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For the people of Melbourne, who set a world record
for pandemic lockdowns in October 2021. If you read
this novel I hope it makes you smile, and that you’l[
forgive me for taking a degree of creative licence in
writing about your town.






CHAPTER ONE

October 2007

This wasn’t the first time I'd encountered a dead body.
Having grown up in inner Melbourne in the 1990s when
heroin was at its peak, I'd passed the occasional overdosed
junkie on the way to school. I couldn’t immediately see the
man’s face, but this didn’t look like an overdosed stranger.
The bright white hair made him unmistakable—it was
Mayor Dickie Rufthead. His leering portrait hung in the
foyer of the council’s chambers, and when I took a few more
steps towards the body, I could see that even in death he had
the same smile on his smarmy, perma-tanned face, although
his dentures were now on the floor among a scattering of
bulldog clips and I couldn’t help noticing that his pinstriped

trousers were down around his ankles.
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It was true that the mayor had been missing for several
days, but no one seemed too concerned. Council gos-
sip suggested his wife had sent him to rehab again for sex
addiction—or gambling, drinking or possibly cocaine; the
mayor was a man of varied interests. I took a closer look at
his mottled face. Stroke or heart attack was my guess. On
the plus side, the discovery explained the weird smell on the
second floor of the council building, which had been a hot
topic of discussion for several days. (It had been mooted that
a disgruntled rate payer had hidden prawn heads in an air-
con duct again.) Of course, no one had checked the archives
storage. No one had checked anywhere. Council staff were
sticklers for job descriptions and frowned on anyone who
strayed outside of their strict parameters. Even cleaning out
the office fridge was unthinkable.

I’d lived in Melbourne all my life. In 170 years the city
had grown from a scrawny settlement founded by the syph-
ilitic son of a convict on the banks of the Yarra River to an
unwieldy metropolis. I've heard it said that John Batman
was the only person in Australia’s colonial history to attempt
a treaty with the Kulin people whose land he wanted. It
was an unfair contract, of course, but that’s bureaucracy
for you.

Recently, the city had become my employer and as far I
could see, Batman’s act set the tone for Melbourne and the
ongoing management of its boroughs. I had a PR job and
I hated it, but the money was good and it was nine to five,
which meant I could keep working nights for my Uncle Baz.
He owned a pub in Fitzroy, an inner suburb just north of
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Melbourne city known for its live music, coffee culture and
a football team that had moved to Brisbane in the 1990s
due to money troubles.

When I saw an advertisement for a job in the Yarra City
Council’s PR department, I figured it could help me find
out who was behind a slew of complaints being levelled
at Baz’s pub; it seemed to me that someone at council—
or someone with influence over council affairs—was very
much hoping that Baz would sell up and move on. One of
our regular bar patrons helped me fudge a CV and appli-
cation letter—he’d worked in bureaucracy for decades and
knew all the right buzzwords—and before I knew it, I had
my foot in the door.

But, as it turned out, information was proving hard to
come by. Three months into the job, I was still struggling
to get my head around the basics of PR, and I was no closer
to uncovering any inside scoop regarding the complaints
against Baz. So when I happened to learn that there was a
store of council documents in an archive on the third floor
of the council building, I thought it wouldn’t hurt to take
a look. I waited until ten past five, when the building was
mostly deserted (council workers not being fond of over-
time), then I got past the lock with the help of a lock-pick
kit I'd acquired from an old boyfriend—one I suspected of
breaking into my apartment and stealing my stereo after we
broke up.

The archive room had high ceilings and the light coming
from the windows revealed faded paint and unloved plas-
terwork. Urtilitarian shelves crowded the space, stacked to
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overflowing with cardboard box files, and one shelf at the
far wall seemed to have collapsed completely. I'd closed the
door behind me and had taken a few steps into the large
room when [ realised something was very wrong. There was
a strange smell, and it was intensifying as I approached the
area of the collapsed shelf. That’s when I realised 1 wasn’t
alone—but I was the only one breathing.

Maybe I should have rung the cops straight away, but
among the many things I've learned from Uncle Baz over
the years, one of the more important ones is that it’s best
not to get involved with the authorities if you can help it.
I didn’t want to explain how I'd found the corpse of a public
official after gaining unauthorised access to the archives
department. I closed the door and crept silently away.

* Xk Xk

I left the council building and grabbed my bicycle. The
benefit of cycling, apart from avoiding Melbourne’s trams,
was that it gave me a chance to clear my head of what I'd
just seen—and clear my sinuses of the lingering smell.
I headed directly to Uncle Baz’s joint in Fitzroy.

When Baz first arrived in Melbourne in the 1960s, the
inner northern suburbs were inhabited by factory workers
and newly arrived immigrants—authorities had already
razed the slums that were there in the forties and fifties.
Since the 1990s, however, Melbourne’s real estate prices had
started heading for the stratosphere, and I didn’t really see
that they could go any higher. If I ever managed to qualify
for a mortgage, I'd only be able to afford the outer, outer,
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outer suburbs and, considering the commute time, I'd prefer
to live in outer space. Better views.

Baz’s pub was called the Phoenix and it was in the couple
of blocks at the end of Brunswick Street that had managed to
stay slightly seedy. According to Baz, he bought the Phoenix
in the 1970s after a stint working as a session musician in
the US. It was a long story that varied depending on how
many whiskies he’d consumed, but the gist was that Baz
went to Chicago to look for his father, a Black American GI
who’d been stationed in Brisbane during the Second World
War. His parents had met at a social club established for
the ‘coloured’ members of the US military well known as
a jazz hotspot. Baz’s father played saxophone in his civilian
life while Baz’s mother was a singer. Since segregation was
still a thing in the US at the time, it was mainly Aboriginal
women who were employed to work at the club. The story
explained Baz’s almost preternatural musical ability, but it
didn’t quite explain how a session guitarist—even a very
good one—had earned enough money to buy a pub.

I locked my bike to a lamppost outside the Phoenix, which
stood on the corner of Brunswick Street and one of Fitzroy’s
many bluestone-cobbled lanes. The outer brick walls of the
Phoenix came within two metres of the gutter and its facade
had dirty cream-coloured paint visible between a peeling
layer of posters while all the windows had bars, giving it the
air of an old-time police lockup. Inside, what the Phoenix
lacked in hygiene it made up for with ambience—which
was a polite way of saying it had sticky carpet and hadn’t
been seriously refurbished since the 1960s.
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On entering, I was enveloped in a comforting miasma of
second-hand smoke, stale sweat and yesterday’s beer. Flora
was behind the bar. I imagine Flora had been quite a looker
in her youth, but she hadn’t been refurbished since the sixties
either. She greeted me with her usual: ‘Hello, hen.” Flora
was from Glasgow and thirty years in Australia had barely
dinted her accent. Flora had tried to retire a few times, but it
never seemed to stick. She was currently working pro bono
like me because she also had a soft spot for Baz.

Two of my favourite regulars were sitting at the bar with
one of my least favourite. They were doing a crossword while
arguing about saxophone players.

‘It’'s John Coltrane or Stan Getz, said Tony, a diamond
dealer who'd seen many jazz greats in his world travels, but
tended to favour the more mainstream artists.

Graham played bass, and was pretty good, but kept his
day job as a public servant stooge, rather than go ‘full muso’.
He was the one who'd helped me with my CV. “What about
Archie Shepp?” he asked, always one to stir the pot.

‘Get out of here with that experimental shit! That’s not
jazz, in my book.” Tony slapped the counter with one taste-
fully jewelled hand.

“There was an Archie Wilson who played for Carlton
once, piped up Phil. Phil could turn any conversation to
football. His emotional investment in Carlton winning
another premiership was the only thing keeping him from
drinking himself to death, as far as I could tell.

Flora just winked at me and sighed. ‘In Glasgow it’s talk-
ing about football that’ll get yer a glass in yer face—here,
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it’s sax players. And it’s not football, by the way, it’s Aussie
Rules.’

“You're in Fitzroy now, not Glasgow, said Tony. ‘But you
can keep your hair on. No one’s going to glass anyone.’

The Phoenix regulars were a disparate bunch, loosely tied
by a love of music, or a cancelled driver’s licence that kept
them close to home, Phil being a case in point. The line-
up changed slowly over the years. Occasionally someone
died or moved interstate. But many had been coming to the
Phoenix for years and I had learned more from them than I
ever learned at school, including practical skills like how to
pour the perfect beer or how to hustle in pool. Other skills
were more niche: how to appraise a diamond or crack a safe.
I'd spent so many hours at the Phoenix that, if Baz was
forced to close it for good, it would leave a huge hole in my
life. More than a hole.

Baz was sitting at one of the tables reading the sports
pages of a newspaper. He was wearing his usual black
shirt and trousers with green braces. A big man with
bad knees thanks to a youth playing football, Baz was
only mildly padded around the middle; it was his salt-
and-pepper hair and whiskers that gave away his age.
When he saw me, he hastily stubbed out a cigarette in a
beer glass, and then tried to hide the evidence under the
table.

‘How’s the council job treating you, Brick?” asked Graham,
no doubt trying to draw my attention from Baz’s attempted
subterfuge. “You know anything about this talk of an East-
West tunnel? I just heard something on the news.’
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Greater Melbourne was notoriously traffic-clogged and
tunnels have long been proposed as the cure-all, especially
one to burrow under Melbourne’s notorious traffic snarls
between the east and the west.

‘I haven’t heard anything,’ I said. ‘But I'd hardly be the
first to know. Everyone at the council is so secretive I feel
like I'm working for ASIO.

“They’ll never be able to build a tunnel,” interjected Tony.
“The government would have to buy up too much real estate
and then tear it down. This is a historical area. Bulldozing a
few square blocks would not be a popular move with voters.”

‘I dunno, said Phil. “The premier we've got now might just
be the bastard to get it done. I remember when he played for
the Demons. He was a real hard case.

‘What do you reckon, Baz?” asked Graham. ‘Anyone
come by here offering you heaps of money to clear out and
make way for a tunnel?’

Baz looked away. Tve just got to go and make a phone
call, fellas.’ He headed for the stairs to his office.

“You okay, love?’ Flora asked me. “You're looking a wee bit
peaky.

Just tired.” I went behind the bar and helped myself to a
double vodka.

‘Go on home then. I can manage. Working two jobs must
be wearing you to a frazzle’

“Thanks, Flora.’ I squeezed her shoulder. Tl just go up
and see Baz first.

‘Take this post up to him, would you, hen? I found it
wedged in a box of napkins.
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I entered Baz’s office without knocking and caught him
in the process of searching through his desk drawers. No
doubt hoping he’d hidden some cigarettes in there.

‘Baz, it looks like there’s another complaint letter from
council here’ I handed him the envelope and continued
leafing through the others.

“Thanks, bub. Just what I need.

‘And God knows what this is, the handwriting’s atro-
cious.” The spidery writing on the envelope was written in
all capitals.

Baz opened the letter and glanced in it briefly before
hastily shoving it in his desk drawer. T'll read that later,
he said.

I sat down on the chair opposite Baz’s desk. “What are we
going to do about the council complaints?’

‘I dunno, bub. I'm thinking that maybe we should shut
down for a few weeks. That’ll stop the noise complaints at
least. Although it doesn’t bring us any closer to getting the
electrics up to speed.’

I hated to see Uncle Baz look so tired and dispirited. I
called him uncle, but for all intents and purposes, he was
my father. If he hadn’t adopted me, I don’t know where I'd
have ended up. My early years were a blur of foster car-
ers. Nobody kept me for long, maybe it was because a lazy
eye and a childhood stutter made me seem slow, or maybe
people figured my parents were junkies. I was a foundling—
to use an old-fashioned term—found outside a betting
shop in Melbourne’s CBD, wrapped in a dirty blanket and
stuffed inside a sports bag. I generally avoided dwelling on
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my origins. My dark hair had a distinct red tinge, which
hinted at some Irish heritage—but then my skin tanned well
in summer, and my hazel eyes could look green or brown,
depending on my outfit.

“There’s got to be something more we can do, I said, as
Baz shuffled through some papers on his desk. “What about
that old mobster who used to come in here? I know you
used to give him money in a paper bag’

“That was years ago, love. I didn’t think you even knew
about it.

‘I know more than you think,’ I said, but I wasn’t being
completely honest. There were some things I didn’t know
about the history of both the Phoenix and Baz.

‘It wasn’t much money, bub—Iless than council rates. Old
Nino liked jazz. He wanted the club to stay open and the
payment let him save face. But he’s real old now. He'd be
ninety at least.” Baz smiled and gave me a hug. He smelled
of cigarettes and Old Spice. ‘God knows we've had hard
times before. We'll get through this.

I was less sure. Melbourne was going through a period of
massive change. It was not the same town as when Baz had
first arrived in the 1960s, and some people were being left

behind.

X X X

I farewelled Baz and the Phoenix crew and got back on my
bike. It was only a short ride to my place, but first I took
a detour past the payphones near the housing commission
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towers on Gertrude Street. A phone call from there was
unlikely to be traced, since the local drug dealers van-
dalised any street surveillance cameras quicker than they
could be fixed. Seeing the regulars in the Phoenix—Phil
in particular—had made me feel guilty. The mayor wasn’t
lovable, but there had to be some friend or relative who
cared about him, and they might even want him to have
an open-coffin funeral.

I'd planned to give the police an anonymous tip-off but
chickened out at the last moment. Instead I left an anon-
ymous message on my boss’s voicemail. I knew my boss
wouldn’t answer her phone. Despite being the head of the
council’s PR department, Gail Fawcett never ever answered
her mobile phone. Like with a drug dealer, you left a mes-
sage and she rang you back ... or not. Come to think of it,
drug dealers in Melbourne were way more efficient. They’d
have to be or they’d go out of business.

‘I have some information for you, Ms Fawcett, I whis-
pered in an attempt to disguise my voice. “The reason the
second floor smells so bad is that the mayor has died and his
body is in archive storage.

“This is not a prank call, I added as an afterthought.






CHAPTER TWO

As I parked my bicycle outside the council building the next
morning, I scanned for any sign of unusual activity, like a
crowd gathering to watch a body being wheeled out on a
gurney, but the only person I could see was a homeless man
named Morrie. He was sitting on an iron bench surrounded
by plastic bags filled with bits and pieces.

Morrie was a local character. He looked at least a hun-
dred, but he was probably somewhere between fifty and
seventy—a pretty good innings for a homeless Aboriginal
man. ‘Whenever I think the old bugger’s finally gone and
carked it, Baz often said of Morrie, ‘he turns up the next
day. It’s bloody spooky.” Still, Baz called Morrie uncle as a
sign of respect and often slipped him a couple of bucks. “The
way he’s survived so long living on the streets. That’s not
easy, I'll tell ya. Not easy at all’
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On this day, Morrie was drinking what I assumed was a
can of beer wrapped in a paper bag while writing in a hard-
cover notebook. ‘Baz’s girl!” he said as I approached.

‘Hey, Uncle. This isn’t one of your usual spots. Morrie
didn’t often stray much past Brunswick Street.

‘Nah, with a mate. He’s gotta pay a fine to get his dog
back. I told him to ask about my dog too. Bastards.’

Morrie was obsessed with the idea that someone had sto-
len his dog when in truth it had either died or run away a
long, long time ago. A car went past and Morrie squinted at
it, before adding something to his notebook.

“What are you writing there?’

‘Tm keeping track of all the cars coming and going. Been
here all night. This way I can prove which bastard took
my dog.’

‘Did an ambulance come by? Or a police car maybe?’
I tried to keep my tone casual.

‘Nah. He closed his notebook. ‘Say, you got a spare dol-
lar? 'm nearly out of grog and it’s been a bugger of a decade.’

‘Uncle, I'm on the bare bones of my arse.’ I scrabbled in
my bag and reluctantly handed over my emergency $10.
Maybe karma would keep me and Baz off the streets as well.

‘Bless you, darlin’. Baz grew you up right.’

I left Morrie to his notetaking and went to chain my
bicycle to a No Standing sign. The council offices were
in an imposing building with a grand facade of columns
and sweeping stairs, a legacy of the Gold Rush years, when
Melbourne was Australia’s most cashed-up city. Inside, the
entrance hall was similarly lush and opulent, but beyond the
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ground floor either the gold ran out or a 1970s renovation
had stripped away the charm. From the second floor up, it
was mostly grey partitions, fluorescent lights and the odd
depressed-looking plant.

As 1 reached the second floor, I still hoped I might see
some crime-scene tape or maybe a hot detective carrying a
lukewarm coffee. Instead I was met by Gail, my boss—the
human equivalent of an ice bath. She was looking as brittle
as her bleached hair.

‘Brick, I'm glad you could make it, she said in her
usual passive-aggressive manner. ‘Something terrible has
happened.

For a moment I relaxed, thinking my anonymous phone
call had done the trick and the mayor’s body had been
found without me having to raise the alarm. My relief was
short-lived: as I followed her to her office, the stench hit me
like a wall of despair. The mayor was definitely still in the
building.

Gail shut the door to her office behind me, which muted
the reek a notch. Or maybe it was being smothered by the
incense. A handful of joss sticks were burning on her desk.
“That dickhead new councillor Hugo, the fat fuck, has been
talking to Channel Nine again. As if I didn’t already have
my hands full with Meddling Mavis.

Gail lived to impress the elected council members, but
she didn’t like any of them. Mavis DuBois was a particu-
lar thorn in her side. Mavis claimed to be a PR consultant
and whenever she was in the council building, which was
often, she popped in to see us so we could benefit from
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her words of wisdom. This was usually a bid for us to put
out a press release with her name at the bottom and if it
led to ‘a photo opportunity at a playground or dog park,
all the better” Now it seemed that another councillor,
namely ‘fat fuck’ Hugo Clark, was making moves on the
PR bandwagon.

‘I have a hair appointment,’ said Gail. ‘T need you to get
on the phone and tell him that he has to talk to me before
he talks to any of those pricks again. Okay?’

‘Sure.” I used my most businesslike tone. ‘And do you
want me to call someone in to deal with the weird smell?
Maybe a possum’s died in a wall cavity. It was becoming
clear to me that Gail had not listened to the voicemail mes-
sage about the mayor decomposing on the floor above.

“What smell? I can’t smell anything,” said Gail, although
her eyes were watering. “Your job is public relations. Stick to
it. I don’t want you messing around with things that are not
in your job description.’

I went to my desk and coaxed my computer into life.
I had 114 new emails waiting, but none of them appeared
useful. I added to the traffic by emailing Councillor Hugo
Clark rather than pick up the phone.

‘Dear Mr Clark, I typed. ‘Ms Fawcett would like to
remind you that it’s council policy to refer any media inqui-
ries to the PR department.

I pressed send with a flourish and congratulated myself
on my growing bureaucratic acumen. That would sort him
out. I'd come a long way since I began with the department
three months earlier, but it was still a work in progress. Like
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a jigsaw puzzle of a forest at night, there was very little to go
off. I'd had to slowly piece together my boss’s expectations
via snippets of information let slip by other members of the
PR team during unguarded moments. Gail’s nineteen-year-
old PA, Brucie, was an especially fruitful vein due to his love
of office gossip. As I was slowly coming to understand it,
my role was to field media enquiries on a variety of issues—
car parking being one that tended to get the public very
excited—and fetch coffee for my boss whenever she felt like
a long macchiato, extra hot. I didn’t mind fetching coffee.
During my high school years, I did an early morning barista
shift for some easy pocket money. I understood coffee better
than I understood office politics.

Besides myself, my boss Gail Fawcett and her luckless
PA Brucie, there were six other people in the PR and com-
munications team. Two were on stress leave, one was on
maternity leave, and one—in charge of our web pages—
was doing such an outstanding job of avoiding me that I
wasn’t even sure of his name. I’d narrowed it down to Gavin
or Grant, and I absolutely couldn’t blame him for wanting
to steer clear of the rest of the PR team: they were bad at
PR, terrible at communicating and pretty crap at teamwork.
The only thing everyone agreed on was we weren’t allowed
to divulge too much information to anyone, but especially
not to members of the media.

The smell from the body on the third floor, which had
first been noticeable only in the second-floor lunchroom
directly below the archives storage, was starting to spread
across the entire second floor.
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“Where’s the maintenance department?” I asked Brucie,
who was slumped at his desk outside Gail’s door. He wasn’t
a morning person. T'm going to ask if they can find out
what’s causing the smell.’

Brucie gave me a desultory look. “That’s not in your job
description, Brick. I wouldn’t do it

By now I knew the ‘job description’ argument got coun-
cil workers out of most things, except meetings, but it had
taken me a while to get my head around the concept: when
working at the Phoenix my duties ranged from bartender to
cleaner to back-up singer, depending on the night. Not
to mention accountant and door bitch. I'd even turned my
hand to plumbing on occasion.

‘T won’t tell if you don’t. It’s probably just a dead rat in the
ceiling. They’ll get it out in a jiffy’

‘T honestly can’t smell anything, said Brucie. ‘Although I
do have a bit of a cold.” Brucie sniffed again, to demonstrate,
but it would have been more believable if his pupils weren’t
pinpoints.

In the end I had to tell the maintenance department I
feared some kind of gas leak: a funny smell wasn’t enough
to get them moving. A guy called Dave was reluctantly
despatched.

‘Yeah, there is a bit of a pong.” He opened a few cupboards
in a half-hearted manner. ‘It’s probably some off food.’

‘Do you think it could be coming from the floor above?
Through the heating vent?’

He looked confused so I pointed directly at the vent.
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He shook his head as if I'd told him a joke. ‘Yeah, nah, I
wouldn’t think so. Have you tried an air freshener?’

By now the smell seemed to be intensifying by the minute
and I was beginning to feel queasy. I retreated to the fourth-
floor toilets, the only ones with windows that opened. They
were popular with smokers—at least, they were popular
with the ones who could still make it up the stairs, since the
lift didn’t go all the way to the fourth floor.

I'd give Gail one more day to listen to my voicemail
message about the dead body and if there’d still been no
action, I'd call the police.






CHAPTER THREE

The next day I arrived at work at seven in the morning,
mentally prepared to call the authorities so they could rid
the building of the mayor’s body. Morrie was still stationed
near the No Standing sign, but was thankfully asleep,
because I was totally out of cash.

The second floor was quiet, apart from the buzz from the
fluorescent lights that seemed to burn day and night. I took
a cautious sniff and found that the air was breathable. It
was a good sign, but not definitive. I fired up my computer
and was waiting for my inbox to load when the phone rang.
I jumped. The phones in the PR department rarely rang
since emails were the preferred manner of communication.
I answered with trepidation.

‘Hello, this is Selena McManus from Zoday Today.’
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My heart froze. It was something I'd been dreading, but
it still caught me by surprise. Selena had made my life hell
from ages ten to twelve when she was the meanest girl at
our primary school. I knew she had become a television
reporter, albeit with a new surname and a weird new accent.
She’d started out doing traffic reports while hovering over
the Monash Freeway but had since climbed the tree to a
current affairs show on TV. It was the kind of show that
loved doing stories on evil parking inspectors, dodgy dog
inspectors and anything generally involving angry rate-
payers. | had been resigned to the fact that one day my new
job would lead to our paths crossing in a way that required
civil communication rather than our usual tactic of ignor-
ing each other if we happened to be in the local Greek deli
at the same time.

‘How can I help you?’ I tried to keep my voice as normal
as possible. Selena was like a dog that could smell fear.

She got straight to the point. ‘T've heard that the mayor’s
dead. Can you confirm this?’

My mind raced. Gail’s tactic with journalists was ‘deny,
deny, deny’, but I didn’t think that was going to cut it. If
you can’t deny, lie.

‘Sorry, I've just walked into the office. I'll get someone to
call you back in a second. Everyone’s in a meeting.’

Selena wasn’t happy, but she hung up. I felt sick. Before
I could even start to formulate a plan of action, the phone
rang again. I gave serious thought to not answering it at
all but relented through force of habit. Lucky, because it
was Gail.
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‘It’s council policy to answer within three rings, Brick,
you might want to remember that” Needless to say, I'd
never heard of this policy. ‘I need to you to write a press
release. Have you read the memo Hugo Clark sent out to
all the council staff? About the mayor being dead? It was
totally against my advice, but what can you do when you're
dealing with amateurs.’

