone straight to her shoulders. She glanced up from the papery gnashing of her task and tossed a nod in the general direction of Agnelli’s shut door. “Take a number and wait,” she commanded.

  I took it into my office and had a cigarette with it. Ours was a smoke-free environment, but what the fuck — as of now I didn’t work here any more. Out the window, across the wilting greenery of the gardens, glass-walled towers quivered in the heat haze, molten swords plunged into the heart of the city. In the gaps between, ant-sized men plied construction cranes. Hardier men than the likes of me.

  The building boom sustained by Labor’s rule was at its peak, a relentless reordering of the skyline that was the most tangible evidence of the government’s success. Everywhere the old was being jackhammered away and replaced with the spanking new. So headlong was the charge of money into real estate that slow-footed city shoppers risked being knocked down in the rush to build yet another office tower or luxury hotel. Anything more than twenty years old was obsolete. Yesterday’s skyscrapers were today’s holes in the ground. Tomorrow’s landmarks had lakes in their foyers and computer-monitored pollen filters and the city council was putting little lights in the trees so we’d think it was Christmas all year round.

  Not that I, as I pondered my options, had anything to celebrate. My attachment to Agnelli, like his loyalty to me, was contingent on the political realities. Bypassed for promotion this time, Ange would need plenty of runs on the board if he hoped to impress the Premier next time around. My employability depended on how useful he thought I could be in achieving that outcome. This we both understood.

  Anybody working in politics who claims to be without personal ambition is a liar. That I hadn’t yet quite formulated the nature of my own particular aspirations was beside the point. The fact that I'd placed my political loyalties at Agnelli’s disposal for the previous four years didn’t mean I had no interests of my own. If Agnelli thought I'd go quietly, he could think again. At the very least he should find me a new position appropriate to my skills. Try to throw me out with the dirty bath water, and he’d soon find that I had plenty of influential friends in the party who’d take a dim view of that sort of behavior. Plenty. I tried to think of several.

  While I was waiting for a name to come to mind, I finished my cigarette. Our smoke-free environment, naturally enough, provided no ashtrays so I took the butt into the executive washroom and stuffed it down the basin plughole. The executive washroom was what we jokingly called the small private bathroom off the minister’s inner office. Supposedly for Angelo’s exclusive use, it was also accessible from my office. Since it had an exhaust fan, I'd sometimes slip in for a quick concentration-enhancing puff when no one was looking.

  The door leading into Angelo’s office was open a crack and I could hear his voice. He sounded keyed up. A new broom,” he was saying. “Energetically wielded.”

  I was history.
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  “MONEY IS THE KEY.” Just the sort of thing you’d expect to hear Agnelli barking down the phone. “All the policies in the world won’t save us if we don’t go into the election with a decent campaign fund.”

  Party matters were the subject, so he wasn’t speaking to a bureaucrat from one of his new ministries. Whoever it was, my employer was warming to his topic. “It’s time to start getting serious.”

  “The finance committee’s doing everything it can, Angelo.”

  Ange wasn’t on the phone. He had a visitor. I knew the voice. Duncan Keogh, one of a number of assistant state secretaries from party headquarters. Keogh was a smarmy popinjay, a twenty-seven-year-old smarty pants who could barely remember when Labor wasn’t in power. He approached politics as though its exclusive purpose was to provide a career structure for otherwise unemployable graduates of Monash University.

  Why, I couldn’t help but ask myself, was Agnelli closeted with a mid-level machine man like Duncan when he should have been more concerned with the pressing business of the day, the outcome of the Cabinet reshuffle?

  “Duncan,’ I heard my boss say wearily. “You’re our third finance committee chair in eighteen months. I’m not saying you aren’t competent, otherwise I’d never have supported you for the appointment. But you just don’t have the sort of clout you need to be effective.”

  Keogh needed more than clout. He needed a brain transplant and a personality upgrade. He was a non-performer who had inveigled himself into the finance committee chair by singing some bullshit song about new blood and fresh ideas. Agnelli had bought it, against my recommendation, and seconded Keogh’s nomination. Duncan’s subsequent performance had been conspicuously ordinary. With any luck, Agnelli had summoned the twerp to tell him he’d better start delivering, that he should either shit or get off the pot.

  “Cabinet-level influence is what you need, Duncan. And that’s what I’m proposing to give you,” he said. “With you in the chair and me setting the agenda, we can move our fund-raising efforts to a whole new level.”

  I didn’t like the direction this conversation was taking.

  Raising the cash needed to run election campaigns was a chronic headache. Last time we’d gone to the polls, we had to mortgage party headquarters to cover the cost of the how-to-vote cards. And, lacking the conservatives’ traditional allies in big business, we were forced to scratch for cash wherever we could find it. But rattling the tin for money was a task best undertaken at a very long arm’s length from the positions occupied by people like Angelo Agnelli. It was a job best done by more anonymous members of the party apparatus. Collectors of membership dues. Organizers of mailings. Conductors of wine-bottlings and quiz-nights. Men like Duncan Keogh. Not Cabinet ministers.