My inbox chose this moment to reveal its latest cache.
Top of the list was one tagged as urgent and titled Sad News.
It was an official memo from the elected council members
saying that the mayor had passed away at home after having
a heart attack.

‘Do you want me to send out a press release about his
death?’

‘No, for God’s sake, no. Gail’s disgust at my lack of
professionalism was evident. ‘Start with an illness. We'll
tell them he’s dead tomorrow.”

‘But what if someone tells a reporter about this memo?
They might ring and ask—’

‘Well, you shouldn’t be answering the phone, should you?’
She slammed the phone down with a thud so deafening, I
suspected she’d thrown her receiver against a wall. I haz-
arded a guess that we weren’t going to see her in the office
that day. Being absent was Gail’s way of managing staff in
general and today it would also allow her to blame us for
any media stuff-ups.

I'd formulated a theory about Gail’s office phobia. It
involved her being so overwhelmed by the sheer volume
of her email inbox that she could only face it while being
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three sheets to the wind—not always advisable during
office hours. The other theory (formulated by a more low-
minded colleague, aka Brucie) was that she was having an
affair with someone inappropriate, but that seemed highly
unlikely. I suppose that technically Gail could be considered
attractive—she was tall and broad shouldered with long
legs. But her tendency to wear a lot of black made her
resemble one of those spiders that devours their partner
after mating. If indeed she was having an affair, I was sure
to unwittingly uncover it sooner or later. I've always had a
talent for accidentally finding things. I'd found the mayor,
after all, and I currently had three stray cats living with me.

The phone rang again. This time I ignored it in case it
was Gail testing me and started on a press release; common
sense told me it was going to be needed. But what to say
about Dickie Ruffhead? He'd stopped by the PR depart-
ment a few times and had struck me as the sleazy conman
type, much akin to various music promoters I'd met over
the years. I was instantly wise to his efforts to have me crawl
under the desk to retrieve a dropped pen. To fill in the blanks,
I did a quick internet surf.

Ruffhead was a one-time bookie. Some friends in high
places, more friends in low places. Three wives. No kids.
He’d been mayor for a long time despite not being all that
good at it. Could I put that in the release?

‘Oh. My. God!” Gail’s PA Brucie had arrived without my
noticing, or perhaps he’d slept under the desk again. Some-
times he didn’t have the taxi fare to get back to the suburbs
after a night in clubland. ‘Have you read this email? The
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Gruesome Groper has groped his last arse! Did I tell you
about last year’s Christmas party where he even took a stab
at me?’

Only about a million times.

Brucie’s face was lit up like a full-moon rave. ‘T wonder if
he went on the job?’

I’d wondered that myself.

‘I bet it was in a titty bar or something,’ continued Brucie
before another thought harshed his gossip high and he went
pale. ‘Does Gail know yet?” he whispered.

‘Yes, so we’d better think of a plan of action.’

He started to panic. ‘Oh shit, oh shit. This is going to be
worse than when that Selena chick from Channel Nine did
the cat registry exposé. Gail is going to be livid. We’ll have
to hide all the staplers in case she throws something.’

Lo S 3

The next few days went by in a blur as the PR team was
actually forced to do some work. Phones rang nonstop and
the ping of emails arriving sounded like rain on the roof.
The culmination was a memorial service for the mayor held
in the council chambers. All staff were mandated to attend.
On the plus side, it was catered.

While alive, Dickie Ruffhead was often said to be
the shonkiest bastard who'd ever darkened the doors of
the council chambers. Not to his face, obviously. For his
memorial, the word ‘larrikin’ was proving handy. Even
creepy Hugo Clark said a few words. “We all know he wasn’t
perfect,” he rasped, and there were nods, in particular from
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staff members who well knew this was an understatement.
‘He had a soft spot for the ladies—and one or two of you, I
know, will be missing him especially.” Confused looks were
cast about, lingering on anyone under forty, including—
much to my horror—myself.

But the general atmosphere was one of relief, as if an
ancient pet dog with a skin complaint and incontinence had
finally been run over. Gail was absent, claiming to have a
long-standing appointment with a specialist, so the PR team
was more relaxed than it had been in days.

Brucie suggested I take some photos for the social pages
of the staff newsletter and it gave me a good opportunity
to observe reactions through the camera’s viewfinder. I was
curious as to whether the person who’d moved the body
was present. But the only person who seemed the least bit
upset was Mavis DuBois. This was odd since I'd only ever
seen her treat the mayor with barely veiled contempt. As a
PowerPoint of photos played showing the mayor cutting rib-
bons and/or drinking, Mavis seemed to be shedding some
genuine tears, but then, death can affect people strangely;
maybe she’d lost a loved one recently. Or a pet hamster.

I gave up taking photos and grabbed as many sausage
rolls as I could comfortably hold on a napkin. Gossip was
rife as worker drones hovered around the buffet, but it
mostly centred on who was going to be the next mayor, and
although there was a subcurrent of speculation about which
of Dickie’s various addictions had caused his heart attack,

I didn’t hear any theories that he’d popped his clogs while
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actually in the council building, nor that he was behind the
phantom stink that came slowly and left suddenly, so who-
ever had removed the mayor’s body had kept it very, very,
very quiet.

Once again it occurred to me that while 170 years had
passed since the days of John Batman, madness and cor-
ruption remained at the heart of Melbourne’s governance.

LN S

We got an early mark after the memorial service, so I went to
the Phoenix. Working two jobs had left me unsure of what
to do with any spare time. I needed to find a new hobby.
My previous hobby had been good-looking men with no
money, and working at council was definitely helping me
go cold turkey. It seemed that they had a mandate to only
employ men who were terminally unattractive, completely
devoid of charm or charisma or gay.

I arrived at the Phoenix to find an impromptu jam ses-
sion in progress. Graham was playing bass and a guy in drag
was singing a bluesy version of ‘California Dreaming’ while
dressed as Mama Cass. He was actually pretty good.

‘Is Baz here?’ I asked Flora, who was behind the bar as usual.

‘He’s left town for a few days, hen. He asked me to use
up the kegs tonight and then keep the Phoenix closed for
the rest of the week. Does he owe money to a supplier or
something? He said he left you a message on your machine.’
Baz knew I rarely listened to messages on my mobile phone
because my plan charged me to pick up voicemail.
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Sure enough, when I got home there was a message on
my answering machine. ‘U'm worried about this complaints
thing and I know you're busy with your council gig, so it’ll
give you a break from working two jobs. We can open up
again when I get back’

[ immediately dialled his mobile, but there was no answer
and I didn’t bother leaving a message. Baz didn’t pay to pick
up voicemail either.

The message made me feel uneasy. Baz had mentioned
the idea of closing the Phoenix for a few days, but I thought
he’d consult with me before he actually took such a drastic
move. Our regulars didn’t bring in heaps of cash, but it was
a steady trickle and we didn’t need them finding another
watering hole. I hoped Baz knew what he was doing.



CHAPTER FOUR

Back in my second week of working for council, my boss
Gail had informed us that someone from the PR team
needed to attend the council meetings on her behalf because
she was ‘too busy’. It was more likely that she just couldn’t
be bothered, but she was offering overtime so I was happy
to step into the role. At the first few meetings I attended, I
dutifully took notes, thinking Gail might ask me to report
back, but she never did. So I gave up taking real notes and
instead spent the time daydreaming and doodling in a note-
book, although I did make myself responsible for setting up
the tea, coffee and biscuits. This was better suited to my skill
set and made me feel (and look) useful.

The council meetings were held in a large room on the
ground floor that had the Federation glamour of glossy
wood panelling and moulded ceiling flourishes. From the



30 Sally Bothroyd

walls, the portraits of former mayors glared down like
vengeful ghosts.

On this evening, the death of Dickie Ruffhead seemed
to have invigorated the council members, and I could tell it
was going to be a long session of debate and counter debate,
interspersed with some petty quibbling.

The only friendly face sat behind the councillors in the
seats assigned to the public: Sue Day was the reporter for a
free weekly newspaper that generally included one page on
council affairs and fifty-eight pages of real estate listings.
She caught my eye and silently mimicked shooting herself
in the head with her biro. I was about to respond with my
own death by self-strangulation, but a movement drew
my attention away. A man was waving through the double
glass doors of the council meeting room in an impatient
manner. He was obviously a first-timer to the building or
he would have known to ignore the signs and push not pull.

I left my seat and opened the door just wide enough to
converse.

‘Yes?” I whispered, noticing with an uneasy frisson that
this new interloper was under forty and not wearing brown.
He was carrying a battered leather satchel that didn’t
close properly. A notebook and a laptop were in danger of
falling out.

‘T'm Mitch Mitchell.” He produced a business card from
his pocket and held it between his index and middle finger,
as if he were about to do a magic trick.

I'd been afraid that one day a reporter other than Sue
might come to the meeting and tonight was the night.
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Gail was not going to be pleased. She feared reporters like
vampires feared sunlight, as I'd learned on my second day
with the PR department. I'd been sitting there hoping some-
one would give me some work to do when the phone started
ringing. Gavin (or Grant) was acting like he couldn’t hear
so I'd thought I'd better answer it. The woman on the other
end had asked, very politely, to speak to Gail Fawcett. I was
feeling quietly proud that I'd managed to transfer the call,
since I'd only had five seconds of instructions from Brucie
(who’d been speeding like Keith Moon on tour at the time),
when Gail’s office door flew open with a noise like a gun-
shot as its handle hit the wall. Then she was in front of me,
bright red and almost incoherent with rage. ‘Don’t. You.
Ever. Do. That. Again, she’d shouted, each word punctu-
ated with a jab from a talon-like finger. ‘I. Do. Not. Take.
Calls. From. Anyone. Hear me? Anyone!’

“The meeting’s nearly over, I'm afraid, I lied, knowing
that there was at least three hours to go. I hoped he’d turn
tail and leave, but he didn’t budge. Instead he stuck his foot
in the door.

‘Can I comein? I believe this meeting’s open to the public.’

Great. A looker with a shitty attitude—all he needed was
a gambling habit and he’d be the man of my dreams.

I gave up trying to close the door. ‘You can sit over there.
I gestured in Sue’s direction and was shocked to notice her
run a surreptitious tongue over her teeth before flashing the
man a smile.

I felt uneasy as I returned to my seat. Nothing on the
agenda had struck me as particularly newsworthy. A cold
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prickle ran across my skin. Maybe this interloper knew
something about the circumstances of the mayor’s demise.
There was still a chance I could be dragged into the whole
sordid saga, forcing me to resign immediately.

‘Now we move to Item 12, announced the deputy mayor.
The new arrival’s ears pricked up like a dog that had just
heard a tin opener. I stopped pretending to take notes and
paid attention.

Tm sorry to have to announce that councillor Mavis
DuBois has decided to step down as chair of the Develop-
ment Consent Committee. Her mother’s very ill and she
needs to spend more time with her’

I'd heard about the Development Consent Committee
because Mavis DuBois invariably mentioned it every time
she stopped by our department: it was a powerful commit-
tee that could veto building applications, demand extra car
spaces be added to multi-apartment developments and gen-
erally make life difficult for developers. Its meeting agenda
papers were as long as the phone book, so Mavis preferred a
staff member to print it out for her, rather than do it herself.

My eyes went to Mavis. She was looking even worse for
wear than she had at the mayor’s memorial. Usually she
was the epitome of corporate chic: cream-toned power suits
with elegant jewellery and subtle make-up. Today she had a
layer of ill-matched foundation that had left a mark on the
neck of her jacket, was blinking erratically, and her mascara
was smudged.

‘Tve only received one nomination so far, from Council-
lor Hugo Clark, but considering the late notice I'm willing
to take more.” The deputy mayor scanned the assembly.
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Like Mavis, Hugo Clark was much younger than the
other councillors—I pegged them both as only a few years
older than me, so in their early to mid-thirties—but Hugo
didn’t look like a born politician. He looked more like a
real-estate agent who'd eaten too many pies. He favoured
shiny suits and had an ill-advised Ned Kelly—style beard.
He was also very creepy. I was pulling beers before I was old
enough to legally drink, so I was used to creeps. Hugo Clark
took creepy to a whole other level, however. His eyes were
dead and his voice was sticky and unpleasant.

I looked around at the other councillors. There were no
other nominations. I suspected they all had their eyes on
the prize of being the next mayor. They’d waited many long
years for their chance at the top job.

‘Well then, Councillor Clark,” said the deputy mayor.
‘It seems as though your nomination has been successful.
Congratulations.’

I saw Sue making a few notes while glancing covertly
to her left to see what the unexpected visitor was doing.
He hadn’t even taken out his notebook and was sitting
with his arms crossed, staring intently at Hugo Clark in the
manner of an old Western film, the kind where a gunslinger
arrives in town with nothing to rely on but his wits and

his luck.

X ko Xk

When the meeting finally wrapped up, Sue and I decided we
needed a drink after wasting four hours of our still young
lives. Sue’s mother was visiting from South Australia and
she was keen to make the most of the free babysitting.
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As we walked to Sue’s station wagon, I shrugged oft my
long-sleeved work jacket (a beautiful green fitted number
that I'd found in an op shop) and let my hair loose from its
tight bun.

‘I wish I could shake out my hair and look like a mil-
lion bucks,” said Sue, using her rearview mirror to put on
some lipstick. “These days I'd need Spakfilla to cover the
bags under my eyes.

We drove the short distance to Carlton. Sue wanted to
check out a pub that apparently had a beautiful pressed tin
ceiling, but when we got there we found it had been replaced
by a giant hole in the ground surrounded by scaffolding.
“Well, that sucks,” she said. “Where will we go instead?’

We settled on the nearby TAB since it had half-price pots
on offer. It was a squat 1970s-style building with all the
charm of a supermarket. We took our beers as far as possible
from the poker machines.

‘So who was that guy at the meeting?’ I asked as Sue
ripped opened a packet of salt and vinegar chips.

‘What do you mean?” Her expression combined both
shock and outrage. ‘Didn’t you recognise him?’

‘Is he a reporter?” I didn’t want to tell her that I rarely read
the newspaper and almost never watched the TV news.

‘He’s Mitch Mitchell.” She paused for me to express some
sign of recognition.

‘Jimi Hendrix’s drummer?’ It was the best I could come
up with.

‘No. He’s only Australia’s most influential war correspon-
dent since Wilfred Burchett.
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I nodded as if I'd suddenly remembered, but I still had no
idea who she was talking about. Obscure Blues artists of the
1930s are more my specialist topic, thanks to Baz.

‘He covered Somalia, Afghanistan, Iraq. He was recently
kidnapped by the Taliban and held hostage for three months
before escaping. You must have heard about that. He’s a real
journalist—not some half-arsed real estate reviewer. Plus,
tell me he’s not the sexiest thing you've ever seen in council
chambers?’

‘Well, the bar’s not very high there, I pointed out.
‘But what the hell was he doing at council if he’s a war
correspondent?’

‘He must have a lead on a story. Either that or he’s having
trouble sleeping.’

Whatever Mitch Mitchell’s motives, my boss wasn’t going
to like a real journalist showing an interest in council affairs.
Gail was still recovering from a TV report about council buy-
ing a bad batch of ticket paper for the parking meters: the
tickets went black when exposed to sunlight, completely oblit-
erating anything printed on them. Parking-meter-paper-gate,
I'd joked at the time, but Gail’s wrath hadn’t been funny at all.

‘It was definitely something to do with Hugo Clark get-
ting that committee chairman gig,’ said Sue. “‘What do you
know about that?’

‘Not much,’ I said. ‘T usually only see Hugo Clark at
council meetings and he only talks to me if the biscuits run
out. He especially likes the Monte Carlos. But my boss did
have her tits in a twist the other day because he gave an
interview to Channel Nine about something.’
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“Yeah, I saw him on the TV news. The idea of another

cross-town tunnel has reared its head again. Ever since
Errol Grimes became premier, he’s turned into the biggest
bastard on Earth. Good looking though, the camera loves
him. Grimes—not Hugo. Hugo looked like a sack of shit
and didn’t say anything much ... but I was surprised to see
his head on television. I phone all the councillors at least
once a week hoping for something resembling a news story
and Hugo never returns my calls. The only time I've ever
managed to interview him was when he was running for
council. He had a bit of a weird vibe about him.

‘Its not just because he looks like a sleazy real estate
agent?’

‘Sleazy real estate agents I can handle. I talk to them every
day. No, I mean he’s really creepy. Zombie-style creepy? You
know?’

I knew what Sue meant. Since I'd begun working for the
council I'd met more than one person I suspected of being
a zombie. But 'm sure it didn’t make them bad people. Or
did ie?

After downing her beer and getting a second one, Sue
returned to the topic of the council’s visit by journalistic
superstardom. ‘If you really want to know what Mitch
Mitchell’s up to, you could go along to one of the develop-
ment consent meetings, she said. ‘I think there’s one later
this week.

More meetings were the last thing I wanted.

Tm surprised Mavis DuBois gave up the gig, though,

continued Sue. ‘She loved being on that committee. It’s
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almost as powerful as being the mayor. Maybe Mitch
Mitchell’s investigating her. If anyone’s in bed with devel-
opers, it’s Mavis. Apart from the late mayor, of course. I'm
sure he was taking kickbacks hand over fist, but no one’s
ever found any concrete evidence. Too late now he’s dead, I
guess. If the council’s chief executive’s got a lick of sense he
will have gone in and shredded every scrap of paper in the
mayoral office.’

I sipped my beer quietly. Letting Sue drink and think
aloud was turning out to be a good strategy for gathering
information without looking too stupid.

‘It’s unbelievable the amount of development that’s going
on, she said. ‘Melbourne’s going to lose everything that
makes it Melbourne if things keep going this way. They may
as well just dig up the Gold Coast and plonk it down on top
of us. You look away for a second and they’ve built a thirty-
storey apartment block—all with two tiny bedrooms and
six bathrooms. For God’s sake, who needs six bathrooms?
And if it’s not some ugly high-rise it’s vast seas of McMan-
sions with no eaves and five aircon units sucking us straight
down to hell’

Sue drank some more beer. ‘And there are McMansions
in Brunswick these days. Not your good old Greek pal-
aces, but honest-to-God McMansions. In Brunswick!” Sue’s
dream was to buy and renovate (tastefully, of course) an old
Brunswick bungalow—instead she and her husband had a
massive mortgage on a pre-fab in Caroline Springs, one of
the more recent outer suburbs that had been built next to a
twelve-lane freeway.
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‘So you think this shit-hot journalist guy’s chasing up
something to do with a development proposal that’s going
to the committee?’

‘It’s got be. There’s a million killer stories there. If I didn’t
have to write thirty real estate reviews a week before driv-
ing an hour home to three screaming children, I'd consider
doing some digging myself. That said, I'd probably be sacked
since developers make up eighty per cent of 7he Weekly’s
advertising revenue.” She paused. T'm kind of surprised he’s
back in Australia, though. Maybe he’s got burnout after
being kidnapped by militants.’

“That’ll do it The kidnapping could explain the slightly
manic gleam I’d noticed in Mitch Mitchell’s eyes.

‘Mitch Mitchell was certainly interested in knowing who
was going to be the new chairman. Maybe I'll go along to
their next meeting. After all, 'm going to have to change
jobs one of these days. There’s only so much selling out you
can do before your soul dies completely.’

I thought I'd better lighten the mood. ‘Are you sure you
don’t just want to have another perve? What would your
husband say?’

‘I doubt he’d care. Too tired, like me. Sleep deprivation
is a recognised form of torture, you know.” Sue sighed, then
downed her second drink with the efficiency of a true jour-
nalist. ‘Speaking of, I'd better go and rescue Mum from the
kids. The DVD player’s on the fritz, so God knows what
they’ll all be up to.

The pub ambience had left me feeling homesick and 1
decided to pop by the Phoenix on my way home. I hadn’t
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heard from Baz since his strange phone message at the start
of the week.

I'd always enjoyed walking at night. I liked looking
in windows lit up like TV screens. A famous bass player
once told me that the French have a word for it: ‘flaneur’
(or ‘flaneuse’ for a woman). I'm not sure how that differs
from ‘voyeur’ (or ‘voyeuse’), but I'm glad the French make
a distinction.

Melbourne’s weather has the changeable nature of a meth
addict, but this October evening, it was particularly fine.
The denim-clad bottom of the man walking ahead of me
was also particularly fine, making my walk more enjoyable.
I'd sworn off men but there was no harm in looking. This
man was tall and well built with a loose-limbed swagger
and thick, wavy hair well past his collar. He slowed to take
a call on his mobile phone, so I paused and pretended to
check out some overpriced boots in a shop window while
trying to catch a glimpse of his face in the reflection. He
finished his call and slung his bag back over his shoulder. It
was battered leather and I was just wondering where I'd seen
it before when I got a look at the man’s face. It was the man
who’d barged into the council meeting earlier that night,
the journalist Mitch Mitchell: the famous, award-winning
journalist, as I'd learned from Sue. I quickly turned back
to the window in case he noticed me staring, but I needn’t
have worried. He shoved his phone in his pocket and con-
tinued walking without a backward glance.

He and [ were headed in the same direction, so I followed
him a little longer. He crossed the road and went into a
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small bar that had cropped up in a shopfront that had previ-
ously housed the last independent video store to go out of
business; a fresh coat of paint had obliterated the LicHTS
Out ViDEO sign. I wondered if he was meeting someone
special.

A breeze sent a skitter of leaves along the footpath. It
looked like we were in for a storm. Curiosity got the better
of me so I crossed the road and was about to peek casually
in the window of the bar when Mitchell emerged again sud-
denly. His hand whipped out like a snake and grabbed me
by the wrist.

‘If youre following me, you're not very good at staying
unnoticed. Have I met you before?” He looked me up and
down, lingering momentarily on my chest as if it would help
jog his memory.

I opted not to remind him of our brief interaction at the
council meeting. ‘I work at the Phoenix, down the road,
I said. ‘T wasn’t following you, I just thought I recognised
you, is all. Are you Mitch Mitchell?’

He dropped my wrist and gave a thin smile. Up close I
could see that his eyes were brown. “That arsehole? No, 'm
not him, I just have an arsehole kind of face.” With that he
loped off down the street.

X X X

As I neared the Phoenix, I could see it was closed, but I
decided to pop in anyway and see if Baz was back from his
mysterious jaunt. I unlocked the door, then locked it behind
me. The bar was dark and the air was stale, indicating no
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one had been in for a few days. I went up the stairs to Baz’s
office and it likewise had a stale smell.

The office was a converted storeroom with a desk and a
couch in the corner. The desk was its usual mess of paper-
work. I uncovered the phone and tried Baz’s mobile again.
It buzzed from under a stack of paperwork to my left and
when I uncovered it, it showed twenty-five missed calls.

Out of habit, I stacked up the papers I'd dislodged. I'd
spent a lot of time sitting at Baz’s desk: doing homework,
making up the pay packets back when we could afford to
pay staff and, most recently, doing a financial plan and a list
of renovation jobs, in order of urgency. I felt physically ill at
the possibility of Baz losing the Phoenix. It had been his life
for more than forty years, and mine for nearly twenty.

I exited his office via a second door which led to a small
concrete balcony. Another door off this balcony led to Baz’s
apartment while a set of concrete steps went down to a tiny
walled courtyard, graced by three doors and a bunch of
wheelie bins: one door led back into the Phoenix, one led to
a poky toilet, and the third opened onto the street.

I knocked on the door to Baz’s apartment, waited about
fifteen seconds and then opened it using a key he kept
stashed behind a loose brick. The apartment was ‘bijou’, to
use yet another French term that’s supposed to make crap
stuff sound more glamorous. It took all of thirty seconds to
establish that Baz wasn’t inside and another thirty to check
he wasn’t downstairs in the dismal courtyard dunny. I'd
begged him to get a toilet inside the flat, but excess cash is
hard to come by when you run a live venue.
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I returned to the lounge room and sat on the faded
two-seater. The only other items in the room were Baz’s
piece-of-crap TV—used mostly for watching football—his
state-of-the-art Garrard 401 turntable and Tannoy Arden
speakers, and his shrine to Lionel Rose, which was made
up of a framed photo of Rose, victorious after his fight at
Festival Hall in 1969, beside another frame holding Baz’s
ticket to the fight. Festival Hall was Baz’s sacred place. His
flat was definitely not; more and more it was just becoming
a place to store his record collection and endless boxes of
photos. You could be forgiven for thinking Uncle Baz was
in the process of moving house.