  “I’ll still be the chairperson,” said Keogh. “Right?”

  I could hear his tiny mind ticking over. Letting Agnelli pull the strings, he was thinking, would be a good idea. He would win a big friend and move a little closer to the center of the action. Agnelli could do all the work and Duncan would still get to put “Chairperson, Finance Committee” on his CV.

  “Absolutely,’ said Angelo. “So, how much have we got in the kitty right now?”

  “Just over four hundred thousand,’ said Keogh. “Union affiliations and membership levies, mostly. Half in Commonwealth bonds, half on deposit at the State Bank” A safe player, our Duncan. If this was his idea of a fresh approach, no wonder our finances were in such a parlous condition.

  “We re going to need a shitload more than that,’ said Agnelli. “A million five, minimum. What about corporate donors?”

  Keogh cleared his throat nervously. “Barely a pat on the head, so far. About ten grand all up. But we’re setting up a subcommittee to look at a strategy to improve that figure.”

  “A committee!” Agnelli snorted derisively. “The skyline’s full of cranes. Fucking sunrise industries left, right and center. People making money out of our polices hand over fist. And ten grand is the most they can cough up. What’s wrong with these pricks?”

  Keogh was really on the ropes now. “It’s a sensitive area. Either they give or they don’t. Mostly they don’t.”

  Another voice weighed into the discussion, soothing, placatory. “Duncan’s right, Angelo,” it said. “This is a sensitive area. Go blundering around putting the hard word on the business community, you’ll end up being accused of peddling influence.”

  For the life of me, I couldn’t put a face to the voice. But whoever he was, he was talking sense.

  “See,” said Keogh, vindicated. “It’s not as easy as you seem to think.”

  But the other speaker hadn’t finished. “That’s not to say that there aren’t ways of approaching these matters. Take your new portfolio, for example, Angelo.” The voice was of a man used to being listened to, someone at ease in a minister’s office. “Your accounts department alone employs, what, four or five hundred people.” He was speaking, he wanted it understood, hypothetically “That’s a lot of office space. Property developers pay sweeteners to private corporations to secure long-term leases on their new buildings. If some of them were to get the idea that the Water Supply Commission was thinking about moving house …”

  “Jesus,’ groaned Keogh. “We’re treading perilously close to the line here.”

  “You don’t think the Liberals wouldn’t be even more cosy with their business cronies if they had the chance?” said Agnelli.

  The more I heard of this, the faster my disquiet turned into outright anxiety Knowing Angelo as well as I did, it didn’t take too much mental exertion to figure out what he was up to. He’d decided to do a bit of lateral thinking.

  Like the weather, campaign finances were something that everybody complained about, but nobody did anything to fix. Angelo, evidently, had decided he’d be the one to grasp the nettle. Even the most outstanding performance in Water Supply and the Arts could only earn him a limited number of brownie points with the Premier. But if he succeeded in filling the party war chest, some big favors would be due next time the hats went into the ring. Obversely, the consequences of failure did not bear thinking about.

  “We’re all agreed, it’s a sensitive area,” said the voice, conciliatory again. “And there’s no rush. The election is two years away.”

  “Quite right,” said Agnelli, getting the hint. “First things first. What sort of interest is the State Bank paying us, Duncan?”

  Keogh rustled some paper and named a percentage. It was about ten points lower than what I was paying them on my home loan.

  “Shit,” said Agnelli. “My checking account pays more.”

  “The money could definitely be working harder,” agreed the other man, businesslike now. “Managed properly, 20 percent or higher isn’t out of the question. That’s another $50,000 a year, straight up. And no favors required.”

  The intercom buzzed. “Premier’s Department on line one,” squawked Trish’s voice. “About the swearing-in of the new Cabinet. And Murray has just arrived.”

  At the sound of my name, I scurried back into my own office and lit another cigarette.

  Agnelli was heading straight into the kind of troubled waters he paid me to steer him away from. Why hadn’t he discussed his foray into fund-raising with me first? And who was this guy in his office? Knowing exactly who Agnelli was talking to, about what, and why was what I got paid for. At least it had been, I reminded myself Angelo’s problems were not necessarily mine any more. Sitting behind my artificial-woodgrain desk, gazing between my shoes into the reception area,1 tried to concentrate on my own immediate predicament. What I needed was a bit of instant expertise. Just enough to make Angelo think I might still be of some use, despite the changed circumstances. A couple of tantalizing scraps of inside info on the Amalgamated Tap Turners and Dam Builders Union could go a long way. I opened my teledex and started scanning, hunting for a contact who could provide a crash course in the finer points of H2O.

  At that moment, Agnelli’s door opened and Duncan Keogh strutted out, a pocket battleship in an open-necked sport shirt that strained at the thrust of his barrel chest. The shirt had a design like a test pattern and looked like Duncan had bought it at one of those menswear shops with a rack outside on the footpath. Any two shirts for $29.95 plus a free pair of pants. He was probably under the impression that he’d got a bargain. Not for the first time, I thought that maybe the Australian Labor Party should consider instituting a dress code.