Baz had taken up photography as a hobby in the 1960s.
‘It’s important to have something outside of your work,” he’d
tell me whenever I complained about the chemical smell in
the bathroom, which doubled as a dark room. In the last
year I'd been going through some of his photos, hoping
to find proof regarding his claim of spending a night on
the town with the Beatles during their visit to Australia in
1964. “Those cats were pretty wild,” Baz had said.

I was thinking more of the money that could come from
selling a rare John Lennon photo, but I also liked looking at
the pictures—especially when I found shots of Baz himself.
I’d framed one photo I'd found of him in his footy gear and
presented it to him as a Christmas gift.

‘Look how young I am there!” he’d said.

“What year was this, do you reckon?” I'd asked.

Baz ran his fingers down his face as if to aid his think-
ing process. His fingers were long and gnarled, bringing
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to mind tree branches. ‘Must be about sixty-two. When 1
started playing for Fitzroy Reserves. It was my first winter in
Melbourne and I nearly froze me bloody balls off. I'd never
seen frost before—I thought that someone had spilled flour
all over the oval. No word of a lie!’

Baz was born in Brisbane but had moved around and
lived in all kinds of places—especially after his mother’s
death. I'm yet to get to the bottom of how, why or when he
ended up in Melbourne, but the photos were suggesting it
was around 1960.

‘You're looking pretty smooth here, Baz,’ I said, laughing
at the Brylcreem that had turned his wiry hair into a slick-
looking helmet.

‘Harry Belafonte, they used to call me on a good day.
Other days they’d call me a Black cunt to me face. Par-
don my French. Melbourne was a different town back then.
Blackfellas were expected to stay in Fitzroy. There were some
suburbs that were definitely off limits. A lot of things were
off limits.

A yellowed box of photos was open on the coffee table.
I pulled out some prints that showed a small skiffle outfit
on stage at the Phoenix. Two guitarists—one with a nice-
looking Gibson and the other some piece-of-shit six string—
a drummer and a dark-haired woman singing. The Phoenix
hadn’t changed much but the people were unmistakably
from another era. For a start, everyone was smoking and
the men were all wearing suits, their hair cropped to a short
back and sides. The women were wearing dresses and high
heels, sitting with their legs crossed at the ankle. I flipped
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over the photo to read Baz’s careful lettering: Berty Jones
and the Jive Kings.

I continued pulling out photos. Another showed a thickset
woman behind the bar. Something about her eyes reminded
me of Baz’s Aunty Dot, but she was way too large. Dot had
always been the tiny, birdlike type. I wondered if it was one
of Dot’s sisters, but when I turned the photo over, there was
nothing written on the back.

The storm arrived with a clap of thunder and the kind of
winds that sent tree branches crashing and debris flying. I
decided to stay put. The tiny room that had once been my
bedroom had been totally consumed by boxes, but with the
help of some bourbon I found in the kitchen, I managed to
fall asleep on the threadbare couch.

I woke suddenly to the sound of a door slamming.
Although it was too dark to see much, I was perplexed to
find that I was now lying on my stomach underneath the
couch. The dusty carpet was pressed into my cheek, making
me want to sneeze. | tried to move but was paralysed; a sure
sign that I was dreaming.

As I looked out from under the couch, I saw a pair of
high-heeled shoes. A woman was standing mere inches from
my face. A feeling of dread had begun in the pit of my stom-
ach and was steadily growing. I was about to dig my finger-
nails into my own flesh—a tactic I'd found effective against
the night terrors I'd suffered since childhood—but a voice
stopped me. It was Baz. He was calling out from a distance.
‘Nora! Nora! Christ! Noral” My heart was hammering in

my chest. The high-heeled shoes had disappeared now, but I
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could hear footsteps and banging, as if someone was tearing
the house apart. ‘Little girl, where are you?” Baz’s voice was
even more hoarse and frantic than before. “Where are you?
Are you here? Jesus Christ!’

I awoke with a jerk, sending the empty bourbon glass
spinning onto the floor. I was on the couch, my neck stiff,
my mouth gluey and dry. Dim light was coming in from
a crack in the curtains and my watch told me it was five
oclock in the morning.

I stumbled into Baz’s room to see if he’d returned, but
the blanket and sheets hadn’t been disturbed. I sat down
heavily and looked around. Baz’s bedroom also had a share
of stacked boxes. His suitcase—the same one he brought
back from the US all those years ago—was in its usual
place on top of the narrow wardrobe. His bedside table
featured a photo of me and Aunty Dot wearing Christmas
cracker crowns next to a glass of water for his dentures and
an old-fashioned alarm clock.

Then I noticed Baz’s guitar stand in the corner. It was
empty. The relief was akin to making it to the outdoor
dunny on a cold night after holding on for way too long.
I did another check of the house, but Baz’s guitar and its case
were definitely missing. It was a very good sign. Baz might
leave behind his luggage, he might leave behind his mobile
phone, he might even leave behind his front teeth, but he
would never leave behind his guitar. I now felt reasonably
assured that Baz had gone somewhere with some degree of
planning. Half-arsed planning, seeing as he’d forgotten his
suitcase, but planning nonetheless.
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It wasn’t unusual for Baz to be out of touch for a week
or so: for a fishing trip, a cheeky fling or a weekend spent
scouring regional record stores for rare 45s. Everyone has
their methods of stress relief.

I filled a mug with water from the tap and washed down
a couple of painkillers that looked almost as old as Baz’s
kitchen cabinets. Then I stuck a note on the fridge asking
him to call me as soon as he got in.

Outside the storm was over and it was abnormally still,
like the atmosphere had worn itself out in a childish tantrum
and was now fast asleep. Houses were dark, streetlights
were dimming and the rush-hour traffic was yet to start.
The air carried the newly washed smell of leaf litter and wet
concrete.

Before my new life as a council drone, it had been a good
five years since I'd started my day before ten o’clock. Usu-
ally I hadn’t left the house until midday unless it was for a
triple espresso and a bacon sandwich. When you work until
two or three am that’s just what you do.

It had been a surprise to rediscover early mornings. The
streets looked different. After midnight, inner Melbourne’s
streets were littered with young men smelling of cheap
booze and cheaper aftershave. Their mission was to get
pissed, punch someone and then get a souvlaki before head-
ing back to an outer suburb called something adjectival like
Upper Plenty or Federal. Suburbs I had happily never visited
in my whole life.

In the early morning the hooligans, creeps and bogans
were safely tucked away in their burrows (or the emergency
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room, depending on the evening) and it was like Melbourne’s
inner city lowered its mask and returned to a more inno-
cent, old-fashioned time. The morning people emerged:
joggers, power walkers, mothers of babies—people who
were less likely to attack you just for looking at them. They
might even smile and say hello. They almost never yelled
obscenities from passing cars.

Some mornings you could look up and see hot air bal-
loons hanging silently in the sky like huge, overripe fruit.
They always gave me a tingle of excitement, like the balloons
were a link to another time and place. I wasn’t sure I'd ever
be that keen to go up in one, though. What if it burst,

sending me plummeting back down to Earth?

LN S

Once—when particularly bored—I'd mapped every house I
remembered living in and found I'd never moved more than
two kilometres from the Phoenix; eleven houses within the
same area of about four square kilometres. You'd think I'd
been raised in a village during the Middle Ages instead of a
cosmopolitan city of more than three million people.

At the moment, I was house-sitting for an old friend who
was overseas. Bunny and I had met in our late teens while
dating members of a garage band who were squatting in a
disused bank in Fitzroy. They’d had their glory days in the
grunge era and were reluctant to move on.

I was involved with the bass guitarist, Derek. His main
attractions were some high-quality tattoos and a deceptively
healthy complexion for an early adopter of meth. Bunny
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was with the lead singer, Warren, who had skanky, greasy
hair he was constantly flicking back off his acned face, as
well as a sinus problem that meant he sniffed loudly all the
time (also meth related, in hindsight).

Bunny was quicker than me to learn that musicians were
a waste of time. She moved out of the mould-infested bank
vault, finished a medical degree and was now working for an
overseas aid agency. The worst part of the whole story was
that her greasy ex changed his name and ended up being
one of Australia’s most bankable movie stars. We try not to
ever mention it.

Bunny and I had reconnected a couple of years back over
a house-sitter notice she’d posted at the Black Cat Cafe.
My duties were to water the plants, feed Bunny’s pet snake
once a month and keep the place safe from break-ins. Over
time it evolved into a house-share arrangement since Bunny
travelled for work a lot. More recently her baby brother had
moved into a clapped-out caravan in the tiny back yard.
I wasn’t expected to feed her brother, but Bunny hoped I'd
keep an eye on him. She said he was ‘socially challenged’ and
needed some degree of adult supervision.

Bunny’s house had been renovated sometime in the
1980s, judging by the decor in the bathroom. There were
two bedrooms at the front with a corridor down the mid-
dle. At the back was a tiny spare room-cum-junk room, a
kitchen and lounge. The laundry was in a lean-to in the
backyard. Bunny had inherited some money from a grand-
mother and was smart to invest it in buying the house when
North Fitzroy still featured a slew of unrenovated rat traps
rented by arts students who didn’t mind using the gas ovens
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for heating during winter. Gentrification was edging out the
students now.

The phone was ringing as [ unlocked the door. Not many
people knew the landline number and I almost tripped in
my haste to answer, hoping it would be Baz.

‘Brick, my wee hen.” It was Flora. ‘Sorry to ring your
house so early, but I couldn’t get through on your mobile.
I'm wondering if you've heard from Baz. I thought he’d
be back by now and of course he’s not answering his
mobile.

I sat down on the floor in the corridor and removed my
boots. ‘No, I haven’t heard from him. I know he said he was
leaving town, but I thought it was just for a day or two. I've
been to his flat and he’s not there—and neither is his guitar.
It makes me wonder what he’s up to.

Flora’s sigh made the phone’s receiver hiss. ‘Ah well, I
guess he’ll turn up when he’s ready. But if you speak to him,
tell him to call me.

I put down the phone, wondering what to do next.
There was a chance Baz had gone to visit family interstate.
If anyone knew, it would be his Aunty Dot, the matriarch
of Baz’s vast family—members of which were spread right
across Australia. Dot and her builder husband had moved
to Darwin in the 1980s during the post-cyclone reconstruc-
tion, and although Dot had since been widowed, she’d
stayed on there. She said the heat soothed her arthritis.

‘Brick, love, youre calling early. What’s up?” Dot’s voice
was so vibrant, it was hard to believe she was nearly eighty.

‘Actually, I'm ringing because Baz has done one of his

disappearing acts. I was hoping he might be there.’
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‘Not unless he crept into town without telling me, and he
knows I'd be wild with him if he tried that.

‘Could he be visiting someone? Are any of the cousins in
strife? Or a grand final?’

‘I don’t think so. He’s not chasing some young bird, is he?
He needs to marry Flora before she loses patience with him.

‘'m wondering if it's something to do with the Phoenix,
[ said. ‘I don’t know if Baz has told you, but we’ve been
having some money troubles.’

“Well, you know Baz—more of an artist than a business-
man. It’s a good thing he’s got you and Flora to help him
take care of the financials.’

‘Aunty Dot.’ I paused, wondering how to phrase it. ‘Do
you remember the exact year Baz bought the Phoenix?’

‘It wasn’t long after he came back from the US; 1974 or
1975, I reckon.

‘Did you think it was a good idea for him to buy it?’

‘Oh yes, he needed to settle down, have some little ones
I could bounce on my knee, though I'm glad I didn’t hold
my breath on that front. Thank goodness you came along to
calm him down a bit.

Her words caused an echo of my dream from the previous
night. Baz had been calling out for me in panic. Was it an
omen? Or was it just my subconscious working overtime?
All my life, especially during times of high stress, I'd had a
recurring nightmare of being chased by a faceless bogeyman.

‘Did you think it was a good idea for Baz to adopt me?’

There was a pause and I could hear Dot’s breathing down
the line. ‘I remember the first time I set eyes on you. I came
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down to give Baz a hand—help settle you in. You had hair
like a bird’s nest and Baz had no idea how to get the tangles
out. You reminded me so much of my own little girl. Bless
her soul” Aunty Dot’s only child had died of scarlet fever.

Again the echoes of my dream were in my mind, and I
continued before I could lose my nerve. ‘I had a dream last
night about a woman called Nora. I think it might have
actually been a memory. Do you know about anyone called
Nora, Aunty?’

I thought the line had dropped out, but then Dot cleared
her throat. ‘T didn’t ever meet her, bub. But I believe she was
your foster mother for a while. Baz said she loved you like
you were her own daughter, and she would have kept you
with her ... but ...

Something made me unwilling to hear what Dot was

b

going to say next. ‘Sorry, Aunty, I've just realised the time.
I've got to go and get ready for work. I'll ring you later.

I mulled over Aunty Dot’s words while I took a hot
shower. Memories of my life before Baz were hazy, and I'd
been happy to keep a curtain drawn between my life before
Baz and my life after Baz. The finer details of my adoption
were not discussed, and I'd only needed to ask questions
recently when I’d inquired about getting a bank loan with
a view to helping Baz pay for an electrical overhaul. I'd dis-
covered that my birth certificate extract listed me as Beloved
Brown rather than Brick Brown and Baz was not keen for
me to show it to the bank—just as he’d been reluctant to
produce various documents relating to his purchase of
the Phoenix. It was unusual for us to have a disagreement,
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but Baz and I had clashed over my plan to beg money from
the bank.

‘I don’t want you going into debt for the Phoenix,” he said.

“Why not? Isn’t it the Australian way? To go into debt for
real estate?’

‘I's my problem, bub, I'll handle it.

Baz’s words stung. Sure, I always referred to the Phoenix
as Baz’s joint, but deep down I felt ownership as well. I'd
lived above it for ten years and had worked in it for twenty.
'The whole reason I'd taken the job at council was for the
benefit of the Phoenix, so it felt like he was shutting me out.
It also felt like there was something more he was hiding
from me, and I'd hoped to find some answers in the coun-
cil’s archives, but after seeing the mess the files were in (not
to mention finding the mayor’s body), I'd given up on that
idea, although I still wondered what the mayor had been
doing in the archives department—and why someone had
secretly moved his body.



CHAPTER FIVE

Amazingly, after my uncomfortable night on Baz’s couch,
I was only ten minutes late to work. Unfortunately it was
Tuesday, and a ‘Monday’ meeting was in progress.

‘Brick, nice of you to join us. My boss looked pointedly at
her shiny gold watch. “We've been waiting for your action-
ing update.’

Although Gail liked to avoid the office, when she did visit
it was to hold a long meeting to discuss something called
‘performance outcomes’. These meetings were supposed to
be held on Mondays but were usually held on other days
because too many people were chucking sickies on Mondays
in order to avoid the meeting. I quickly grabbed a folder
which I kept on my desk for these occasions. A folder can
make anyone look more professional.
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I'd just settled into an empty seat at the meeting table
when Gail fixed me with a beady stare.

‘Let’s start with the council meeting last night,” she said.
‘How was it?’

I was instantly on guard. Gail had never expressed an
interest in a council meeting before, so I opted to keep my
answer general. ‘T think the councillors made a lot of good
ground—it was a pretty big agenda.’ I gave her my best
knowledgeable expression.

Gail arched her eyebrows—or at least the skin where her
eyebrows would be if they hadn’t been plucked to oblivion.
‘Were there any media inquiries?’

It was clear someone had told her about Mitch Mitchell’s
appearance at the meeting. My mind raced. Should I play
the innocent idiot or pretend I was managing the potential
threat in an efficient and businesslike fashion? I went for the
second option. ‘Yes—the award-winning journalist Mitch
Mitchell stopped by. Quite an honour.’

There were signs of recognition from my colleagues, who
obviously followed current events more closely than me.

‘He hadn’t given me notice beforehand, I continued. ‘But
I’'m having a meeting with him this week to find out if I can
assist him in any way. He just wanted a general overview
of council governance procedure for an in-depth piece he’s
doing on ... kerbside recycling in Melbourne. I think it’s a
great opportunity for us to highlight our strategy regarding
hard-waste rubbish collection.’” It was weak, but all I could
come up with under pressure.
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I could see from Gail’s expression that she didn’t believe
a former war correspondent like Mitch Mitchell was the
slightest bit interested in hard rubbish, but there was a good
chance she thought 7 was dumb enough to believe it. That
would buy me time to find out what was really going on.
She surveyed me like a snake eyeing a small furry animal
while trying to assess how wide it can stretch its jaws. Then
she turned her attention to the next victim, Phil, who was
still being punished for suggesting that someone needed to
clean out the office fridge. He was drunk at the time. He
kept a bottle of homemade hooch in his bottom drawer and
I really couldn’t blame him.

‘Any more reports of phantom smells in the office kitchen,
Phil?” she asked. “You may need to get yourself checked out
by a doctor. I've heard that brain tumours can cause people
to imagine strange smells.’

Phil looked like he wished he had a brain tumour—or
else he was wishing he hadn’t given up drinking.

After two hours, I could see Gail was desperate for caffeine
so I grasped the opportunity to escape. I offered to do a cof-
fee run and was inundated with a dozen orders, all of them
slightly bespoke: it required a photographic memory and the
bicep strength of a cocktail waitress. Luckily I had both.

I went to the nearest cafe, gave the order to the barista,
then picked up a newspaper and sat down to wait. The front
page had an eye-catching photo of a tall, blond and expen-
sively dressed man who’d been pelted by something that
looked like excrement. ‘Surts You, sir!’ read the headline.
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On reading the article, I learned that someone with a
good throwing arm (and gloves, you'd hope) had lobbed
a large turd at the Victorian premier, Errol Grimes, in pro-
test against plans for a six-lane freeway to be expanded to ten
lanes. There was speculation as to the origin of the turd—
dog or human? The thrower was believed to belong to a
particularly feral group who called themselves the Anti-
Freeway Protest Alliance. I turned the page. People were
always protesting against freeways in Melbourne, but it
didn’t stop more and more of them getting built. You
couldn’t have a sprawling monster of a city like Melbourne
without some seriously big roads.

“Talk about a PR fiasco.” A woman had sat down next to
me. She also had a copy of the newspaper. ‘Not to mention
a waste of a good suit. Of course, it made for a great news
story. Did you see me on television last night?’

I froze. It was Selena McManus and she was pretending
we were old school friends instead of nemeses: the last time
we’d spoken she’d called me an ‘ugly dog, who deserved to
go to the local high school with the other losers’. The irony of
this was that teachers had mixed us up all the time due to an
apparent likeness. Not to mention that she’d have given up
a lifetime supply of hairspray to go to the local high school.
She went to the orthodox convent, where even Chapstick
would get you beaten half to death by the hundred-year-old
nuns who ran the place.

‘No, I missed the news last night,” I said trying to keep
my voice casual.
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‘Don’t worry. There’ll be more riots for sure. The premier’s
not going to budge an inch; he’s one hard bastard. Great-
looking for a politician, though, usually they’re hideous.
But you'd expect an ex-footballer to keep in shape. My boy-
friend plays for Richmond and he’s got a six-pack you could
eat lunch off’

That explained why the man in the dog poo suit looked
familiar—he was a former AFL footballer. Thanks to Uncle
Baz Id spent many a freezing winter’s day watching a bunch
of men run around a muddy paddock, although as I grew
older I developed an appreciation for the finer points of
Aussie Rules (mostly the footballers’ legs).

‘My boyfriend won the Brownlow Medal last year,” Selena
continued. “You probably saw me in the paper.’

‘Gee, 'm sorry, but I missed that too,’ I said as insincerely
as possible.

‘Actually, I'm glad I ran into you, Brick. I hear youre
working for the council now

The penny dropped. She’d been staking out the cafe in
hopes that a council worker would come in so she could
pump them for information.

‘A friend of mine dropped by the council meeting last
night,’ she continued. ‘Maybe you've heard of him? Mitch
Mitchell?’

First Gail asking questions and now Selena: Mitch
Mitchell was obviously a man to watch. I tried to think
of a topic so unsexy that it would scare Selena off her
fishing expedition. ‘He’s writing an in-depth piece about
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plastic recycling by councils around Australia. Recycling is
becoming such a major issue these days. The planet’s in real
danger. Koalas at risk. Not to mention quolls.’

At that moment the barista arrived with my coffee order
and a free side of flirtation. ‘Ah, bella signorina, youre meet-
ing your just-as-beautiful sister today.” He treated Selena to
his most winning smile.

Selena looked at him as though he’d just put a tray of full-
fat lattes in front of her.

“We're not sisters, I said quickly. ‘Just old school—" The
right word escaped me: ‘friends’” was the wrong term; even
‘mates’ was a stretch. “We went to school together.

Selena exited after the barista’s unintentional insult and
I hoped she’d stay away. She’d always had the kind of cun-
ning that could ferret out secrets. At primary school her
favourite move was to steal things out of people’s bags by
bumping into them. Brucie had told me about some of the
fanciful TV stories she’d done in the past and I didn’t want
her writing any more stories about council affairs, lest Gail’s
brain explode with fury.

I returned to council to find the meeting was entering its
third hour. The coffees were received like Elvis in the Vegas
years. | promptly spilled mine down the front of my shirt as
theatrically as possible and rushed out again, indicating I'd
just pop to the loo to rinse the stain. With everyone else still
stuck in the meeting I'd be able to make some personal calls
from my office phone without anyone listening in. Not only
was our section of the office open plan, but it had bizarre
acoustics that meant you could hear every sniff, chew or
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fart of your colleagues. I needed to ring Mitch Mitchell and
find out what he was up to before anyone else started asking
questions.

[ attempted an internet search first, but the hamsters that
powered our system must have been sleeping, so I retrieved
the card he’d given me at the meeting. It was plain black on
white, regular font with just the basics: name, mobile phone
number, email. I dialled the number and he answered right
away.

‘Mitch Mitchell.

It didn’t surprise me that he was too arrogant to bother
saying hello. I decided to play the clueless PR girl, seeing
as the clueless part wouldn’t be a stretch. ‘Hi. This is Brick
Brown. I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself properly
last night at the council meeting. 'm with the PR depart-
ment, [ helped you when you had trouble opening the door.’

‘Brick Brown.” His voice was low and as rock’n’roll as his
scruffy hairstyle, and I could tell by his tone that a smart-
arse comment about my name was coming. I decided to
keep talking and hopefully head off any witticisms.

“We were so honoured to have a journalist of your calibre
at one of our little meetings.’ I used the most gushing tone I
could muster. ‘Can I ask what brought you there?’

“You can ask,” he said, ‘and maybe I'll tell you.

I gritted my teeth. “Well ... is there any way I can assist?’

‘No thanks, Brick Brown. I don’t feel you'd be able to
provide me with anything useful’

‘T'm such a fan of your work,” I gushed a bit more. ‘Please
tell me if there’s anything I can do—’
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‘Tve already had a call from someone at your council—a
rather unpleasant woman called Gail Fawcett.’

I nearly snorted with shock and tried to disguise it with
a cough. I had never known Gail to communicate directly
with a journalist. Was he telling the truth or was this a
sneaky journalist ploy aimed at tricking me into giving
something away?

‘She told me I could expect legal action if I attempted to
enter council chambers again without notice.

It certainly sounded like something Gail would say.
Maybe she’d been testing me earlier by not mentioning
it. ‘Oh, that’s great!” I was babbling by now. ‘But still, if
there’s anything I can do, just give me a buzz or flick me an
email.

‘Sure thing, Brick Brown. Is that really your name?’

“That’s what it says on my driver’s licence.” There was no
need to mention to him that my driver’s licence was fake. It
was a good fake though, and cheaper than forking out for
a real one since I rarely drove. ‘Does yours really say Mitch
Mitchell?’

I put down the phone before he could answer, which gave
me a smidgen of satisfaction, but I doubt he even noticed.