  Close on Keogh’s heels came a man who didn’t need any fashion advice. His lightweight summer suit was so well tailored it made Keogh’s clothes look like he was wearing them for a bet. He could have been anywhere between his late forties and his early sixties, depending on the mileage, and he had the self-assured air of a man who didn’t muck around. What he didn’t muck around doing wasn’t immediately apparent, but he’d made a success of it, whatever it was. His tie was red silk and so was his pocket handkerchief. He was fit, well-lunched and towered over Keogh like a gentleman farmer walking a Jack Russell terrier on a short leash.

  He was laughing at something Keogh was saying, but only with his mouth. His eyes, up there where Duncan couldn’t see them, were saying dickhead. Whoever he was, I liked him. He looked like he’d be a handy man to have on a lifeboat. While the others were singing “Abide With Me,” he’d slip you his hip flask of Black Label. He and Dune went into the lift, doing the doings.

  “Who was that?”

  Trish, standing at the shredder, pretended she couldn’t hear me, giving nothing away until she knew whether I was in or I was out. Jerking her head in the direction of Agnelli’s door, she gave me leave to enter.

  The great panjandrum’s inner sanctum was as dark as a hibernating bear’s cave. The air conditioning was on high and the heavy drapes were drawn against the glare of the day and the wandering gaze of the clerical staff in the Ministry for Industry and Technology next door. Through the cool gloom I could just make out the shape of Agnelli himself, a ghostly presence in shirt sleeves etched against the cluster of framed awards and diplomas on the wall behind his desk. Seeing him there like that — surrounded by his Order of the Pan Pontian Brotherhood, his Honorary Master of Arts from the University of Valetta, the little model donkey cart presented with gratitude by the Reggio di Calabria Social Club — made my heart go out to him. Three years at the epicenter of political power and his office looked like a proctologist’s consulting rooms.

  His back was turned and he was reaching up to unhook one of the framed certificates. His University of Melbourne law degree. He studied it for a moment, then laid it carefully in an empty grocery carton sitting on his desk. Across the room I could read the box’s yellow lettering. Golden Circle Pineapple, it said. This Way Up.

  Shivering at the sudden drop in temperature, I stepped forward. Agnelli turned to face me. “You heard?”

  I nodded. “Water Supply and the Arts.” I showed him my palms. Ours not to reason why, ours but to do and die.

  Angelo indicated I should sit at the conference table, then crossed to the drapes and tugged them half-open. Harsh daylight swept away the conspiratorial shade. He got a couple of cans of beer out of his bar fridge, kicked his shoes off and sat down opposite me. So, he seemed to be saying. Here we are. Two men who know what’s what. He slid me one of the cans — my poison chalice,1 took it. And so it was, as it turned out. But not in the way I thought at the time.

  He shrugged. “I won’t say I'm not disappointed.”

  Power had improved Ange, the way a couple of drinks do to some people. It had smoothed down his more abrasive anxieties, made him more mellow, less in need of having constantly to assert himself. But his forties were well upon him, and he could no longer pass for a child wonder. His smooth black hair still came up well in print, and his cheeks still bulged with chipmunk amiability, but the good fairy of middling high office had scattered ashes at his temples and given him slightly more chins than were absolutely necessary. His heart remained where it had always been, though. Marginally to the left of center, and closer to his stomach than his brain.

  “This will mean some changes, of course,’ he said.

  I popped the tab off my can and waited for the bullet. Agnelli’s gaze loitered in midair, among the dust motes playing in the beams of sunlight, as though they might offer him the right form of words.

  “Tell me, Murray,” he said, at long last. “What are the Arts?”
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  THIS WAS VERY DISHEARTENING. Why go through the pretense of having me fail the job interview? I sucked on my can. Bitter, beer, but fortifying.

  Agnelli’s question, it turned out, was entirely rhetorical. He didn’t want my opinion. He wanted an audience. The axe was too brutal. There must needs first be a little armchair philosophizing. A deep and meaningful on the complexities inherent in public intervention in the cultural sector.

  “Let me bounce this off you,” he said. A little bouncing before the big bounce. “The Arts are the measure of how far we have come and how far we have yet to go. A resource to be developed, an economic as well as a social asset. When I hear the word culture I think excellence and I think access …”

  I wasn’t sure where this was going, but at least he wasn’t reaching for his revolver. “Not bad,’ I shrugged. “Bit vague.”

  “Then you’d better sharpen it up for me,” he said.

  “You want me at Arts?” I must have sounded a little incredulous.

  “If you don’t mind.” Ange had a way of making you feel like it was your decision, even if he was making it. “For the time being. Until things settle down.”

  “And then?”

  “And then well see.” No doubt we would. If, he was making it clear, I didn’t botch it.

  So, here I was, my fortunes again leg-roped to Angelo Agnelli. Less than a minute before, I’d been merely apprehensive about my future. Now I had real cause for concern. “I’ll line up a departmental briefing, then,” I said, by way of acceptance.
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