My computer chose that moment to load a page. It was
about Mitchell’s kidnapping in Iraq. The photo released by
his captors was disturbing: he still had the rockstar look,
but it was more like a rockstar who'd just been arrested for
crashing a car while high on drugs. There was something
about his gaze, as if he was looking at his own death and
saying, ‘Bring it on.
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I was about to return to the meeting when my mobile
phone rang. It was Mick O’Toole, one of Baz’s oldest
partners in crime from his football-playing days. ‘Hello,
sweetheart, Mick wheezed. ‘Listen, I'm trying to get hold of
Baz, but the Phoenix is closed up and he’s not answering his
bloody mobile phone. He was supposed to come and watch
the footy training with me last night. One of my nephews
has got the call-up to the Reserves.

[ frowned. Baz could be absentminded about
appointments—particularly if I made him a doctor’s
appointment—but it was rare for him to miss a date that
involved football. Baz sometimes mentored young players,
specifically ones who’d moved from regional areas to play in
Melbourne. ‘It’s similar to mentoring musicians,” he’d say.
‘Gotta try and keep them off the grog, gambling and girls.
It’s a bit like pissing in the wind.

[ licked a tissue and attempted to lift the coffee stain on
my shirt. ‘T think he’s gone out of town, but I don’t know
where or why.

‘I don’t want to worry you, love, said Mick. “You know
what Baz is like. He’ll turn up. Tell him to call me.

As soon as Mick hung up, I tried ringing the Phoenix, Baz’s
favourite betting shop and even his mobile—although I was
pretty sure it was still on his office desk. There was no answer
on any of them. Reluctantly I returned to the meeting.

LN S

When the meeting wrapped up an hour later, I don’t think
[ was the only person who could have used a hit from Phil’s
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stash. I returned to my desk and pretended to read my inbox
while really wondering what excuse I could concoct to bor-
row a car from the council fleet. It would be quicker to drive
over to the Phoenix and see if there was any sign of Baz
rather than ride my bicycle.

‘Does anything need to be picked up?’ I asked Brucie. Tm
happy to go on an errand. Even if it’s not in my job description.’

Brucie ignored my attempt to poke fun but was happy
to have me go and pick up a month’s worth of newspapers.
‘We're supposed to keep a copy of all the newspapers on
file, he said. ‘In case the council’s being shit-canned in one
of them. Not that anyone reads them these days. Unless
they're a total dinosaur.” He rolled his eyes.

Brucie gave me the spare key he had hidden in his desk
drawer, which saved me filling in a mountain of paperwork.
The council fleet was kept in a basement carpark and once
I’d managed to extract the car from its tight spot with only a
minimal amount of paint scraped off, I drove to Brunswick
Street and parked in the Phoenix’s loading zone. I entered
via the side door and took the concrete stairs straight up to
Baz’s flat. It was just as I'd left it the previous night, as was
his office.

I wasn’t sure where to look next. Baz’s 1985 Datsun had
blown a gasket on the South Eastern Freeway a while back,
and he’d decided it wasn’t worth fixing, much to everyone’s
relief. If he’d gone off somewhere further than walking dis-
tance, he’d either borrowed a car or taken the train.

I sat down at his desk. Baz couldn’t use the computer, so

I dug out his phone message pad and had a flip through it.
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It was often my best way of finding out what he was up to.
A page was torn out, so I did the old lead pencil shading
trick on the next blank page. A ghost impression of the most
recent note appeared. It was a list of names:

Daphne

Delilah

Margaret

Perhaps Baz was cheating on Flora after all.

I scanned the desk for any further clues and tried the desk
drawer. It was locked, which was unusual. I took out my
lock-pick kit and the drawer soon sprang open.

Inside I recognised the letter with the spidery writing
which had arrived the last time I'd spoken to Baz. I looked
inside and was shocked to see a stack of hundred dollars
bills: several thousand dollars” worth. I hastily returned it
and re-locked the drawer. Who was sending Baz money?
Why hadn’t he told me about it? And why had he left it in
his drawer?

Something brushed against my leg and I nearly hit the
ceiling, but it was just a semi-stray cat that seemed to be able
to infiltrate the Phoenix via mysterious feline means. The
cat had started hanging around a few years back after get-
ting stuck in the space where an old dumbwaiter had joined
the cellar with the bar above.

Suddenly it occurred to me I should check the cellar.
What if Baz had had some kind of accident down there? I
went down to the bar and flicked on the cellar light switch
concealed under the counter. Then I took a deep breath and
heaved open the cellar door in the floor behind the bar.
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A waft of cool air rose up to greet me, carrying the slight
smell of salami. Before the Italian lady next door had sold
up and moved to Frankston, Baz used to let her cure all
kinds of smallgoods in the cellar. Now the only things kept
there were the kegs and a haunting smell of ham. It’s prob-
ably why the cat was in the cellar in the first place.

I looked around for the cat, thinking it would be better
than no company at all, but it must have buggered off when
it sensed it was needed. I went down the metal stairs as fast
as possible before I could change my mind.

The next thing I knew I was flat on my face on the cold
stone floor—I'd tripped over a knee-high object right at the
bottom of the stairs. On the plus side, the pain took my
mind off my panic.

I rolled over, wiping my smarting palms on my skirt. The
object looked kind of like a vacuum cleaner, but without the
bag attachment. I checked out a model number stamped
into the metal, then staggered to my feet.

The solid brick walls and the cool, dry atmosphere made
it feel tomblike. I took a look around, but Baz wasn’t hiding
behind a keg and there was no way he could squeeze himself
into the old dumbwaiter. It was a pretty boring cellar really,
not spooky in the least. Still I turned and ran up the stairs
as fast as I could, shutting the trap door with a slam.

When my heart had resumed a normal beat, I rang Flora.
T just tripped over some weird piece of equipment in the
cellar. It looks a bit like a vacuum. Did Baz book a tradie
without telling me?’
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‘Not that I know of, hen, she said. ‘You’ll have to ask
himself’

‘T would if I could find him.

‘Is he still no’ there?” A note of alarm had entered her
voice, which worried me since I'd seen Flora evict drunk
punters who weighed at least twice as much as her without
so much as dislodging a false fingernail. 'm making some
more calls, and when I get hold of that man, he’s in danger
of getting his guts ripped out.

I almost felt sorry for Baz, but I was glad I had Flora on
my side. I locked up the Phoenix and drove to my place.
I was grabbing a clean shirt off the clothesline when Bunny’s
younger brother Timmy emerged from his caravan. His eyes
had that glazed, staring-at-a-computer-for-twenty-hours-
straight look.

Timmy was a nineteen and struggling to break into com-
puter game design. He had some kickarse technology in
his little caravan. In fact, that’s pretty much all he had in
there apart from a mattress on the floor and a microwave.
On seeing him, it occurred to me he might be able to help
me identify the machine I'd found in the pub’s cellar a lot
quicker than the council internet.

‘Come in and I’ll do a quick search for you, he said.

‘If youre not in the middle of some weird cyber battle
with half-naked elves.

Timmy blushed sweetly. Tve paused it.

Timmy was actually a cute little package: slim but not
skinny and kind of tall with a good head of fair, wavy hair
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and dark blue eyes. As a gamer, he desperately needed some
tuition about the finer points of social interaction with
the opposite sex. I was pretty sure I was one of the only
women Timmy talked to—apart from Bunny and maybe
his ‘Mummy’, a cringeworthy title I couldn’t believe anyone
actually used outside of an Enid Blyton novel. As usual the
caravan was a shambles of half~empty Coke bottles, cans of
deodorant, sci-fi paperbacks and gamer magazines. Timmy
was Bunny’s younger brother by eight or nine years. They’d
been brought up in a divorce and remarriage scenario and
hadn’t lived in the same house when they were younger.
Apparently not all blond people have a perfect childhood.

Timmy had moved in with Bunny after falling out with
Mummy, who sounded like a narcissistic nightmare, just
quietly, but I didn’t ask too many questions. In return
Bunny and Timmy didn’t quiz me on my own somewhat
unusual upbringing. It got tiresome to explain.

I recited the serial number and he typed it into a search
engine.

Timmy was easy to impress. ‘How did you remember
that?’

‘Bartender memory. It just takes practice.’

His computer finished its search in record time. ‘A ground
scanner, he said. ‘Looks like it’s for doing ultrasounds of the
ground. You know, to see what’s buried under there.’

‘Tve just found one at my uncle’s club.’

Bunny and Timmy neither understood nor appreciated
the Blues, but they liked Baz, especially when he came
around and made his famous Cajun pizza.
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‘Is he renovating? He might be looking for pipes or cables
or something?’

T can’t find him right now to ask him. But thank you,
Timmy. Youre sweet to help. I gave him a hug. Bunny
and Timmy weren’t big touchers so by the time I let Timmy
go he was flaming red. ‘Have you heard from Bunny lately?’

To the best of my knowledge Bunny was somewhere in
Africa using her medical skills to treat starving babies and
victims of torture. It was a mystery to me how she worked
in the midst of such human suffering without being sucked
down into despair and madness. She still came across like
she’d stepped out of a Famous Five novel, albeit one with
lashings of proof alcohol rather than ginger beer. Timmy,
on the other hand, was naive in a way that said, T've spent
my entire formative years playing Super Mario Brothers.” It
was sweet, but ultimately annoying. He’d improved slightly
since getting a few hours’ work a week at a new cafe on
Smith Street called the Black Possum. I'd skilled him up
on the finer arts of making coffee and he was showing some
promise as a barista. And he no longer said ‘LOL, which
was a huge blessing because it made me want to slap him.

‘I got a text from her the other day, said Timmy. ‘A touch
of cholera, but she’s okay.’

I could see I wasn’t going to get much more out of Timmy
in the way of comfort or conversation, so I decided to leave
him to his microwaved pasta.

When I got back to work, there was no one in sight except
Brucie and I realised that I'd forgotten to go to the news-
agent to pick up the newspapers.
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“Where is everyone?” I asked.

‘Phil started vomiting. Brucie grimaced. Tt triggered
a psychosomatic outbreak. Some people are such drama
queens. But look—’ He waved a shiny rectangular device in
my face. ‘My iPhone has arrived. It cost a thousand bucks,
but it’s so beautiful?

I'd never seen Brucie look so happy, but a thousand-dollar
phone was definitely not something I was contemplating
for my future. Mine hadn’t even cost a hundred and since
I kept it on minimum credit it was almost useless. “Who
really needs a phone that fancy?’

Brucie gave me pitying look and I made my way back
to my desk wondering when exactly I had started feeling

so old.



CHAPTER SIX

The next day, as I made my way to work, the hot air balloons
were all gone from the skies. Instead I saw four magpies.
Not a good sign, according to Uncle Baz: ‘One or two are
okay. But if you get a whole mob then there’s definitely bad
news coming. No surprises there. Everything about Yarra
City Council had been bad news from the start.

I stopped at the newsagent and was making my way out
with as much of the PR department’s newspaper order as
I could fit in my bicycle’s basket when I spotted Sue Day
drinking a coffee on a nearby bench while wrestling with a
copy of The Age. Reading newspapers in the wind is a skill
I’d never bothered to master.

‘Hi Brick. Can you believe the news?” she asked as she
batted the paper into submission. “What an idiot!”
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For a heart-stopping second I thought she knew some-
thing about the mayor’s mysterious post-mortem move, but
then I saw the front-page headline, flapping in the wind:
FREEWAY FANATICS FRONT UP FOR FIGHT. It was another
freeway protest.

A section of Sue’s newspaper flew off. ‘It’s just the sports
pages. Who cares?” she said, before changing her mind and
grabbing the errant pages. ‘Actually, I should care. What
can you tell me about the premier’s AFL career? Was he
really any good at football?’

I was happy to sound knowledgeable for a change. ‘Errol
Grimes started out playing for Fitzroy, which has been
underdog team pretty much since the days when my Uncle
Baz was playing in the Reserves. They’re the league just
below the A league.

‘“We do have football in South Australia, said Sue. ‘It’s
not just churches and serial killers.

I’d obviously hit a nerve, so I continued quickly. ‘Everyone
thought Grimes was the next big thing. Then he switched
clubs and started having injury problems. The rumour was
that he was throwing games—Ilike a betting scam type of
thing’

‘Any truth in it?’

‘Well, by this stage he’d left Fitzroy to play for the
Melbourne Demons. But I don’t think anyone could prove
anything’

‘It didn’t hurt his political career?” Sue asked but contin-
ued without waiting for an answer. “What am I saying? It’s
probably how his political career got started. Still, he’s in
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good shape for a politician. Usually they get really fat.” She
held out her folded paper for me to have a look. The photog-
rapher had captured a look of unconcealed aggression as the
premier barged past a picket line. I could see the footballer
player in him. The hard man. It gave me an involuntary
shiver.

“You okay? You suddenly went pale. I hope you're not get-
ting that flu that’s going around.’

Just lack of sleep.’

‘Wait until you have kids. I don’t think I've had three
consecutive hours’ sleep in five years. If I couldn’t have caf-
feine, I'd kill myself.

When I got to my desk, I had more than three hundred
new emails waiting, but none of them appeared useful.
For some reason the PR team was copied into emails from
all the other departments. It was probably part of Gail’s
attempt to make her fiefdom look like an indispensable cog
in the wheels of bureaucracy, but whatever the reason, it
mainly resulted in a lot of emails about leaf blowers and
other equipment I neither understood nor cared to know
about. I was about to attempt a mass delete when I got a
cold prickly feeling.

I looked up to find Councillor Hugo Clark standing in
front of my desk. As usual he was wearing an ill-fitting suit,
which only emphasised his bulk.

‘Can I help you?’ I did my best impression of a person in
the middle of doing something terribly important.

He produced a sheet of paper. ‘I noticed you PR people
haven’t put out a media release about me taking over as



72 Sally Bothroyd

chairman of the Development Consent Committee. What’s
your name again?’

‘Brick Brown." I avoided looking at his eyes and instead
focussed on his beard.

‘Weird name.” His mouth pulled into a sneer. “You were
taking photos at the mayor’s memorial. I'll need to see them
so I can tell you which ones of me you can use. I want you
to delete the others. I have to protect my image.’

“The camera card crashed,’ I lied, hoping it would get rid
of him quicker. ‘T lost all the photos. Sorry.’

He grunted as he threw his piece of paper on my desk.
‘See that this release goes out today.” He turned and left
as quietly as he’d arrived, leaving behind a strong scent of
aftershave over body odour.

Gingerly I picked up the piece of paper. It was a barely
literate spiel about Hugo Clark being the brightest spark at
the council since the late, great Dickie Ruffhead, along with
a thinly veiled hint that Mavis DuBois hadn’t been up to
the job, having only won it in the first place because she was
a silver spooner whose grandfather was a war hero.

Gail would flip her lid if I put this out as a media release
so I didn’t quite know what I should do. My first impulse
was to file it in the bin. But then I didn’t want to give Hugo
an excuse to come and see me again.

I typed out a couple of sentences, slapped on Hugo’s
official council photo and sent it to Sue. She was the only
person likely to report on it anyway.

I was wondering what to do next when my computer
coughed up an urgent email from Gail. I'd never been so
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glad to hear from her. As far as I could tell, Gail wanted
me to draft a policy on the parking inspection department’s
usage of Myspace. This immediately struck me as strange,
since I very much doubted that any of the parking inspec-
tors had even heard of Myspace, and at any rate, Brucie had
told me that Facebook was going to put Myspace out of
business within a year.

I could see what Gail was up to. She liked to create unnec-
essary tasks for people as a passive-aggressive way of getting
back at them for some perceived transgression. I had to sus-
pect this assignment was punishment for Mitch Mitchell’s
visit to the council meeting. She’d obviously expected me to
bar the door and not let him in.

I'd had to draft a policy once before as punishment for
the phone call incident. The final document was ridiculously
wordy and impenetrable. This was then passed around various
department heads so they could make unnecessary additions,
before being filed somewhere in the mysterious policy depart-
ment and never seen again. The exercise had taken me weeks
and left me none the wiser as to how the wheels of gover-
nance actually worked. Now it seemed I was about to relive
the painful experience while probably alienating the parking
inspectors in the process. I'd never owned a car myself, so I
didn’t bear any grudges against the grey ghosts, as Baz liked
to call them. Rather, I saw them as the agents of vengeance
against all the car drivers who'd nearly knocked me oft my
bicycle because they were too lazy to check their mirrors.

I often saw the council’s parking inspectors coming and
going. They were easy to spot, since they no longer wore
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grey but eye-shocking hi-vis, and I'd found they were a
cheerier bunch than most of the other council employees,
maybe because they spent their working day outside instead
of stuck in a fluoro-lit office with grey decor and—if you
were lucky—a plastic fern. I knew they had a locker room
off the underground carpark, so I went down the stairs and
knocked on the door before entering. It had a fridge and a
microwave, but no sink or kettle, an old brown vinyl couch,
a couple of chairs and a table with a scrappy pot plant in
the centre. All the furniture looked like it had come from
a hard-rubbish collection and, notably, there was no com-
puter in sight.

‘Can I help you?” said a gravelly voice behind me.

I turned around to see one of the inspectors, scooter
helmet in hand. His name badge informed me that he was
called Denis. Strong, sun-tanned legs poked out from his
shorts beneath a solid round belly. He certainly looked like
he could handle himself against any irate parking ticket
recipients.

‘Hi ... Denis?’

He nodded, confirming he hadn’t borrowed the shirt.

I introduced myself. T'm Brick. From the PR department.’

A closed look moved over Denis’s face—a look that had
become familiar to me over my short time with the council.
I'd discovered that the general sentiment was that staff from
the PR department were prone to sticking their noses into
everyone’s business, messing everything up and then quit-
ting or going on stress leave before the problem could be
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rectified. Denis probably saw the same look when he told
people he was a parking inspector.

“This isn’t about the ticket paper again, is it? Because I
was on leave when that all happened.’

‘It’s nothing to do with that,’ I said quickly. ‘I just have to
update some policy information—you know, routine stuff
that we do every so often.

Denis still looked wary.

‘I thought it would be easier to come and see you guys in
person rather than send you an email. After all, you're all
out and about so much, I can’t imagine you check emails
that often.

‘We have to go into accounts if we want to do that
and you know how funny they are about outsiders,’ said
Denis. ‘T don’t even know why I'T bothered to give us email
addresses. Any important information generally gets posted
on the noticeboard. It might be old-fashioned but we find
that it works pretty well.

He pointed to a noticeboard next to the fridge that fea-
tured shift rosters and, more intriguingly, a rogues’ gallery
of repeat parking violators. I did a quick scan and wasn’t
surprised to see one Phoenix regular featured in the ‘spitters
and shitters” section.

My short chat with Denis had already given me enough
information to ascertain that a Myspace policy for park-
ing inspectors could be written on a beer coaster and still
hit all the bases but I knew Gail wouldn’t be satisfied with
anything less than twenty pages. In the meantime, however,
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it had occurred to me that parking inspectors were poten-
tial goldmines of useful information: they were out on the
streets all day watching people’s comings and goings and
surely some people would chat to them, if only in an effort
to get out of a parking ticket. There was a good possibility
the inspectors would be aware if something unusual was
going on in the neighbourhood of Baz’s club. I took a punt
on Melbourne once again being smaller than one would
think.

‘Hey, didn’t you play football?” I asked. “You might know
my uncle Baz Brown, he owns the Phoenix on Brunswick
Street.

‘Baz. Sure, I know him, he said, dropping the rabbit-in-
the-headlights look and giving me a slightly chipped grin.
‘T'm a league man myself, but Baz mentored one of my sons
who switched over ... you know, to Aussie Rules. Bit of a
shame job, but we got past it in the end. The boy still sup-
ports the Maroons in State of Origin.’

I nodded knowingly.

‘So you're Baz’s niece, well, what do you know?” He didn’t
comment on the difference between Baz’s and my skin tones,
a sure sign he had a similarly multifaceted family. ‘How is
the old bugger?’

‘Pretty good,’ I lied, ‘all things considered. There’s always
the danger of live music venues being closed down due to
complaints by residents.’

“You don’t have to tell me. My youngest’s in a band and
he’s always going on about it. Course, he’s not the jazz kind,
more your death metal, so I can’t totally blame people for
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complaining. If the wife hadn’t bought us some noise-
cancelling headphones we’d both be stone deaf by now.

I was willing to gamble on Denis as an ally. As long as
I don’t fancy a person, I'm a pretty good judge of charac-
ter. “You haven’t seen anything weird going on around the
Phoenix, have you? I imagine you guys are always up-to-
date with what’s happening out there on the streets.

Denis smiled and took a carton of iced coffee out of the
fridge. ‘Nah, I haven’t seen anything dodgy. But I haven’t
been over there for a little while—that’s Joe’s patch. I can
ask him, if you like.

“That’d be great.

Denis looked pleased to be appreciated for once. ‘If you're
really keen to catch Joe, he always has lunch at the Blue
Oyster about now—you know, it’s in one of the lanes just
off Brunswick Street?” He picked a filthy-looking mug up
and poured the dregs of its previous contents into the sad-
looking pot plant. ‘Dicing with food poisoning if you ask
me, he said, as he poured his iced coffee into the cup. ‘He’s
a bit of a funny one, but he gets the job done. Take all types,
hey? Want some iced coffee?’

I decided I was lactose intolerant.

I had no burning desire to return to my cubicle. There
was a chance that Gail was somewhere in the building, and
[ wasn’t in the mood for an encounter. I decided I'd go and
see if I could find this Joe, the ‘funny’ parking inspector.

I’d heard of the Blue Oyster but had never actually been
inside it. It was a weird little cafe with an extremely eclectic
menu and an even more eclectic decor—even by Brunswick



78 Sally Bothroyd

Street standards. Outside, it looked like any of the other
Fitzroy cafes that had cropped up in the laneways lately.
Inside, it looked like random furniture from a boot sale had
been painted with leftovers from a fire sale and then thrown
around the room by a group of children with anger issues.
The waitress was a goth—judging by her make-up—but
was dressed in a pink 1950s diner—style dress with a purple
apron.

There was one customer and judging by his parking
inspector uniform, it was Joe. Like Denis, Joe was large, but
more wide than high. In his hi-vis shirt he could have been
mistaken for the sun of a minor planet. His hair was about
one centimetre away from being a buzz cut and a bright
platinum blond, but it was offset by incredibly long, dark
eyelashes.

‘Joe? Denis told me I could find you here,’ I said, holding
out my hand in greeting. ‘I'm Brick Brown from the coun-
cil’s PR department.’

‘I know who you are.” Joe shook my hand. His skin was
super soft, like a baby’s. I go to the Phoenix jam sessions
sometimes. I saw you there the other night. You probably
don’t recognise me in my work clothes.’

It was true, I did tend to identify some of our punters by
their clothes. Like Baz, who always wore black with coloured
braces, many of our regulars had a certain outfit they wore
every day of their lives.

“You want a coffee?” he asked. “This is the only place in
Fitzroy I'll drink them.

‘Good, are they?’ I was prepared to indulge coffee snob-
bery if it was the best way to get him onside.
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‘Nah, it’s pretty crap—they only use goat’s milk, and I
think this goat must have had mastitis. But it’s the only
place that’s definitely not mafia-owned.’

I was beginning to see what Denis meant by ‘funny’,
but I thought of Baz and ordered a short black. Up close, 1
realised the waitress wasn’t a goth, she was severely unwell.
Maybe she’d drunk the milk.

Joe smiled, revealing a sunny set of white teeth. T take it
you've got a parking ticket problem?’

‘No, I ride a bicycle mostly.” I sipped my coffee warily
after the waitress had plonked it on the table, slopping half
of it out. “This has nothing to do with council, actually. I
was just wondering if you'd seen anything strange going on
around the Phoenix lately. I was there last night and it was
closed, and I haven’t been able to track Baz down. I'm a bit
worried something ... unusual ... might be going on.’

Joe paused before answering, as if sizing me up. ‘Twouldn’t
tell just anyone, Brick, because, you know, it's dangerous.
But I think something’s about to go down in Fitzroy.

‘What do you mean? My immediate thought was a
mafia war—as disagreements between local crime gangs
were dubbed by the tabloids, who loved nothing more than
a good mob killing. Things had been relatively quiet since
the 1990s, when various mafia hitmen gained a lot of media
attention by being extremely stupid. These days the mafia
types spent less time in Carlton and more time in Crown
Casino or the strip clubs on King Street.

Joe looked around as if someone might be listening, even
though we were now the only people in the cafe; the wait-
ress had probably gone somewhere private to have a quiet
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vomit. ‘Gene from the record store next door to the Phoenix
might be able to tell you more,” he said in a low voice. ‘I sug-
gest you go and talk to him. But don’t talk to anyone else.
Loose lips and all’

I thanked Joe for his time and he smiled and winked. With
a sudden flash I remembered him belting out ‘California
Dreaming’ in a dress, heels and bechive wig.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Gene’s shop had sprung up next door to the Phoenix around
ten years back. I suspected Gene was actually squatting
in the warehouse because it was otherwise derelict, and
he deflected any attempts to find out more by claiming he
had sporadic deafness from when he was a roadie for
AC/DC in the summer of 1974. This was especially con-
cerning since Baz sometimes hired him to mix sound for
gigs at the Phoenix.

Gene’s shop catered to record collectors of the most
extreme kind. Decor was strictly band posters from all eras.
Otherwise it was scuffed tables topped with stolen milk
crates full of records. Thanks to Baz, I've visited many such
record stores and they are invariably run by collectors who
are so obsessive they’re no longer capable of holding down a
regular day job. Baz had been collecting rare Blues 78s since
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the 1960s and would frequently bore the pants off people
with the tale of how he found a Blind Joe Reynolds 78 in a
skip outside a radio station in Bermagui in the early 1970s.
Gene had long straggly hair of mostly a dirty grey colour.
He also had a grey complexion that rendered him somewhat
corpse-like. Together with his pale eyes—often shot with
red—he had been known to scare small children. As well as
looking like the Unabomber, Gene was a committed conspir-
acy theorist. This led him to be somewhat trying company,
especially when he’d had a few beers. When sober, he’d bore
you rigid with his in-depth knowledge of Bon Scott’s tat-
toos. Gene had an exact replica of one on his right bicep.
When drunk he tended to want to talk about Harold Holt’s
whereabouts. Gene was convinced he’d once spotted him at
a bar in Goa.

I hadn’t seen Gene since I'd started working for council
and [ felt a bit guilty. He was a weirdo, but he had a good
heart and had done me a big favour about a year back. I'd
asked Gene to order in a rare Albert King LP for me, as a
birthday present for Baz.

‘Are you sure you still want to buy it Gene had asked
when I went to pick it up. ‘Because I can find another buyer,
if you're hard up for cash.

‘No, 'm good, I'd said, pulling two fifties out of my
wallet.

‘It’s just that your boyfriend was in here earlier. He was
trying to hock some records. I couldn’t help noticing that
they were Baz’s. When I mentioned it, he said he was selling
them for you because you were having some, uh, difficulties.’

My stomach had dropped. “What?’
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‘Don’t worry, man. I figured he’d nicked them off Baz—
he was stoned off his tits. But I bought the records anyway.
I'll get them back to Baz.’

I was stuck for words. Not only had Jack stolen from my
uncle, he was dumb enough to try and hock some of them
at a store next door to my uncle’s place. And he’d tried to
blame me for it! I spent the next forty-eight hours visiting
every other second-hand record dealer within a twenty-
kilometre radius. It turned out Jack had only gone to Gene
with the records no one else would buy. I wiped out my sav-
ings buying back as much of Baz’s collection as I could find.

Baz was forgiving, despite his love for his record collection.
‘Sugar, when a person’s in the grip it’s like they’re possessed.
There’s nothing they won’t do to get another hit, and there’s
nothing you can do to help them until they want to help
themselves.” Baz had a habit of running a hand down his
face, as if wiping off sweat, even on the coldest of days.
‘I know you're angry, but you've got to cut your losses.

‘But you were good to him—you booked him for gigs
even though he was pretty shit as saxophone players go, and
he broke into your flat and stole from you.

‘Brick, bub, I'm a Blackfella who grew up Australia in the
fifties, Baz said, kissing me on the head. ‘Not to mention
I've worked in the music industry for nearly half a century.
If T held onto every shitty thing that’s been done to me the
load would be so heavy I wouldn’t be able to get out of bed
in the morning.’

I pulled up outside Gene’s shop, but I could see from the
car that it wasn’t open: the lights were off and there was
a handwritten notice tacked to the front door. I hazarded
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a guess that it said, ‘Back in 10’—although Gene had been
known to leave similar signs on the door for weeks at a time.
We’d sometimes get irate record obsessives looking for him
in the bar. But like the saying goes: even a broken clock tells
the right time twice a day. I'd give him half an hour and see
if he turned up.

It was a blustery, grey day and the passing people were
all wearing black and looking depressed. I cruised around
the community radio stations to keep myself amused while
I watched people trying to parallel park. A young couple
were having a lovers’ tiff outside a nearby cafe. She obvi-
ously worked there, judging by the waitress uniform of black
jeans, Doc Martens and a tight-fit T-shirt with an ironic slo-
gan. What had gone wrong in their romance? Was he too
needy and clingy? Was it his brown corduroy trousers? Had
she been flirting with the handsome barista I spied at the
coffee machine?

Twenty minutes later there was still no sign of Gene,
and I'd realised I wasn’t the only person staking out the
area. Thirty metres down the street, someone sat in a black
Mercedes with tinted windows. Every so often the window
would slide down with smooth German efliciency and a
cigarette butt would be flicked out. The flicker had a mus-
cular tattooed arm and a two-pack-a-day habit by the looks.
I remembered Joe’s warning. Was this why Baz had closed
the Phoenix? Was he being hassled by someone? Or was the
person in the Merc a coincidence? I made note of the car’s
number plate, thinking I could run it past Joe.

When the half-hour was up there was still no sign of
Gene and I needed to go to the loo. I didn’t want to attract
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the attention of the Merc lurker by going into the Phoenix,
just in case it was the object of their surveillance. Instead I
decided to risk the wrath of the nearby cafe’s staff and sneak
in for a pee without purchase. I darted into the cafe, charg-
ing straight past the tables and out the back door to the loo.
Like Baz’s flat above the Phoenix, many Fitzroy cafes had
toilets off courtyards. I peed quickly and ran back through
the cafe so the waitress couldn’t pull me up for not being
customer. I shouldn’t have worried. She was so busy flirt-
ing with the barista I could have run through there naked
without attracting attention.

I was about to dash back to the car when a flyer on the
inside of the cafe’s glass door brought me up short. ‘Missing
cat: Answers to Barry. The photocopier used for the flyer
was of such bad quality that it was hard to be sure that the
blob in the picture was indeed a cat. I'd have to take the
flyer’s word for it. I paused to read the rest of the notice.
Last seen in Brunswick Street. Black with notes of grey. 1 didn’t
recall seeing any strange cats around the other night, and
believe me, if there’d been one, it would have found me. I
was memorising the phone number, just in case Barry the
cat turned up at the Phoenix, when I spied a figure stop-
ping at the door to Gene’s shop. It was Mitch Mitchell. I
watched him knock on the door of Gene’s shop and then
peer through the security grilles on the windows.

The Mercedes driver was also showing interest in Mitch’s
arrival. The car window was down and I could see the out-
line of a large man with short hair and designer sunglasses.

Mitch Mitchell took one last look through the windows
of Gene’s shop then moved on. I took a moment to pull my
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hair back into a tight bun and secured it with a hair band,
shoved my sunglasses on my face and crossed the road to
follow him at a safe distance.

Mitchell ducked into a grimy hole-in-the-wall tobacconist
but emerged again quickly and went to the next shopfront—
a 24-hour chemist popular with methadone users and doctor
shoppers. I lingered in the doorway of a warehouse selling
cut-price designer clothes. Mitchell came out of the chemist
and moved down the block to a community radio station
(inspiring memories of a late-night DJ I'd once dated) and
then popped into the legal aid service office (memories of
several lost afternoons there with the same DJ).

After that he visited one of the old dive cafes that had
been there since the dawn of time and then a swanky new
one that had probably been there since last week. After
that a 7-Eleven—a fluorescent blight on the landscape, but
handy when you needed milk at 2am.

I ducked for cover in the doorway of a small bar that had
also cropped up in the last few months. Inside, there were a
lot of shiny new accessories. The girl behind the bar looked
pretty shiny too. So shiny, in fact, she resembled a blow-up
doll that had been lightly covered in Vaseline. I pretended
my phone had just rung and lingered at the door as if I
was trapped in a conversation with someone I hated, all the
while looking through the glass to the street, to see where
Mitchell was headed next.

Mitchell emerged from the 7-Eleven and I nearly dropped
my phone when I saw the Mercedes pull up at the nearby
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tram stop. The large man got out and in two steps was man-
handling Mitchell in a menacing manner while the boot of
the Merc opened automatically. I got the distinct impression
the large man was about to bundle Mitchell into it. In broad
daylight. On Brunswick Street.

The man hadn’t counted on a busload of shoppers suddenly
appearing and blocking his progress. Coaches regularly
brought shoppers to Brunswick Street from the outer
Melbourne suburbs, lured by factory outlets and trendy
designer stores. These perm-loving ladies were bargain
hunters who shopped with ruthless efficiency and they
didn’t take kindly to a Mercedes being parked in their
way. They were on a tight schedule.

Mitchell didn’t hesitate. He lurched sideways, bumping
roughly into several of the women and hooking one of them
by her handbag strap.

She reacted immediately. ‘Bag snatch! Bag snatch! Grab
him, Joyce!’

Suddenly it was like a rugby scrum. Shopping bags pum-
melled Mitchell from all sides, and the Mercedes departed
with a squeal of tyres. I left the calm of the shiny bar and
waded into the melee.

‘Hold it, ladies!” I yelled as loudly as possible. ‘He’s an
epileptic. He wasn’t trying to steal your bag, I promise! Give
him some air. Please!”

The ladies contented themselves with a few last swipes
and when it was ascertained that nothing had actually been
stolen, they charged off in the direction of Smith Street.
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The contents of Mitchell’s bag were strewn across the
footpath and Mitchell was slumped on the pavement, possi-
bly unconscious, so I hastily picked up his wallet and laptop
and shoved them back in his bag. Then I started picking up
the various bits of paper that had also spilled out. Thank-
fully, passers-by gave us a wide berth.

I was just chasing down a piece of paper before it ended
up on the tram tracks when I turned to see Mitchell back on
his feet and heading my way. He snatched his bag from me
in a less-than-grateful manner.

‘Not following me, hey, sweetheart? Either youre my
biggest groupie, or you’re a stooge. Who are you Working
for?

‘T'm not following you.” Up close I could see blood oozing
from a cut on his chin. I retrieved a wad of paper napkins
from my handbag and offered them to him. The napkins
were quickly soaked with blood. ‘But I saw the guy in the
black Merc. He looked dodgy and I wanted to warn you.
No need to thank me for picking up your things; it’s not
like anyone would have stolen them. You might need some
ice for that. I can get you a slushie from the 7-Eleven?’

“Youre a regular Florence Nightingale” Mitchell put
his bag under his arm and charged off down the road, the
bloody napkin still jammed to his chin.

Whatever Mitch Mitchell was up to, it appeared he’d
pissed off more people than just my boss. I wondered if Joe
the parking inspector was indeed hinting that a mafia war
was brewing. Maybe that was the story that Mitch Mitchell
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was chasing. It occurred to me that maybe that was the
reason Baz had gone to ground as well.

I remembered the envelope of cash I'd found in his
drawer. Was it possible he was mixed up in some mafia-type
shenanigans?

I was not feeling good about it.






CHAPTER EIGHT

The council car was still parked in the loading zone when
I returned. The council was responsible for towing illegally
parked or dumped cars so I'd figured they wouldn’t tow one
of their own.

The black Mercedes was nowhere to be seen, but there
was no sign of Gene at his shop either. Rather than return
to work, I decided to make further use of the council car.
Although I didn’t know Gene’s surname—I doubt even Baz
knew it—I had dropped him off at his house once. He and
Baz had gotten into a particularly boozy session sparked
by John Lee Hooker’s death. Baz still had his Datsun back
then, but he was too drunk to drive and even though Gene
was too drunk to walk, he still managed to grope my left
breast when I lifted him out of the car. After that I dumped
him in his front garden and left him to sleep it off under a
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row of agapanthus. In typical bizarre Gene fashion, he later
told me to forget I'd ever been there and not to reveal his
address to anyone, under any circumstances—even torture.
He said he had an ex-wife who was determined to get her
hands on his collection of Bon Scott memorabilia, including
a jar allegedly containing some genuine Bon Scott vomit.

Just quietly, I found it very hard to believe that anyone
could have married Gene. The more likely story was that
he was dodging debt collectors or the tax office—probably
both. Either way, I was happy not to get caught up in Gene’s
weird world. I’d assured him his secret was safe with me,
and I had indeed spoken the truth; his secret was so safe
that even after twenty minutes of driving around Coburg, I
still hadn’t managed to find the house again. Too much had
changed in the intervening years. I drove around aimlessly
for a bit longer, hoping to spot the agapanthus, but after
thirty minutes of fruitless searching I gave in.

I arrived back at the office to find Brucie in a state of
nerves.

“Where have you been?” he hissed. ‘Eve the psycho HR
manager has come back from long-service leave a week
early. She thinks someone might have raided the stationery
cupboard without filling in the correct paperwork.

This news was delivered with the same gravity as disciples
must have reported that someone had opened the tomb of
Christ. To be fair, it was momentous. In my months work-
ing for council, I'd had to steal pens from the TAB and
post-it notes from Grant/Gavin’s drawer. It was lucky I was

handy with a lock pick.
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‘Why is the HR manager in charge of the stationery?’
I asked. ‘Surely that’s not in her job description.’

Brucie rolled his eyes. ‘Practicality and despotism rarely
come in the same package.’

On that intriguing note, a woman suddenly appeared at
the doorway.

‘Hello!” she exclaimed. “You must be Brick Brown! What
a funny name?’

I was dumbstruck. The woman looked like a shorter,
plumper version of Gail. She was wearing the same kind of
black trouser suit that Gail favoured and had an identical
spiky blonde hairstyle, but whereas Gail rarely cracked any-
thing resembling a smile, this woman was cheerful to the
point of mania, with a high-pitched voice and a girly giggle.
It was a confusing juxtaposition.

‘Since you came on board while I was away, I've decided to
extend your probation period to six months!” she exclaimed.
‘Hope that’s okay?’

She was gone before I had a chance to say that was defi-
nitely not okay. ‘Does this at least mean we can get some
new pens finally?” I asked Brucie.

His face was grim. ‘T wouldn’t get your hopes up.’

My mood plummeted from low to rock bottom. I needed
to make a phone call but didn’t want to do it in our open
plan office in case Eve popped up again. I headed for the
loos on the fifth floor.

Maybe because of the stairs, I think I was the only per-
son who used the fifth floor bathroom—but they were the
nicest loos in the whole of the council building. Somehow
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they had escaped the more recent renovations that had
blighted the other floors and were vintage 1940s. There were
beautiful old porcelain sinks and toilets in a delicate shade
of pale green with tiling a shade darker, but still beautiful,
and the acoustics were amazing. Walking into the bath-
room was like a soft embrace for your ears. I settled myself
down in a cubicle and then I rang Timmy at the Black
Possum.

‘Can I ask a huge favour?” I asked. T've got a number plate
I'd really like to know the owner of. Any chance?’

Timmy seemed torn between being happy that I asked
and scared. T'll see what I can do when I finish my shift here.
But don’t tell Bunny. I promised her I'd given up hacking’

Uncle Baz often says you make your own luck. You
just have to keep your eye on the ball and watch out for
the cats who want to take you down. By cats, he means
people. Over the years I've found that his advice is pretty
sound—although sometimes hard to understand due to
a fondness for Blues and/or sports metaphors. I believe in
luck—whether it’s good or bad—but I don’t believe in coin-
cidence. Mitch Mitchell had been nosing around near Baz’s
joint. He’d been looking for Gene at his record store straight
after I'd been told to go and talk Gene and he’d nearly been
kidnapped by a well-dressed thug while asking questions in
the area. Finally, there was the fact that Mitchell had shown
an interest in council’s Development Consent Committee.
Had these thugs had something to do with Baz’s disappear-
ance? My heart constricted.

[ went back to my desk and searched my emails; a
gruelling and time-consuming task, but worth it in the
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long run. The week earlier I'd been cc’d into an email that
contained the agenda for the next meeting of the com-
mittee. The same committee that had recently lost Mavis
DuBois as a chairman and gained Hugo Clark. I printed
out a copy of the agenda and addenda, using the back of a
random document I'd purloined from Grant-or-Gavin’s fil-
ing cabinet. It was at least a hundred pages long. I took the
printout to the fifth floor toilets to read more closely, but
even with the calm environment I couldn’t focus. How did
they make these papers so boring? Then I found something:
an item relating to a new apartment complex being built
on Lot 22 on Brunswick Street. It was the old warehouse
where Gene had his shop, next door to the Phoenix. I won-
dered if this planning application had anything to do with
Gene’s absence. Maybe he was on a bender. And maybe he’d
taken Baz along with him. A high-rise next to the Phoenix
would not be good news. How would we survive the dust
and noise of a major building site?

I crept back to my desk and did an online search of the
development company. It barely seemed to exist beyond a
flashy web page. None of the links there led to any infor-
mation at all. I rang Sue. Her newspaper, 7he Melbourne
Weekly, was a vehicle for real-estate listings. Maybe she
could give me the fast track.

‘Sue, quick question: I've been having a look at the papers
for the next development committee meeting. Have you
heard of some developers called Brave New World? They're
behind an application to build next to my uncle’s pub.’

‘No, I haven’t heard of them,” she said. ‘But I know some-
one who'’s an expert on everything to do with development.
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I need to drop something off at his house, so if you pick me
up from my office in an hour I can take you to visit him.

“Who is this person?’

‘He was the committee chairman before Mavis DuBois.
But he’s really, really nice. When I first started my job with
The Weekly he was the only councillor who'd give me any
information about anything; everyone else treated me like
a bloody pariah. Unfortunately he retired about a year back
after a stroke, but I know he still takes an interest. More
than an interest: he’s a complete obsessive for civic affairs.’

[ agreed to pick Sue up from her office in half an hour.

‘Do you think anyone will notice if I take the car out
again?’ I asked Brucie, who was tidying his desk in an
uncharacteristic fashion.

‘Eve’s a bit preoccupied by the stationery heist, he said,
sliding me his key. ‘She’s calling people into her office one
by one, but I think youre pretty far down her list. If you're
back within two hours you should be okay.

“Where are you on the list?” Brucie was being surpris-
ingly collegial, so I thought I'd reciprocate with some moral
support.

Tm sure I was top of the list, but I haven’t been Gail’s
longest serving PA in history because of my pretty face. If
you hadn’t noticed, Eve is obsessed by Gail and I am the
gateway to Gail, as gross as that may sound. I may let Eve
“save face” though and interview me anyway. I need some
new highlighters.’

‘Should I be worried?’

‘Hell, yeah, girlfriend!” Bruce looked delighted at my con-
cern. “‘Who knows what some of those guys will say about
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you? Grant and Gavin will crack like eggs, and you could
be a handy scapegoat.’

‘Are you telling me Gavin and Grant are two different
people?’

Brucie rolled his eyes. ‘On the plus side, Eve is psychoti-
cally possessive of Gail and since Gail doesn’t like you much,
you're probably not a threat to her. On the other hand, Gail
doesn’t like anyone much. Not even Eve. It’s all a bit fucked
up, but that’s Eve for you.

T am never going to get my head around the office politics
thing’

“You don’t know the half of it, sweetie. Wait until you've
been here as long as I have.

T thought you’d only been here eighteen months.’

“That’s what 'm saying.’

I headed back down to the parking garage, hoping that I
could survive eighteen months. At this stage even another
eighteen weeks was looking unlikely.

I extracted the car from the basement again and set a
course for Sue’s office, where she was waiting outside, hold-
ing a cheery bunch of gerberas and a large coffee.

“Thanks, Brick, my car’s at the mechanics,” she said as she
jumped into the passenger seat. Tve been feeling so guilty
for not dropping in on Otto Weber earlier. He had a nasty
fall a few weeks back and I've been meaning to go and see
him. That’s why I've got the flowers. The coffee’s for him,
too. He loves a good coffee. Sorry, I should have got you
one as well.

She directed me westwards and once we’'d crossed
the ten-lane nightmare that is Flemington Road—while
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simultaneously swotting off a man who wanted to clean
our windscreen—we were in the quieter tree-lined streets of
North Melbourne. I parked in the loading zone of a nice-
looking pub a few doors down from the address Sue had
given.

‘I know Otto used to be a councillor, but he’s really a
lovely old bloke—although very chatty. I think I've heard
his entire life story, said Sue as we arrived at the door of
a modest terrace fronted by a garden bed of wild-looking
rosebushes. ‘He bought this house fifty years ago when he
started work as a clerk with the public service, back in the
days when people could afford a mortgage on a single sal-
ary. His wife died a few years back, but he’s got a bunch of
daughters. I think one of them has moved in to look after
him. But like I said, he knows everything there is to know
about Melbourne’s planning codes. Completely obsessed by
them. That and football. That’s how he had his accident—
adjusting his aerial during a football match.” Sue pointed to
an aerial dangling at a jaunty angle.

‘He fell off his roof? Jesus.” It was the kind of idiot thing
I could imagine Baz doing.

A woman of about forty answered the door. Sue held
forth her offering of flowers and the coffee and introduced
us as representatives from council sent with a get-well
gift.

‘Come on in, said the woman. T'm Romy. The youngest
daughter. Dad’s probably told you about my divorce. He
seems to have told bloody everyone.’
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‘Yes, I was sorry to hear,” Sue said as we entered the hall.
‘How’s your father doing? We don’t want to disturb him if
he’s resting.

‘No, he’s up. Well, he’s not exactly up, but he’s awake.
I’'m sure he’ll appreciate some company; he says the game
shows are driving him crazy. Actually, he’s driving me crazy,
constantly asking me to change channels for him.” She ush-
ered us towards what looked like the lounge room. ‘I should
warn you, though. The medication is making him very
up and down. He seems fine one minute, confused the next,
and he dozes off a lot, but wakes up again quickly. The
doctor says it’s to be expected, considering the extent of
the head injury. We're just lucky he survived at all’

Otto Weber’s lounge room was vintage-1960s-meets-
hospital-ward. He was laid out in one of those trolley-type
beds, a mirror contraption above it allowing him to watch
an old TV set in the corner. No remote control.

“You've got some visitors, Dad,” Romy called as we entered
the room.

Otto didn’t turn in our direction—even if he’d wanted
to, the amazing metal contraption around his neck con-
nected to a halo with spikes attached to his skull prevented
it. I forced a smile and tried not to look too closely.

‘Hi, Otto,” said Sue. “We thought we’d come by and
see how you're doing. Everyone on council’s been asking
how you are.” It was a lie, but a fairly harmless one. ‘And I
brought you a coffee, too. I know how much you like real
coffee’
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“Young Sue, is it His voice was surprisingly loud and
strong. ‘Romy will put those flowers in a vase. My poor roses
will be suffering, but I don’t want Romy to prune them—
she gets carried away. I think it'll be a while before I can do
any gardening again.’

‘Well, definitely no more climbing ladders,” Sue said as we
sat down on the doily-covered couch.

‘Don’t worry about that. I hadn’t been up a ladder for
years. I must have been into the plonk to even try it,” he said.
‘I can’t remember the accident at all. And I've lost my mem-
ory of the two weeks leading up to it, including the entire
preliminary finals, which is a bit of a bugger. I'll have to buy
one of those video player things so I can watch the North
Melbourne games again.’ He paused and his eyes flicked in
my direction. “Who'’s this pretty lady with you, Sue?’

“This is Brick Brown, said Sue. ‘She’s working in the
council’s PR department.

‘Well, I won’t hold that against you dear,” Otto boomed
jovially.

‘And you might have heard of her uncle, Baz Brown. He
used to play football’

‘Ah yes, Basil Brown. He played a few games for Fitzroy,
didn’t he? He wasn’t a bad player at all”

Romy returned with a pot of tea and a plate of biscuits on
a tray commemorating North Melbourne’s 1977 premier-
ship. I hadn’t seen an Iced VoVo in quite some time.

‘I didn’t even think Dad had a ladder, Romy said. ‘But
P've asked the neighbours and it’s not theirs, so he must have
bought one. God knows how you got it home, Dad.’
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T don’t remember buying the ladder either, said Otto.
‘It’s an odd feeling, having all these blank bits in my head.
Very strange.

He stopped while Romy held his coffee, complete with a
straw, up to his lips to lethim take a sip. ‘But strangely, I think
the knock’s actually made some bits of my memory better.
I'm really good at these quiz shows that are on the telly. If
only I could sit up properly, I think I could go on one and
do really well. A lot of the people they have on these shows
are idiots—have you ever watched one? Yesterday there was a
woman who thought Gough Whitlam was a kind of cheese.
What are they teaching in schools these days?’

‘Maybe you can audition when you're better,” his daugh-
ter said. ‘God knows you could use a new lounge setting.’

Otto’s couch looked about as vintage as Baz’s, but the
room had more signs of a woman’s touch: embroidered
cushions, silk flowers in a crystal vase, a hand-painted pic-
ture frame showing a younger-looking Otto with a group of
women who, judging by the resemblance between them all,
were his late wife and his daughters.

‘So how are things at council, Sue, since Mayor Dickie
kicked the bucket?” Otto’s eyes gleamed. ‘I only wish I
could be there. I hear the mayoral election could have more
entrants than the Melbourne Cup. I'm almost tempted to
try my luck, but—’

‘But your daughters would put you in a home, Romy
said.

Sue took to the cue to move the conversation in the
right direction. “That’s not the only shuffle going on. Mavis
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DuBois just decided to give up your old position on the
Development Consent Committee.

‘What?” Otto nearly choked on the sip of coffee he'd
taken, forcing Romy to jump back up to wipe his chin with
a tissue.

‘She’d been wanting me to step down for years, he said
when he’d regained his composure. ‘I think she would have
bought me a first-class ticket on the Queen Mary to get me
out of the way. Not that I'd have taken it, I'd miss the foot-
ball too much. Maybe in the off season.’

‘She needs to nurse her sick mother, apparently, I said.

‘What? She hates her mother. And I don’t blame her.
Everybody hates Winsome DuBois. She’s one of those old-
money, high-society types—Ilikes to sit on the boards of art
galleries and then complain about any art that’s too interest-
ing. So, who's going to replace Mavis on the committee?’

‘Hugo Clark.’ I braced myself for more coughing, but
thankfully this was less shocking to Otto or I think Romy
would have asked us to leave.

‘Hugo Clark, hey? Thats interesting.” Otto closed his
eyes as if in meditation. ‘I think someone needs to keep an
eye on Hugo Clark. He was a bit too chummy with Dickie
Rufthead for my liking, and with me laid up here like a shag
on a rock, those mongrels on the committee have just the
opportunity they’ve been waiting for. They’ll sneak through
some ridiculous car parking proposals while they think I'm
not watching.’

“That’s partly why we're here, Mr Weber. We were plan-
ning on going along to the next committee meeting.’ I
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pulled the paperwork out of my bag. ‘I happen to have the
agenda here. Maybe you’d like to have a look at it. If it’s
okay with your daughter.’

Romy shrugged. ‘Just try not to get too worked up, Dad.
I don’t want you to split your stitches.’

I held it up for Otto to view. T'm particularly interested
in this Brave New World Property Group that’s bought the
site next to my uncle’s pub. It’s an old warehouse that’s been
practically derelict for years, except for a run-down record
shop. Who’s this Brave New World? Have you heard of
them before? I did an internet search but couldn’t find out
anything’

‘T'm not surprised. It’s a shell company.’

‘What'’s that?’

‘I's a company that’s used to hide assets for another
developer—the kind responsible for half the high-rise
apartments without enough car parking springing up across
Melbourne. Then they expect council to come up with all
the infrastructure to support it. And the shops will all be
leased to those American chain stores that can’t make coffee
to save their lives. Melbourne used to be a place that knew
coffee, if nothing else.’

‘He’s had to give up wine, but I couldn’t make him
give up coffee, said Romy. ‘I don’t know how he gets any
sleep.”

‘Sleep?” Otto snorted. “Who needs sleep when you're
stuck in bed all day? I just wish there were better game

shows to watch. Whatever happened to Pick a Box with
Bob Dyer?’
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I had no idea who Bob Dyer was, let alone what hap-
pened to him, I just wanted to get Otto back on track. ‘So,
who s behind Brave New World developers? Do you know?’

T do happen to know, said Otto. ‘A friend told me.
A friend who’s since passed away. I'm not sure it’s safe to
tell you.

I wasn’t sure if Otto was paranoid, a la Gene, so I decided
to drop the subject and return to the committee.

‘So does this committee have the power to stop a devel-
oper from going ahead with a plan if they’ve already bought
a site?”

Otto looked happier answering this question. ‘If the
proposal isn’t up to scratch or if the plan contravenes the
zoning requirements, yes. For example, you can’t build an
industrial-purpose building like a factory in a residential
area and vice versa. Without an exemption, of course.

‘And how do people get an exemption?”’

“There’s an application process.’

‘Is there the possibility of corruption?’

‘Absolutely! I remember one time—" Otto had looked
very animated but suddenly looked confused. “Who was
that? Romy ... do you remember? Around 1985’

‘Don’t get yourself worked up, Dad.’

Otto’s eyes closed for a long moment. I thought he’d
fallen asleep, but after a moment he started up again: ‘T was
happy that Mavis DuBois took over after I stepped down.
[ was worried it would be Dickie. He was as crooked as a

dog’s hind leg’
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‘Can you tell me who owns the shell company behind the
proposal to build next to my uncle’s pub?” I asked again.

“Youre not the only person to ask me about that com-
pany. He paused. ‘Bad days, indeed, real bad ...” His voice
faded.

‘Please, I'm really worried for my uncle.” I felt my eyes
welling up. T'm starting to think that someone wants him
out of his pub. I don’t have parents, you see. My uncle is
basically it

Otto’s eyes softened. ‘I was orphaned young myself—
that’s why I came to Australia back in 1955. I barely knew
any English. It was a bit of a gamble, but when you're young,
eh?” He sighed. T'll tell you, but keep it close to your chest.’
Otto paused, allowing Romy to give him another sip of cof-
fee. ‘It’s a shell company for Dave Mullett.

“Who?’

‘Shady Dave Mullett, they used to call him. And “shady”
sums him up pretty well. There’s not a lot of black and white
evidence of criminal activity but there’s a large grey area in
some of his dealings. He always manages to wriggle his way
out of any actual prosecutions by having a lot of expendable
business partners that he can drop like a skink drops its tail.
I remember when one former business partner washed up
in the Yarra River in the 1980s. Apparently he’d decided to
take a late-night swim without his teeth or fingertips. They
identified him by the serial number on his pacemaker.

‘Of course, Mullett’s rarely seen in public these days.
Probably scared someone will try and shoot him—or throw
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something at him. Did you see that photo of the premier
on the front of the newspaper the other day? Those freeway
protesters have pretty good aim. Do you think it was dog
poo or human?’

‘Dad! Do you mind?” Romy swatted her father
affectionately.

Otto laughed and then coughed. “When I was a younger,
I had dreams of taking down the likes of Dave Mullett.
But I was just a little fish, and I had my family to think
about.” He cleared his throat. ‘I do have a small collection of
information, or rather it’s a big collection: boxes and boxes.
When I finish writing my history of the North Melbourne
Football Club, I may start on that. But not while Mullett’s
alive, that’s for sure.

I saw Sue’s interest was pricked. ‘If you ever want to show
someone your collection, I'd be happy to take a look.

‘Oh no, Sue, too dangerous. Especially for a mother of
young children.” Otto’s voice was beginning to fade again.
T squirrelled things away for years. The archivist was
drunk half the time, so I hid them in plain sight. It works
for zebras—except the unlucky ones. There’s always one
unlucky one. I was going to show them to my friend, but ...
he was an unlucky zebra in the end ... He trailed off and
looked confused.

Romy caught my eye and I cottoned on to her meaning.

‘We'd better go, Sue. Let Mr Weber rest.

We thanked Otto, although he seemed to have drifted

into a nap. Romy saw us to the door.
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‘I do hope he’ll be back to his old self soon,” said Sue.

‘Me too.” Romy’s eyes filled. “You know what parents are
like: they drive you crazy for years and then suddenly you
realise they won'’t be here forever.

Lo S 3

When I got back, the office was a ghost town. Brucie was
the only person left on the second floor.

‘Where is everyone?’

“They’re up with accounts on the fourth floor, trying to
work out how much sick leave they have left. I told you
about the Gail effect. Well, this is the Eve effect. Together
they're like the perfect shitstorm.

‘How come you're still here?’

‘Party drugs and phone upgrades. I need to afford them,
he said, continuing to type furiously. ‘Plus I used up all my
sick leave going to a rave fest last year.

‘Yeah, well, I need to afford food, so they’re stuck with me
as well.” I sat in my cubicle and started surfing the internet
to find out more about Dave Mullett. There was no shortage
of information. His career was well documented and made
for interesting—but disturbing—reading.

According to an in-depth piece I found on a financial
website, Shady Dave had pulled himself up by his boot
straps. Mullett’s ticket out of Melbourne’s slums was his
marriage at twenty-one to the daughter of a small but pros-
perous Collingwood builder. He took over the business at
twenty-five when his father-in-law was incapacitated by a
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workplace accident. With some high-risk venturing, he had
moved into major development interests by the time he was
thirty. He was now one of Australia’s richest men.

It made me an uneasy to know Dave Mullett was from
Collingwood, a stone’s throw from Fitzroy. I was also dis-
turbed to read that at one time he’d been on the board of
the Melbourne Football Club. It wasn’t during Baz’s time
playing VFL, but it was still a little too close to home.

My phone beeped as a text message arrived. It was Timmy.
Car registered to Brave New World Corp. Hope that helps. The
two-dots-and-a-bracket smiley face did nothing to ease the
news about the black Mercedes that had been tailing Mitch-
ell and/or staking out Gene’s shop. It was more like a kick to
my already upset stomach.

By all accounts, Shady Dave Mullett was a ruthless bas-
tard and if Gene was on his bad side then it was bad news. I

hoped Gene hadn’t dragged Baz into something.



CHAPTER NINE

There seems to be an unwritten law when it comes to
venues for bureaucratic meetings: they must be ugly, with
no windows to the outside world. Maybe this is because
bureaucrats are bottom dwellers, using baffling procedural
systems and mangled language to cloak their hidden agen-
das. The Development Consent Committee meeting was
slated to be held in a back room of the council’s ground
floor that had walls painted in varying shades of murky
green, giving the impression of being trapped at the bottom
of the sea.

My problem was going to be my absence from the sec-
ond floor, especially since this Eve character had started
prowling the halls. I needed a plan and, with the benefit
of continued insomnia, I came up with one. I arrived on
the second floor early and typed up a draft of my park-
ing inspector Myspace policy—or rather, I copy and pasted
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it from various past policy documents. Hopefully it would
be enough to keep Gail off my back. When Eve arrived
(8.30am on the dot), I made sure she noticed me by ask-
ing if I could put in a stationery order. She issued me with
a form which she then returned to me three times, saying I
hadn’t done it correctly, before reluctantly issuing me with
two ballpoint pens, a notepad and a pack of manila folders.
Post-it notes were deemed unnecessary for me at this time.
‘Some things have to be earned, Brick. Let’s just wait and
see if you make it through your probationary period first.
She smiled at me during our whole exchange, but it didn’t
reach her eyes. ‘And you might want to rethink your choice
of work attire. It looks a bit tighter than is appropriate to the
office environment.

I was wearing a black skirt that covered my knees and a
stretchy black top. Admittedly my clothes were fitted but
they were hardly skintight. I got a small amount of passive-
aggressive revenge when I found Eve’s council ID swipe
card on the floor in the ladies’ loo. I pocketed it, having
been warned by Brucie that security required at least twenty
pages of paperwork and ‘at least fifty fucking working days’
before they’d replace a lost swipe card.

I made my way downstairs to the Development Consent
Committee meeting to find Sue was already firmly planted
in the first row of plastic chairs, notebook and pen at the
ready. I plopped myself down next to her and saw she was
really doing a sudoku. A table was set out for the committee
members, along with a screen and projector for the all-
important PowerPoint presentations.
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‘Hey, you made it, I whispered. “Wonder boy turn up yet?’

‘No sign. Maybe he won’t show.” Sue didn’t look up from
her sudoku. “That would really piss me off, since I promised
my husband I'd have sex with him if he dropped Jake off at
daycare this morning.” Sue’s marriage was based on a barter
system.

‘After what I saw yesterday, he’ll be here,’ I said, hoping
to buoy her mood.

She put down her pen. “What did you see?’

‘Well ... T was on my lunchbreak, I lied, ‘when I just
happened to notice a certain “acclaimed journalist” being
roughed up by a man in black, if you know what I mean.’

Sue’s nostrils flared. “Tell me more.

I opted not to tell her about the attempted kidnapping
as I doubted Mitch Mitchell had called the police. “There’s
not much more to tell. Mitchell got out of there as quickly
as possible.

‘Maybe he will be too scared to show his face here this
arvo. It sounds like there’s someone out there who’s not
afraid of playing hardball’

‘Exactly. And the same could go for you and me. I think
we should tread very softly.

‘Im hearing you, don’t worry. As much as I want to break
a story that would allow me to tell my creep of a boss where
to shove his real-estate pages, I'm also very fond of my limbs
and would like to keep them unbroken.’

“What kind of story are we talking about here?” I asked.

“Well, fraud immediately springs to mind,’ said Sue. “Then
there’s bribery, corruption. The development industry’s
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pretty well known for any of the above. And big money
is involved. Big, big, big money, and dodgy, dodgy, dodgy
people.

My sinking feeling returned with a vengeance, although
it hadn’t really gone far since I'd first realised Baz had done
a disappearing act. Was it somehow tied to a new building
next door, being built by this Mullett character?

‘While I was waiting for you, I noticed something else
interesting.” It was Sue’s turn to try and cheer me up. “Your
favourite councillor, Mavis DuBois, is here—and I think
she’s in disguise. Don’t turn around!” Sue grabbed me just
in time. ‘T didn’t recognise her at first. It looks like she’s cut
off her hair! And she’s swapped the Sarah Palin look for
Alaskan lumberjack.

Sue handed me a compact so I could pretend to check my
lipstick and I caught a glimpse of a woman in the back row
wearing a moth-eaten baseball cap and flannel shirt.

‘Who’s Sarah Palin?’

Sue sighed. “Your ignorance astounds me. But don’t you
think it’s odd that Mavis is here, since she’s given up her
place on the committee to Hugo?’

I didn’t have time to answer. A door opened and a group
of suit-wearing folk filed in, among them Hugo Clark.
I scrunched down on my chair, not that Hugo had any rea-
son to take notice of me, but his attention had been diverted
to someone behind me. Sue’s audible intake of breath indi-
cated it was Mitch Mitchell, and this time the temptation to
glance back was too great. Like Mavis, his appearance had
changed since the council meeting—the beatnik beard was
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gone—but it didn’t look like he was attempting a disguise.
He still had the messy bed hair and penetrating eyes, but he
had an additional black eye and a general ‘fuck you’ aura.
'The public seating was now about eighty per cent occupied.
Mitchell slumped down on a spare seat in the back row.

There was a tingling sensation in my stomach, like a
bear awakening from a winter hibernation. I got the dis-
tinct impression this man was going to cause me trouble.
And that kind of trouble was the last thing I needed. I tried
to distract myself by looking at the other people who were
shuffling in the door.

“Who are all these people?” I whispered to Sue.

“The non-suits will be people who have objections to stuff.
I recognise a few of them. They object to just about every-
thing, kind of like a hobby.’

Some of the audience did look eccentric, including one
wearing a hat made from an intricately folded newspaper.

‘Is that guy in the paper hat one of the objectors?’

‘No, I think he’s homeless. He’s probably just after a free
coffee and a place to sit down for a while without getting
moved on. The suits will be the ones trying to get buildings
approved. Sometimes there are other reporters here, but I
think it’s just me and Mitch today.’

‘Well, if he’s trying to keep a low profile, I don’t think he’s
succeeding,’ I said.

A very large man wearing black appeared in the door-
way, briefly eclipsing the light from outside as he entered.
I couldn’t be sure, but he looked very like the man from
the black Merc. He was big, muscled and tattooed, wearing
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a well-cut suit, designer sunglasses and sporting designer
stubble.

Sue was trying to look nonchalant but I could sense her
building excitement. I, on the other hand, had had two
espressos on top of a sleepless night and knew that Mitchell
had recently come very close to being driven off in the boot
of a car. My heart rate was rapidly reaching warp speed. I
locked my eyes forward and prayed that this whole venture
was not going to end with us cornered in a dark alley.

The meeting got underway with a distinct lack of pomp
and ceremony. There weren’t even microphones for the com-
mittee. I was having trouble following proceedings over the
palpitations coming from my chest. I could only hope Sue
was having more luck and would catch me up later.

* Xk Xk

After three hours, my panic had been mitigated by the
intense boredom that only bureaucratic procedure or Test
cricket can bring. I was at the point of nodding off when I
heard Hugo Clark say, ‘Proposal for Lot 22 Fitzroy.

I dragged myself back to consciousness.

‘Is anyone here from Brave New World Property Group?’
he asked.

The man who stood to take a comfy chair at the impor-
tant table could best be described as slick, from his hair gel
to his pinstripe suit and the gold man-bracelet decorating
his right wrist.

Slick cleared his throat a little. “Yes, 'm Brendan Jones
from Brave New World Property Group.” He fired up his



Brunswick Street Blues 115

laptop and began outlining the benefits of this twenty-
first century, state-of-the-art commercial opportunity that
was presenting itself on the ‘most depressed, depraved and
scrufty block’ in Fitzroy.

I risked a glance back at Mitch Mitchell to see his reaction
to Slick’s presentation. Again he wasn’t taking any notes,
but Slick definitely had all of Mitchell’s attention. In turn,
Mitchell seemed to have the mafia stooge’s attention. The
mountain had managed to squeeze himself into the chair
closest to the door. It would have been comical if he hadn’t
looked like he could crush a man’s skull like a pomegranate.
I got the feeling that this meeting ending in tears would
be a best-case scenario for Mr Mitchell—it was looking
increasingly likely that he’d be lucky to end up in an inten-
sive care ward.

I forced my attention back to the proceedings. Slick was
gesturing meaningfully to the PowerPoint slides. I scanned
the people sitting in the comfy chairs. There were eight men
and one woman, all in dreary business suits of grey and
navy, watching Slick earnestly. Town planners, bureaucrats
and pencil pushers.

My eyes were drawn to Hugo Clark, jammed into the
chair at the end of the table. His face was inscrutable as
always, but when he looked in my direction cold spread all
the way to my toes. I quickly dropped my eyes back to my
notepad.

One of the suits at the table started asking question about
car parking. Slick’s bracelet gleamed as he brought up the

appropriate slide in his PowerPoint presentation—a golden
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ray of light in the greyness of the surrounds. I could see that
the only woman on the committee appreciated the manly
way in which he handled his clicker. I could hardly blame
her, given the impotent environment in which she spent her
days: blueprints and car-parking spaces; it was almost worse
than working in PR. Were all so-called real jobs this boring?

‘I have a question, said Mitchell from the back row after
Slick had finished giving his company’s views on providing
adequate parking. (Half a car park for every unit—because
not everybody drove, did they?)

Hugo turned his bulk towards Mitchell. “We haven’t yet
opened the meeting to the floor.

Mitchell took absolutely no notice. ‘My question is, Mr
Jones: Why is Dave Mullett using Brave New World as a
front for this development?’

A moment of silence followed as Hugo Clark wrestled
himself out of his chair, his eyes darting to the man in black.
‘You are out of order, Mr Mitchell.” Hugo Clark didn’t shout
but his strange husky voice was menacing. ‘Keep quiet or
you’ll have to leave’

A few taut seconds later, Mitchell sat down, although his
body language made it clear he wasn’t giving in. The ball
was in the committee’s court. Was one of them going to
take the bait or were they going to stick with procedure?
My bet was on the latter. The committee wouldn’t like
being told how to run things by some smart-arsed journal-
ist, especially one who looked like he’d woken up next to a
gutter after being bashed in the face by the gutter’s violent
associate. And I was right. Stony expressions dominated.
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A five-minute break was called so everyone could recover
from the disruption—or more likely, so that the disruption
could be forcibly removed.

By now, even the homeless guy in the paper hat was hip to
the fact that something interesting was going down. Every-
one was staring at either Mitchell or the large man standing
menacingly next to the door.

‘Sorry,” I whispered, as I pushed Sue as hard as I could
and sent her flying into Slick, knocking his laptop onto the
ground with a crash.






CHAPTER TEN

‘Stand back, give her some air, I said, batting away the
people who'd rushed in for a closer look. ‘She must have
forgotten to take her pills’

After a few moments, Sue fluttered her eyelids as if she
was regaining consciousness. “What happened?” she asked,
wanly. I was glad that Sue was a better actor than me.

“You said you were having a heart attack.

She sat up in a shaky fashion. Tm feeling much better
now. 'm probably just pregnant again.’

‘An ambulance is on its way, said one of the suits.

‘Brick, could you take me to the ladies?” Sue leaned on me
heavily as I helped her to her feet. Tm sure I'll be alright. I
don’t think I need an ambulance now.

We made a beeline for the ladies’ toilets, Sue clutching my
shoulder. ‘Did it work?’ she whispered. ‘Did he get away?’
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T didn’t see—I was distracted by your acting. Youre
surprisingly good.

We pushed open the door to the loo. It was empty.

‘T hope they cancel the ambulance, said Sue as the door
closed behind us. ‘Can you ring and check? I'd hate to get
billed for it She handed me her mobile phone. T am actu-
ally busting for the loo though. Three boof-headed babies
have shattered my pelvic floor.

She pushed open a cubicle door, then stood there frozen.

‘What's up?’ I asked. I moved towards her and saw that
there was a man sitting on the toilet seat.

Mitch Mitchell. He lifted a finger to his lips.

Voices just outside the toilet door jolted us into action.
Sue grabbed the mobile phone from me and shoved me into
the cubicle. I practically landed in Mitchell’s lap, upsetting
his balance and sending him flying into the wall. I heard the
door open.

‘Are you sure you're okay?’ came a woman’s voice.

‘Yes. Please don’t trouble yourself. I've just cancelled the
ambulance,” she said. ‘I had the feeling I might be pregnant
again and that seems to clinch it. My colleague will take me
home. She’s just using the loo.

‘I won’t be a second,’ I called out, hoping it would help get
rid of the woman. With Mitchell balanced again, I turned
around so my feet would be facing the right way if they were
visible under the door.

‘Well, if you're sure, said the woman.

‘Tm sure, said Sue. “You get back to the meeting. It sounds
like you've got a lot to get through.
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The door shut again and there was silence. I realised one
of Mitchell’s hands was digging painfully into my shoulder.

There was a knock at the cubicle door. ‘She’s gone, but let
me just check outside for that thug in the black,” Sue whis-
pered. ‘Stay in there a little longer to be sure.’

I heard the door open and close, leaving Mitchell and me
alone. ‘Hello again,’ I said awkwardly, wondering whether it
was too late to look professional and offer him my hand to
shake. Tm Brick Brown. We seem to be bumping into each
other a lot.

Mitchell still looked on alert, but less so than a minute
earlier. ‘T guess thanks is in order, Brick Brown. But I have
to wonder why you’d help me out.

‘Did it ever occur to you that you're not the only one who
has questions about what’s going on in Brunswick Street?’

“Why would that occur to me? Developers seem to have
carte blanche with Melbourne in general. Your council, for
one, seems to have just bent over and dropped its pants.
No one takes the slightest notice as long as it keeps making
them money.

‘Yeah, maybe that’s because the developers have people
who are prepared to deal with anyone who gets in their way.
That guy in the black suit can’t be far away. How are you
going to get out of here? In the boot of a luxury German car?’

His hand went to the cut on his chin. It had a few stitches
in it, explaining the shaved beard. I heard the door open
again and Mitchell’s hand clapped over my mouth. If he
was trying to keep me quiet, he’d missed the mark. I felt
like I was being smothered and nearly screamed.
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‘Don’t worry, it's me, hissed Sue, and Mitchell let his
hand drop.

“What'’s going on out there?’ I asked. “This toilet is getting
claustrophobic.’

‘I think the building’s safe, but the big guy is parked right
out front in a black Mercedes. I don’t know what we’re going
to do.

“We?” T asked, still a bit thrown by being almost smoth-
ered. ‘He’s not looking for us. We can just stroll right out.

Sue looked shocked. ‘Brick! We've got to help Mitch.
What happened to mateship?’

‘Glad to hear someone’s on my side,’ said Mitch Mitchell,
emerging from the cubicle.

Sue held out her hand. T'm Sue Day, by the way. 7he
Melbourne Weekly. It’s one of those free newspapers that no
one reads. ’'m so honoured to meet you. I see you've already
met Brick.” Her eyes were bright with excitement. ‘Listen,
P've got an idea to get you out of here, she said. ‘Do you
reckon you can get out the window?” She pointed to a dingy
little window high up on the wall, propped open to let some
breeze in. ‘T can bring my car round to the alley’

Mitchell and I looked at the window.

‘Well, can either of you think of a better idea?” Sue said.

We couldn’t.

T think I can do it, said Mitchell. “You go get your car,
Ms Day. Ms Brown here will have to help me get up there.
If 'm not out in five, drive off or they might get suspicious.’

Sue practically skipped out of the bathroom. Mitchell
grabbed the wastepaper bin and put it down in front of the
window.
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‘Wait, I said. I ran into the cubicle and grabbed the
feminine hygiene disposal unit. “These things are much
stronger than that piece of crap, and taller. I'll hold it steady
and you climb up. Then if you can get over the sill I can
push you out.’

Mitchell didn’t look impressed at being told what to do,
but he complied, after first letting his leather coat fall onto
the floor.

‘Can you take that out for me? I won’t fit with it on.

His took off his shirt as well to reveal a worn-looking
T-shirt that he had underneath. Through the fine cotton, I
could see he was thinner than I'd expected. Maybe he could
really make it through the window.

He clambered up on the bin, as I struggled to keep it ver-
tical. I can just reach.

With upper-body strength I wouldn’t have credited him
with, he pulled himself up. His head disappeared out the
window and he eased his arms out one by one. I braced
myself against the wall and put both my hands up under his
right foot. Finally he was out. I heard a thud that I hoped
was him landing without breaking any bones. I rolled up his
jacket and shirt and shoved them in my handbag, smoothed
down my hair and tried to look as nonchalant as possible as
[ exited the building. Sue drove up a second later and I got
in the front seat, guessing that Mitchell would be scrunched
down in the back.

‘Did they notice anything?’ I asked. ‘I was too scared to
look.

‘No, I think we got away with it. But we’re not home and
hosed yet.” Sue drove off at a remarkably sedate pace. Only
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her hands, clenched on the wheel, revealed she was feeling
the tension.

‘How are you staying so calm?” My hands were shaking so
much I could hardly do up my seat belt.

‘Tve driven from Melbourne to Adelaide and back with
three screaming kids. More than once.

We cleared the block and Sue started to speed up.

‘Where should we take him?’ T asked. “Where will be
safe?’

Sue went through an orange light. ‘T don’t know. But if
I don’t get home by five, Shane will divorce me. He’s got a
work dinner tonight—his national manager is in town.” She
frowned. I wasn’t sure if it was concern for her marriage or
annoyance at the prospect of being left out of the action.

“You should drop me off as soon as possible.” Mitchell
popped up in the back seat, giving me a start even though
I knew he was there. ‘No sense putting you in any more
danger. But I can’t go to my place. They know where I live.

After seeing the size of the stooge in the black Mercedes,
I certainly wasn’t going to volunteer Bunny’s place as a
hideout.

T know. Turn left here, said Mitchell. Sue did as
commanded.

Fifteen minutes more of crazy twists and turns followed
as Mitchell barked directions while craning his neck to see
if we were being tailed. There would be no way we could
outrun them if they found us. Sue might be a good driver,
but her ten-year-old family wagon would be no match for a
top-of-the-range German car.
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Mitchell seemed satisfied that we were safe and sank back
into the seat. His directions became less intense.

We hit Sydney Road and were immediately trapped
behind a tram. I gazed out the window, surprised to notice it
was a beautiful Melbourne afternoon—cool but with sunny
skies and the trees a vibrant green with their spring leaves.

The tram started moving again. We overtook it and Sue
turned back into some side streets. After a few minutes
we went past the old brickworks, soon to be apartments;
then there was the old tram switching depo, soon to be
apartments; and finally, as we reached Coburg, there was
Pentridge, the former high-security prison, already apart
ments, with more under construction.

‘If I hadn’t known the world had gone mad, that one
clinched it, said Mitchell. “Turning the old Bluestone College
into luxury apartments. And I can’t believe they turned the
gates into a display office. What do they display? Which
hardened criminal might be buried under your patio?’

“They’ve dug up all the bodies,” said Sue, speaking over
her shoulder to Mitchell. ‘At least, that’s what the sales rep
told me—so it could be complete bullshit. I did a four-page
spread on the apartments a while back. They're pretty plush,
but still, I wouldn’t be moving my family in there. I€d take
more than a smudge stick to get rid of those bad vibes. Kids
are particularly vulnerable to poltergeist activity.

I looked out the window. We were now deep in the back
streets of Coburg where I'd been the day before when I'd
tried unsuccessfully to find Gene’s house. After all the
excitement I suddenly felt very tired.
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Mitchell asked Sue to pull over at a decrepit bungalow
set back from the street. It looked like it was straight out
of central casting for a crazy hermit house. The front gar-
den was untamed to the point that one tree looked like it
might engulf the front porch. But it was the nature strip
that caught my eye. A row of agapanthus shone with purple
and green magnificence in the sunlight. Mitchell had taken
me to the exact place that had evaded me on my last visit to
Coburg. My tiredness left me in an instant.

Mitchell got out of the car and leaned on the driver’s side
window. “Thanks, Sue Day. I owe you one.

Sue blushed like he’d just asked her to the Year 12 formal.

‘Wait!” I said, opening my door before Sue could take off.
‘Tve been looking for Gene, too. There’s something I need
to ask him.

For the first time in our short acquaintance, Mitch
Mitchell dropped his arrogant smirk. I used the moment to
gesture for Sue to go and she took off down the street.

I had no idea of Mitchell’s agenda, but for some reason
it had converged with my own. He'd led me to the very
person who was most likely to have knowledge of Baz’s
whereabouts.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Gene’s face appeared behind the front door’s fly wire and
again I found myself roughly grabbed by the arm to be
dragged through Gene’s front garden.

‘Quick, let us in, Gene,” Mitchell hissed.

Gene looked over his shoulder, then let us in the house.

‘Are you alone?” Mitchell asked.

‘Of course,” Gene whispered. He hustled down the cor-
ridor past several closed doors and into a larger room at the
rear of the house, closing the door to the corridor. I got the
distinct impression he wasn’t alone in the house, but I didn’t
want to give too much thought to his domestic situation.

The house’s crazy hermit look was even more pronounced
in the interior. Every single wall was lined from floor to
ceiling with shelves and the shelves were jam-packed with
records—LDPs, 78s and 45s—catalogue cards sticking out at
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regular intervals. Although Gene seemed unable to organise
a piss-up in a brewery—even if all the brewers were AFL
players who'd just won a country premiership—there was
obviously another side to him when it came to cataloguing
music.

‘Sorry to come to your house, Gene, but I had to think of
something fast,’ said Mitchell.

‘Uh, well, anyone fancy a drink?” Gene shuffled off
into what I presume was the kitchen, although I glimpsed
through the swinging doors that it too was lined with
records. Mitchell followed him, sending me a glare that said
‘stay out’.

I used my moment alone to do a quick reconnaissance of
Gene’s dimly lit lounge room. As well as more shelves and
more records, there was an old-fashioned rotary dial phone
on a surprising tasteful side table. A scrawl on the message
pad next to the phone caught my eye. I could swear it was
Baz’s handwriting, so I stuffed the pad into my handbag just
as Gene and Mitch returned from the kitchen bearing some
scary-looking liquid in a couple of old Vegemite jars. Gene
probably wouldn’t even notice the message pad was missing.

Mitchell handed me a jar. ‘I don’t want to seem ungrate-
ful for your help, Brick Brown, but I think it’s best if you
drink up and get out of here’

“What? No. I need to talk to Gene about something.’

‘Go ahead and talk, then.

‘It’s kind of sensitive. I don’t know if I want to mention it
in front of a journalist.
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Tm perfectly capable of keeping things off the record,
he said.

‘Off the record—that’s funny,” said Gene.

We both glared at him.

I took a sip from the jar. “You haven’t been at your shop,
Gene. And I've noticed a strange car parked there.’

“There’s some bad shit been going down in the old neigh-
bourhood. There’s been threats, man. Threats. Gene’s eyes
looked wilder than usual.

“What's going on? Is Baz involved? Has he been threat-
ened by someone?’

Gene’s eyes went to Mitchell, which was good because
I was hoping he’d be able to offer me a more coherent
explanation.

“You realise she works for the council, don’t you, Gene?’
Mitchell gestured at me with his jar.

‘“What? No, Brick works at the Phoenix.” Gene seemed to
wink at me.

‘Gene. It’s true. I am working at the council. Remember?
You told me they’d put a chip in my shoulder, the same way
they do for cats?’

Just trying to cover for you. I wasn’t sure if he knew.
Gene could sometimes surprise me by being canny.

‘So that’s why you're so interested in Mullett’s plans? The
Phoenix. Are you Barry Brown’s wife?’

‘His name’s Basil Brown,’ I said. ‘And he’s my uncle. Only
just as you turn up on the scene asking questions, it seems
that he’s gone missing. I'm worried that something bad
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might have happened to him—and I'm even more worried
now I've seen the kind of goons who seem to be after you
and Gene.

“Your uncle?” Mitchell didn’t look convinced. “Well, I
guess that explains why you're called Brick.

I didn’t see how, so I concentrated on drinking my
beer. It tasted like piss from a cat that was undergoing
chemotherapy—but it had a kick like a mule in full health
and my shattered nerves needed some kind of medication.

‘Gene, do you know where Baz is? 'm worried absolutely
sick.”

‘T haven’t seen him for a week or so.’

I tried to look Gene in the eyes to see if he was lying, but
it was hard because his eyes went off in crazy directions at
the best of times.

‘Do you swear?’

‘On my mother’s grave, Brick. I don’t know.

“Your mother’s not dead. You told me she lives in Ballarat.

‘Same thing” He winked again, or it may have been a
twitch. ‘T tell you what, Brick, if I hear from Baz, I'll find
some way to send you a message. I've just got to lie low, if
you know what I mean? I think my shop is being watched.’

‘How are you involved in this?’ I asked Mitchell, hoping
he might shed some light on things. The development meet-
ing hadn’t told me much at all, except I hated meetings and
I didn’t want to be killed by mafia thugs.

‘Well, as you may have gleaned, billionaire property
developer Dave Mullett is behind the company that is plan-
ning to build a huge fuck-off building right next to your
uncle’s pub.’
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T got that much, I said, annoyed at the patronising tone.

“The question is,” said Mitchell, ‘why is he using a shell
company to buy it? And how did he get the whole block
rezoned for residential use?’

I gave an educated guess. ‘Dickie Ruffhead? Or Mavis
DuBois? Or Hugo Clark?’

‘No doubt Dickie was a part of it, but I think it goes even
higher up the food chain.’

‘It’s the tunnel, man.” Gene sloshed some liquid from his
jam jar in his agitation. “They’ve wanted to tunnel under
there for years, take the freeway from east to west.

I rolled my eyes. ‘People have been talking about an East-
West tunnel for decades. I can’t see it ever really happening.’

‘I don’t know, man. That new premier Errol Grimes—he
seems pretty set on the idea. He probably wants something
named after him, like the Bolte Bridge.’

The mention of the Bolte Bridge made me shudder. It car-
ried a huge freeway running over the river, docklands and
scrubby, vacant land. The kind of place where mafia shoot-
ings were known to take place and stolen cars were found
burnt out and trashed. ‘If a tunnel is in the offing, why
would Mullett want to build a giant apartment block there?
It would have to be torn down as soon as it was finished.

‘Maybe he just wants a big payout when the government
acquires land for a tunnel. Or maybe he wants to build
another crap tower filled with crap apartments. Either sce-
nario would make him money. It’s a win-win for him, but
it doesn’t change the fact that the people of old Fitzroy are
going to cop it. I need to get to the bottom of this, Gene.
If youre holding out on me ... These are very dangerous
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people we're dealing with.” Mitchell smiled in a way that
reminded me of Gene: ever so slightly unhinged. ‘And the
way they’re tailing me, I know this exposé is going to blow
some minds!’

I had the sudden urge—enhanced, no doubt, by the pow-
erful homebrew—to beat Mitchell over the head with any
object I could lay my hands on. ‘Fuck your exposé! Uncle
Baz raised me as if I were his daughter and I don’t want him
killed by ... by—" Luckily the rumble of a large car pulling
up outside interrupted me before I could start blubbing to
a hack who would probably use it for ‘colour’ if Baz’s body
was pulled out of Port Phillip Bay.

Gene heard the car too (proving his hearing was fine) and
reacted with unusual alacrity.

Tm not expecting anyone, he said. ‘Quick, go out the
back door and into the shed. There’s a tunnel from there to
the street.’

A tunnel? Jesus Christ! I couldn’t imagine council would
give out permits for that kind of thing, but I didn’t think it
was a good time to bring up planning regulations.

Gene thrust an old Dolphin torch at us and we piled out
the door and into a back garden that matched the front for
its intensity of flora. A machete would have been more use-
ful than the torch. By the time we made it to the shed, I had
half a tree and what felt like a small possum in my hair.

The shed was made of asbestos sheeting and looked about
to be completely devoured by the surrounding jungle. Inside
it became apparent that Gene had a hobby other than music.
Evidence of dope cultivation was all around, most notably
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in the row of halogen lights hanging from the ceiling. It
went a long way to explaining Gene’s paranoia, not to men-
tion the bloodshot eyes.

The entrance to the tunnel wasn’t immediately obvious,
obscured by rows of pot seedlings balanced on some old
planks of old wood propped up on bricks. From the entrance
a ladder went down about three metres. Mitchell held
the torch while I clambered down—not so easy in a tight
skirt.

Inside, the tunnel looked like Gold Rush—era mine,
braced as it was by rickety wooden beams. I was glad the
torchlight meant I couldn’t see the construction too clearly.

After stumbling along for about twenty-five metres, the
surface underfoot changed to what felt like some kind
of concrete sewer. I was trying not to gag when Mitchell
stopped, sending me thumping into the back of him.

‘Any danger of a warning me if youre going to stop
suddenly?’

Mitchell ignored my complaint. Light was filtering
through a manhole above—our way out of this dungeon.
“We seem to have found a rope ladder of some kind,” he said.
“You’'ll have to go first, so I can push you if necessary.’

I wished it wasn’t true, but I knew I would indeed need
a push. I also wished I wasn’t wearing a skirt and tried to
remember if | was wearing decent undies, but the morning
seemed a very long time ago.

The manhole cover was obviously not a much-used get-
away, as it was very hard to budge. When [ finally levered it
up, I peeked around as well as I was able while balancing on
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Mitchell’s shoulders and trying to grip the rope, which was
slimy with mould. At least I hoped it was mould.

Several undignified moments later I'd broken a fingernail
and lost what was left of my dignity. The manhole came out
in a laneway. That was good—we could clamber out without
having to worry about being run down by a ten-tonne truck.

I scrambled out, hearing a disturbing rip as I did so. It
seemed Eve had been right about my skirt being too tight. I
could feel that I now had a split all the way up the back to
my waist and my undies were well and truly exposed.

Seconds later, Mitchell emerged.

‘Should we go back and check on Gene?’ I asked.

‘Better not risk it

‘“Well, what should we do?’

Mitchell brushed off a speck of dirt from his otherwise
spotless clothes. T don’t think we should do anything.
I think you should go back about your business as usual,
although you might want to fix your skirt first.” He peered
around at my bottom. “The less you know about what I'm
going to do, the better. Can I have my jacket back?” He
held out a hand expectantly and I reluctantly retrieved his
leather jacket from my tote. He shrugged it on and was gone
before I had a chance to even yell after him. Well, actually, 1
did have a chance to yell, “You dickhead! but as usual with
dickhead types, he wasn’t listening.

I didn’t want to call a taxi to come and get me. A taxi
driver had once bragged to me that he was an informant for
the mob. I didn’t really believe him at the time, since he’d
also said that he had supersonic hearing that could detect
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speed cameras. But there was no point taking a chance.
Hanging out with Gene, even for a short time, had made
me paranoid.

Mitchell had forgotten to ask for his shirt back, so I tied
it around my waist, then walked back to Sydney Road and
caught a tram. The only upside of looking like a homeless
person was it might keep any ticket inspectors at bay.

I took out the notepad I'd found beside Gene’s phone.
Some phone numbers with a US code were scrawled down
and I assumed they belonged to record dealers. I flipped a
few more pages and froze. There, in familiar careful letter-
ing, was a message: Gene, your mum wants you to call and
says this is her number in case you've forgotten. The message
was in Baz’s handwriting, but since Baz wasn’t the clerical
type, there was no date or time. It could have been written
yesterday or five years ago.

Next I took out the notebook I'd lifted off Mitchell when
I bumped into him in the tunnel. I was amused to note
that it was one of those old-fashioned flip-over ones used
by reporters in movies. I was less amused to find out that—
unlike me—Mitchell really did know shorthand. I couldn’t
make much sense of most of it. Only dates, numbers and
names were decipherable. I continued scanning and an
entry caught my eye: Margaret, St Bernadette’s, 42 Cedar
Street, Moonee Ponds. 10am Fri.

Margaret was one of the names I'd found in the list on
Baz’s desk. Maybe this had something to do with Baz’s dis-
appearance. Had he been doing some investigating himself?
Maybe Mitchell was on the same trail.
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Even though he was as arrogant as he was annoying,
Mitchell seemed to be extremely talented at ferreting out
information. I suppose you’d have to expect that from a
hot-shot journalist—although according to Sue, you'd be
surprised at the number of journos who couldn’t even use
a phone book these days. Already Mitchell’s investigation
had parallels with my own: he’d led me to the committee
meeting and he’d led to me to Gene. I decided then and
there that if he had a meeting with someone called Mar-
garet, then I would go along, too. I would follow his every
move if it brought me any closer to finding Baz.

The only fly in the ointment was my nine-to-five job
with council. I was going to need a ruse to explain a certain
amount of absenteeism from the workplace while I stalked
Mitchell, especially now Eve from HR was hovering around
the office like a spy drone.

When I got home I checked the letter box just in case
there was a postcard from Baz. He was only person I knew
who still sent them. But there were just the usual takeaway
menus and one lost-dog notice. A black lab called Brownie.
I wondered if Barry the cat was still at large. As if on cue,
the three stray cats that were currently mooching off my
hospitality appeared. I really needed to find them new
homes. I poured out some dry cat food and then headed to
the bathroom.

After a hot shower and an intensive shampoo I looked
less like an extra from a zombie movie. My skirt was ripped
beyond redemption, however, and my body felt a little
creaky after the strain of the day’s events. It had been a long
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while since I'd done any rope climbing. In my school days,
Phys Ed was one class almost guaranteed to be spent smok-
ing behind the shelter sheds.

Just the thought of nicotine sent a rush of longing through
my body, even though I’d kicked my smoking habit cold tur-
key five years ago. There was no point rummaging through
the drawers—being a doctor, Bunny had never bought a
packet of cigarettes in her life and only cadged them off
other people when drunk. Timmy only ate carcinogens in
the form of extremely burnt food. I decided I'd have to set-
tle on peanut butter toast and the dregs of a bottle of port
that was lurking in the back of the pantry.

Once safely in my pyjamas with my dinner on my lap, I
rang Sue and filled her in on my plan. The wheels were in
motion.

When I finally fell asleep, I dreamt I was at back at Baz’s
flat again. I was sitting in the courtyard loo, frozen, afraid
and unable to move as I listened to footsteps slowly coming
closer and closer. Finally the door creaked open to reveal a
woman standing there. She was my age, with dark hair and
sad eyes, wearing a long coat and high heels. She looked like
she was trying to tell me something, but when she opened
her mouth, black liquid came out, spilling over her hands

like oil.






CHAPTER TWELVE

[ arrived at work extra early the next day. Once I'd
ascertained Gail wasn’t in her office, I shot off an email tell-
ing her about the great PR opportunity I'd dreamt up for
the parking inspectors: a warm and fuzzy ‘day-in-the-life’
piece in Sue’s newspaper 7he Melbourne Weekly. 1 said it was
an excellent way for the newspaper to make reparations for
its cruel and malicious—forget that it was utterly factual—
story about the parking ticket paper stuff-up.

It was all totally beyond my job description, and I knew
Gail would pitch a fit. But I also knew that Gail wouldn’t
read the email for at least a day—possibly three days, and
maybe even a whole week. By then it would be too late for
her to do anything.

'The upcoming mayoral election had made her even more
scarce than usual. Brucie said she was busy frequenting any
fundraisers held by mayoral candidates in an effort to do
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some all-round sucking up so whoever won the election
would already know how hard she worked and how impor-
tant she was in the scheme of the council. Whatever the
reason, Gail’s absence made for fairly happy days in our lit-
tle section of the office. Plus it meant she couldn’t harass me
about the parking inspector policy she’d asked me to draft.

I then wrote another version of the email which made it
sound like the project was Gail’s idea and I sent it to Evil
Eve, Brucie, Gavin and Grant, and all of accounts, just in
case. I hoped it would be enough to cover my own absence
from the office.

My target for the parking officer lovefest was Joe. I wanted
to pump him for more information—particularly regarding
the black Mercedes I'd seen outside Gene’s shop. I only had
to track down Joe and then tell Sue where to meet us. We
could probably knock over the photos and interview in an
hour, and that would leave me with the rest of the day free
to stalk Mitch Michell.

A quick confab with Denis informed me that Joe was
cruising the streets of Fitzroy. I rang Sue and we arranged to
meet at the Blue Oyster. By this time Brucie had arrived at
his desk, but last night’s party pills must have finally worn
off. He was having a catnap with his head on his keyboard.
I borrowed his key for the pool car, grabbed my bag and
was about to head off when my office telephone rang. This
caused the eternal dilemma of ‘will I answer it, or will I let
it go to voicemail?’ I decided to answer it since I didn’t know
how to retrieve the office voicemail and I was too embar-
rassed to ask Brucie for help.
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‘Hello, PR department, I said, hoping it would be a
wrong number.

‘Hello, is that Brick Brown?” The booming voice was
unmistakably Otto Weber.

‘How are you today?’ I asked.

‘T'm still as useless as a handbrake on a Holden. That’s
why I've rung. I wonder if you could do me a favour.

I wasn't really in the mood, but I couldn’t say no to a
sweet old man.

‘Keep it hush-hush, dear, but I've got some boxes of papers
I wonder if you could help me with. I put them in the council
archives. I knew no one would find them there, it’s a total mess.

‘I can’t help you find them today, Mr Weber. Maybe next
week?’

‘No, leave them there, love. I'm telling you because you
struck me as someone I can trust. I'm an excellent judge of
character. I want someone to know about the boxes. In case
I drop off the perch.

“You'll be back on your feet in no time, I'm sure,’ I said
with as much false confidence as I could muster. So much
for being trustworthy.

“Well, I survived the bombing of Dresden as a little tacker,
so here’s hoping. But just in case, the boxes with my docu-
ments have a sticker on them. A green sticker with an X on
it. Did you ever watch that TV show 7he X-Files? Whatever
happened to that show?’

There was a pause during which I thought he’d fallen into
one of his microsleeps, but he suddenly piped up again. ‘Did
you find your uncle yet, love?’
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‘Not yet.’ I felt my throat closing up. ‘But I'm sure he’ll
turn up soon.’

“That’s the spirit, dear, stay positive. I saw him play, you
know. Those were the golden days of football—before it
became big business. Simpler times.’

X X X

Half an hour later I arrived at the Blue Oyster cafe. I ordered
a black coffee from the goth waitress—who was looking
marginally healthier—and took an outside table to keep a
lookout for Joe. It was a one-hour parking zone so [ was sure
he’d be by at some stage. There was a stiff breeze blowing
leaves and assorted rubbish around, while the fastmoving
clouds made it sunny one second, gloomy the next.

I grabbed a copy of Sue’s newspaper as it blew past and
leafed through the real estate pages to the horoscopes.
Not knowing my actual birthday, I was at liberty to select
whichever one I liked best on the day. Aries: You are entering
a new phase in your planetary cycle, said Melvin the Mystic
Maven. Prepare for a revelation of earth-rocking propor-
tions, but beware of coincidences that may leave you cornered.
Your colour this week is beige. Apart from the beige thing, it
sounded quite promising.

Sue arrived. “Thanks for the idea for this day-in-the-life
piece,” she said, flopping down and motioning for a coffee
from the waitress. “We needed some kind of filler since our
self-help guru asked for a pay rise. Actually, he just asked to
be paid instead of doing it for free. The editor told him to get
stuffed. I've tried to do interviews with parking inspectors
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before, but the council would never let me. Said it might
lead to vigilante attacks.

“This parking inspector’s pretty unrecognisable out of his
uniform, so I think he’ll be okay.” I hadn’t told Sue about
Joe’s drag act in case she was tempted to mention it in her
story. I didn’t want to stuff up Joe’s life if his hobby wasn’t
common knowledge. I hadn’t been in PR that long yet.

Sue’s coffee arrived. She downed it in one gulp, winced
slightly, and then I could see that it was time for me to be
interrogated. ‘So, she said, indicating to the waitress that
she was ready for a second shot. “What happened after I
dropped you guys off yesterday? You weren’t very forth-
coming on the phone.

When I'd rung Sue to tee up the parking inspector yarn,
I was too tired to deal with a third-degree interrogation so
I'd hinted it wasn’t safe to talk, as if my phone was bugged.

‘I promised I wouldn’t say too much, I said, hoping her
hero worship of Mitchell might curb her probing. “The
house you dropped us off at belongs to a source. All Mitchell
would say was that the building next to my uncle’s club had
been rezoned recently, under suspicious circumstances.”

I thought I'd managed to placate Sue, but I was mistaken.
Her second coffee arrived and she stirred it happily as she
leaned closer to me. ‘So ... what else happened?’

‘Nothing. I went home.

‘Are you going to see him again?’

‘Not if he can help it

“What if he does want to see you? Don’t you think he’s
sexy?’
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‘Yes, he’s very sexy, but so were all the useless musician
types who've stuffed me round and cost me a heap of money.
P've decided that celibacy is the way to go for me. I'm going
to try to do a year.

“That’s what [ said after baby number one and then I was
pregnant again before she was six months old.

I was grateful to spot Joe striding up the street, ticket
machine in hand. He waved cheerily, seemingly oblivious of
the panic his appearance was causing: our waitress, for one,
made a mad dash for a car.

‘Denis told me you were out looking for me. How’s it
going?’

I introduced Sue to Joe and he sat down. After her coffee
infusion, Sue was raring to go with the interview. ‘Is it true
that you have certain targets that you have to meet each day?
Or could you go a whole day without writing a single ticket?’

‘I can’t reveal any trade secrets,” Joe said. ‘Or if I tell you,
I'll have to kill you.

I laughed obligingly, although I wasn’t entirely sure if he
was joking.

Sue continued in professional journalist mode, asking
him to describe a usual day, an unusual day and the most
unusual excuses people have used in an effort to avoid park-
ing fines when they catch him just as he’s about to slide the
ticket under the windscreen wiper.

She scribbled in her notebook furiously. ‘Is there a lot of
burnout in the profession?’

Joe smiled again, revealing his beautiful white teeth. ‘Nah,
you'll find people actually stay in the ticketing profession
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for quite a long time. If you can handle being treated like a
pariah while in uniform then it’s a pretty good wicket. Lots
of fresh air. I could never work behind a desk.

I waited for Sue’s inevitable trip to the loo—"Two coffees
and I'm peeing for the rest of the day. With my wreck of
a pelvic floor, what was I thinking?”—before I brought up
Baz. ‘So, have you been near the Phoenix lately? I haven’t
been able to get in touch with my uncle. I even spoke to
Gene, but he wasn’t making much sense. You know what
he’s like.

Joe looked at me in a peculiar fashion. ‘T haven’t been over
there this week. I've been stuck at this end of Brunswick
Street, on Beemer duty.’

‘Have you noticed a big guy driving a black Mercedes at
all. Number plate INC-1FT?’

‘I might have ... but I wouldn’t want to be quoted on
that, if you catch my drift. There are some people it’s not
worth ticketing, not if you like your teeth. And my teeth
cost me a crapload of money.” He stopped to stroke the arm
of my green jacket. ‘Nice coat,” he said, is it designer?’

It was an obvious ploy to change the subject, because my
jacket was from an op shop and in no way trendy. Joe had
revealed as much as he was going to let me know.

When Sue returned we headed for the street to take a nice
sunny picture of Joe out patrolling past the expensive cars
and latte drinkers.

“The camera loves you,” Sue said, clicking away. “You

should be a model.
‘Tve heard that before, darling,’ replied Joe with a wink.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN

With the parking inspector photo spread firmly in the bag,
I was free to drive the council car over to Moonee Ponds to
see if Mitchell turned up for the appointment I'd learned
about from his notebook. More famous for the Moonee
Valley racetrack, I'm not sure if there were any actual ponds
in Moonee Ponds. There was, however, an impressive clock-
tower, pleasant shopping strip and nice brick suburban
homes a mere seven kilometres from Melbourne’s CBD.

I arrived at the address in Mitchell’s scrawled notes. The
orange brick units looked like a supported-living complex.
I knocked gently and the door was answered by a robust-
looking woman in her seventies. She was wearing sensible
brown trousers and a twin-set, her grey hair cut short. ‘Sister?’
I enquired, noting the gold crucifix around her neck. Tm
Mitch Mitchell’s research assistant. He’s running late, but
he asked me to meet him here. My name’s Brick.
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‘Come in, dear. Nice to meet you.” The woman scooted
backwards in her wheelchair to allow me entrance. T've got
MS, she said, tapping the wheelchair. ‘It’s a real bugger.
Cup of tea?

The sister whizzed into her kitchenette and I followed.
‘Mitch didn’t have time to brief me fully. Am I right in
guessing that you're a religious sister?” I looked around the
sunny but austere unit.

‘I was once upon a time. But I left, so you don’t have to
call me sister. Margaret is fine, she said as she filled the
kettle. ‘I still believe in God, and I would have liked to
have stayed working for the church to try to make it more
relevant, but it wasn’t to be. Sorry, I'll get off my hobby
horse.

She was spooning some tea into a cheery red teapot when
the doorbell rang again.

“That’ll be Mr Mitchell now. Would you get the door for
me, dear? I'll have the tea ready in a jiffy.

I swung the door open with dramatic flair and was grat-
ified to watch a look of annoyance cross his features.

‘Mr Mitchell, we meet again.’

‘Indeed. You seem proficient at stalking.’

“That’s because I'm your research assistant, as I've told the
good sister. Ex-sister,’ I said. T'd suggest you back me up or
Ill tell her P'm chasing maintenance money for our three
children and she’ll think youre a shmuck.” T gestured for
him to enter just as Margaret emerged from her kitchenette
with a tray balanced on her lap.
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Mitchell got straight down to business once we were
perched on her plain brown couch, sipping tea. ‘As I said
on the phone, 'm interested in the old St Bernadette’s
Convent. In particular, the events leading up to it being sold
to Dave Mullett.

‘Well, as you probably know, the orphanage was closed
down in the 1980s and after that the buildings weren't
really being used much at all. The church decided to sell it,
which of course they’re entitled to do. The only thing was
that some of the community—myself included—thought it
should have been sold to people who intended to preserve
the historic building. It really was such a lovely building.
The gardens too. So lovely.

‘It was founded in 1860, although the Coburg grounds
were built a fair bit later when it became part of the Josephite
Order. The founder was a pioneer of early Melbourne. She
used to look after the women who’d fallen on hard times
during the Gold Rush. Women didn’t have a lot of options
in those days if their husband died or beat the living crap
out of them. When the convent went onto the market, Dave
Mullett started sniffing around. He wasn’t as rich as he is
now, but he was certainly on the way up. He was ripping
down buildings all over Melbourne to make way for hid-
eous monstrosities.

Margaret set down her teacup. ‘I couldn’t bear to think
of the buildings being destroyed, so I got involved with a
local heritage network. We tried to get the building pro-
tected with a heritage listing. But of course the wheels of
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government move so slowly and Mr Mullett was in a hurry
so the network needed to get the community’s attention
quickly. I was a bit headstrong back then and I organised an
event which ended up making it onto the news all around
the world. It’s so long ago now that I can admit I was pretty
proud of my efforts. But my superiors were not pleased.
There was talk of excommunicating me, can you believe it?
With all the outrageous child abuse we’ve now found was
going on at the same time? Sorry, I've gotten off topic. It just
makes me so angry!” She added another spoon of sugar to her
tea and stirred. ‘But to get back to the Coburg Convent—
blind Freddy could see that Dave Mullett had a wrecking
ball poised to strike the second he had his hands on the
convent. But it was up to the board to make the decisions.’

‘And who was on the board at that time?” Mitchell asked.

“The usual bunch of men with very little imagination
beyond the dollars. There was a school interested in buy-
ing the convent, but of course they couldn’t offer as much
money as Dave Mullet.

‘But isn’t the Catholic Church rich? What did they need
the money for?” I asked.

‘I think it was more a case of someone’s pockets being
lined, said Margaret.

‘Any idea whose?” asked Mitchell.

‘Well, from memory there was one board member in par-
ticular who favoured the Dave Mullett proposal.” She paused
for dramatic effect—a Catholic isn’t a Catholic unless they
like dramatic effect. ‘Our late mayor, Mr Dickie Ruffhead.’

Mitchell raised his eyebrows, but I got the impression it
was to humour the old lady. He’d obviously done his research
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and already knew that Ruffhead had been on the board.
“What I need though, Margaret, is any kind of proof that
Rufthead may have used undue influence regarding the sale’

Margaret paused again. This time I sensed it wasn’t for
dramatic effect.

T actually still have a lot of the convent’s paperwork in
storage, she said eventually. ‘I shouldn’t have it, I know. But
the convent was in a state of chaos at the time of the sale.
The Mother Superior was in the early stages of what turned
out to be Alzheimer’s. I was afraid that the records might
end up being dumped or burnt. There are some important
documents there, you know, of the children who were put
up for adoption. Quite a few people have come to see me
over the years, wanting to find out about their parents or
their children or siblings. A man came to see me just a few
weeks ago.”

‘How do people know you have these records?” Mitchell
asked.

‘A few people who are still part of the church know I have
them. Theyre discreet. They don’t want them destroyed
either.

“This man you mention, was he looking for information
about a family member?” Mitchell asked, no doubt con-
cerned for his scoop.

‘He was looking for the children of an old friend—a
woman who’d stayed at the convent for a time with her two
sons. He said she disappeared, leaving the boys behind at
the orphanage. This was well over thirty years ago.’

‘Do you think the woman’s sons were his own children?’

Mitchell asked.
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Margaret shook her head. ‘Oh no, I shouldn’t think so.
I remember the boys, actually. They were identical twins,
but one had been injured in a house fire and he had terrible
burns on one arm. He'd needed therapy because the scar
kept tightening up, so I often saw him in the infirmary.
He’d cry so much we’d have to bring his brother in too. But
I don’t think this man could have been their father. He was
Black. He said his father was a Black American, a GI posted
to Australia during the war, and his mother was Aboriginal.
Such a lovely man. A musician.

My heart was beating fast. She had to be talking about
Baz. Was he really looking for an ex-girlfriend? And did this
have anything to do with his disappearance?

‘How long ago was this, do you remember?” I obvi-
ously sounded a bit frantic because Mitchell looked at me
strangely.

‘About four weeks ago.’

I tried to cover up my sudden interest with a follow-up
question. “What happened to the twins? Do you know?’

“They were adopted, thank goodness. They needed more
care and attention than the orphanage could provide.

Mitchell was still watching me. It was an expression
I’d seen before on Sue and Selena: the look of a reporter
who’d caught whiff of a good story. He turned back to
Margaret.

“Would you have any records from the sale of the convent
as well?” he asked.

Margaret nodded. ‘Probably. I took everything from that
time. I haven’t destroyed anything—not even the photos
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from the protest that created all the brouhaha. I didn’t really
understand the fuss. Nuns are just people—and I was wear-
ing full body paint ...’

A mouthful of Earl Grey very nearly came out my nose.
So that was why she was threatened with excommunication.
The church really doesn’t like its people to get naked in pri-
vate, let alone in public. Paint or no paint.

‘Have you got those files here?” Mitchell was so focussed
on finding hard proof I don’t think he’d even heard the sis-
ter’s last comment.

‘Goodness, no. Barely room to swing a cat here as it is.
Pve got them in one of those self-storage places. Not far
away from here—I can give you the key. I'd go as well, but
it’s too hard to get around these days. I'm sure I can trust a
well-respected journalist like yourself.

Margaret retrieved a key ring from a drawer and put it
in an envelope. ‘It’s just before the main road. Look for the
sign: Vigilante Storage. I think it’s a mistranslation. Let’s
hope so, anyway.

‘Did you come by car, Brick?” Mitchell tucked the enve-
lope with the key in his pocket. ‘My battery was flat. That’s
why I was a bit late—I had to find a taxi. Assistants do have
their uses.

‘And if you come across those photos from that particular
protest—

‘Don’t worry, Margaret, said Mitchell, cutting her off.
“We'll respect your privacy.

‘No. It’s not that. If I were a prude, I hardly would have
done it, would I? T just wondered if you could bring me back
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the negatives? I wouldn’t mind making some copies. I'm
writing a memoir. To be published after 'm gone, naturally’

‘Naturally’

I returned the tray and cups to the kitchenette. It was a
comfy little flat in which to live out the end of your days,
but slightly impersonal.

‘Margaret,’ I said as I was leaving, ‘I know you said there
wasn't room here to swing a cat. But you wouldn’t happen
to like a pet cat, would you?’

Lo S 3

It was only about a five-minute drive from Margaret’s unit
to Vigilante Storage. It was a grim-looking outfit with the
feel of a pay-by-the-hour motel. This was partly due to
the proprietor, Serge, who had two visible gold teeth and
at least five gold chains snuggled in his ample chest hair.
Since Margaret had given us the key, we were shown to the
unit with a minimum of fuss and soon we were in a win-
dowless, fluoro-lit shed. Yellowed storage boxes were stacked
everywhere.

‘Okay, research assistant,” said Mitchell, ‘you may as well
make yourself useful” He pointed me towards a wall of
boxes on the left side.

“What exactly am I looking for?’ I asked as I lifted a dusty
lid off a box.

‘Anything that looks like board minutes or letters regard-
ing the sale of the convent.

‘If money was being siphoned off, do you really think
they wrote it down? I didn’t think criminals left records.’
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“You haven’t heard of the Nazis then?” Mitchell grabbed
a box, sending up a plume of dust. Just start checking files
and pass anything business-related to me, then let me do the
thinking.’

[ didn’t like his tone, but I couldn’t help but notice he was
looking a little shaky so I let it slide.

The first box I opened contained a mass of ageing manila
folders, their cardboard brittle with age. It seemed they were
files on the children who'd passed through the orphan-
age and contained faded photos showing the gap-toothed
smiles and bad haircuts of kids who had gotten a raw deal
early in life. The boxes were labelled with letters of the
alphabet and dates, which went up to 1985. With a side-
ways glance to check Mitchell was preoccupied, I scanned
through the wall of boxes for L.

Before I was adopted by Baz, my name was Brick Lane.
Apparently I'd been named after the lane where I was
found; no doubt someone’s idea of a joke. I didn’t really
think I would find anything, but my heart was still beating
strangely fast. Over the years I'd toyed with the idea of find-
ing out more about my origins, but I'd always come up with
some reason to put it off. Deep down, I knew I wasn’t living
in a Dickens novel and that there was very little chance of
me ever discovering the identity of my parents. And perhaps
I didn’t want to discover their identity. I had a parent who
loved me. I had Baz.

I opened the box and started rifling through the files
to scan the names. When I saw ‘Brick Lane’ scrawled on

a file in old, faded ink, I felt sick. My hands were shaking
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as I drew the folder out of the box. Was it about me or was
there more than one kid with my name? Maybe Brick Lane
was a well-known dumping ground for unwanted children.
Already I could feel that it was a slim folio, so I took a breath
and opened it.

It was empty. Completely empty. My breath came out in
a weird juddery exhalation. Why would there be a folder if
there wasn’t anything in it? The only explanation was that
the contents of the folder had been removed. This was turn-
ing out to be a very strange day, although I'd had a few
strange days in recent weeks.

‘Have you found something?’

I jumped to find Mitchell standing right behind me.

‘It’s nothing.’ I hastily shoved the folder back in the box.
T just thought I saw a file about someone I know.

“We're not here to pry into the affairs of people you know.
We're here to find out about the sale of the orphanage.’

I was glad my skin tone was resistant to blushes. “You're
not very pleasant. Has anyone told you before?’

‘Frequently.” Mitchell smiled in a patronising manner.

‘Well, have you found anything?’

‘Not yet. But this filing cabinet is locked, which makes
me curious. In the corner of the room was an ancient-
looking filing cabinet with boxes stacked all around it. ‘None
of the keys from Margaret work. I tried already. Mitchell
wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. He was

starting to look shaky again, like an alcoholic in need of

a drink.
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‘Let me have a look at it. I examined the filing cabinet.
Its lock was a standard mechanism. Baz had a similar one in
his office and he frequently misplaced the key. I took out my
lock-pick kit and in less than a minute the cabinet was open.

Mitchell hesitated, then did a quick inventory. ‘Bingo. It
looks like a bunch of correspondence between board mem-
bers from the days before email.” He rubbed his forehead
again. ‘It’s going to take hours to go through. But I think I
need to get some fresh air first.

I looked around. The room was rather like a prison cell.
I remembered he’d been kidnapped and held hostage and 1
realised why he was so testy. ‘Maybe we should just take the
stuff from the filing cabinet, go through it somewhere else
and bring it back later. I'm sure Margaret wouldn’t mind.
These boxes of photos need going through too, to find the
ones she wanted.

Mitchell agreed and we carted the boxes to the car
before driving back to Margaret’s unit. I was still annoyed
at Mitchell’s bossy attitude, but he didn’t seem to notice.
He was too busy checking the rearview mirror every thirty
seconds as if we were in a seventies cop show.

Margaret had no problem with us borrowing the files and
insisted we keep the storage unit’s key until we’d had time
to look through everything. She’d call us if she needed it.

Mitchell was suitably gracious, for a change. “You're
a gem, Margaret. I'll return these boxes as soon as I can.
And ... um ... I haven’t found those photos for you yet, but
I'll drop them off too.’
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‘So what’s our next move, Mitchell?’ I asked as we headed
back to the council car. There was no way I was letting him
out of my sight until I understood the reason for Baz’s visit
to Margaret.

“What do you mean our next move?’

‘I mean, I helped you get these files and I want to know
what’s in them.

“You didn’t help me, Brick Brown. You stole my notebook
and I'd like it back. But if you want to make it up to me, I
could use some help going through all these files’

I was suspicious at this sudden change of heart, but I was
going to have to take my luck where I could find it. ‘So
where to then? Do you still think you’re being followed?’

‘I haven’t noticed anyone following me today,” he said. ‘1
took a cab here to be safe. I didn’t really have a flat battery;
[ actually don’t have a car’

‘Where shall I take you then?’

‘I don’t have a place either. I was staying at my father’s old
flat, but I think I'm being watched.

‘Fine. We can go to my place.

Mitchell’s gratitude was not overwhelming. “You obvi-
ously think that Margaret’s recent visitor was your uncle.

‘No flies on you.

‘Any ideas who your uncle was looking for?’

‘None.

‘Any old girlfriends spring to mind?’

‘My uncle’s not Miles Davis or anything, but he is a
Bluesman,” I answered. ‘I suppose I could ask one of his old
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mates. But I'd say Baz’s visit to Margaret has nothing to do
with Dave Mullett.

“Who’s to say they’re not connected?” Mitchell seemed to
be getting his energy back now we were out of the suffocat-
ing confines of the storage unit. ‘Doesn’t it strike you as
odd that your uncle, whose club is next door to a building
Mullett is hell bent on redeveloping, has gone missing after
going to see a former nun who may have some information
about Mullett’s past shonky dealings? I'd say there’s a con-
nection for sure.

Was there a connection? I was almost afraid to make it
in case it meant Baz was in serious danger. ‘But what if the
vital information has been removed from these files?’

“Then there’s a good chance it was removed by your uncle.
In which case we need to find him.

“What do you mean “in which case” That’s the only rea-
son I'm putting up with you.

‘And I thought it was my good looks and charisma.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN

It was after six o’clock by the time we got back to my place,
and it seemed that Melbourne wasn’t quite done with win-
ter. It was gloomy, dreary and cold.

We needed somewhere to put the boxes of papers, and the
lounge room with the heater in it was the obvious choice.
We moved the dining table out of the poky, useless dining
room that was generally used to park bicycles and set it up
in the lounge room to give us a space to work on. Then I put
the gas heater on full blast and made some coffee.

Mitchell insisted on switching on the TV news, but
unless it had a newsflash on Baz’s whereabouts, then I wasn’t
really interested. I thought I'd take the opportunity to ring
Baz’s old friend Mick O’Toole and see if he knew anything
about Baz’s visit to Sister Margaret. He’d known Baz since
his first days in Melbourne when they both played football
for Fitzroy.
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‘Any word from Baz, yet?’ I asked when Mick came on
the line.

‘No.” Mick sounded tired. ‘Don’t tell me you haven’t be
able to find the old bugger either?’

‘Not yet. But I want to ask you something. Do you
remember Baz ever having a girlfriend with identical twin
sons? We're talking more than thirty years ago—before he
went to the US.

‘Geez, that was back in our footy days, love. We were good-
looking roosters back then, said Mick. ‘Baz was playing
guitar at nightclubs most nights—they were the only places
allowed to serve alcohol after six back then. Hard to believe
now. And we spent a fair bit of time at the Phoenix. It was
still run by Pascoe and his old lady, and he’d run an illegal
casino some nights, with grog on the sly. I think Pascoe’s old
lady had a bit of a soft spot for Baz. Of course, Baz and me
weren’t allowed near the nice gitls. I was too Irish Catholic
and Baz was too Black. I remember Baz once had five shades
of shit beaten out of him over some girl. Pardon my French.
Mick paused, his raspy breathing amplified by the phone’s
tinny receiver. He was a two-pack-a-day smoker. ‘Come to
think of it, when Baz came back from America after all those
years, he was looking for someone. Because I'm Catholic, he
asked if I could help him. She’d stayed at one of those homes
run by nuns, you know, for girls in trouble, and I put him
in touch with my cousin. She was a nun herself, once upon a
time. At the time I'd thought Baz had some bastard he was
looking for. Pardon my French.

‘Was the woman Betty Jones?’
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‘No, I remember clearly that he was looking for a girl
called Delilah, because it was like the Tom Jones song. Wiy,
why, why, Delilah? he sang.

Delilah. It was another of the names I'd seen written on
the paper in Baz’s office.

‘He went to see a former nun called Margaret the other
week.

‘Yeah, that’s my cousin. Margaret.

‘Do you think Baz had been looking for this woman and
her kids all this time? Since he came back from the US?’

‘Maybe he’s just going soft in the head.

I really hoped Mick was right. Better soft in the head
than dead. I relayed Mick’s information to Mitchell, who'd
helped himself to the packet of Tim Tams I'd been saving
for a special occasion or PMT, whichever came first. I was
surprised to see one of the stray cats sitting on his lap. This
particular cat had turned up about the same week I moved
into Bunny’s house. It had a tendency to slam its head vio-
lently into doors, furniture, the TV, people—so I'd named
it Head-butt. Perhaps it had been a goat in a former life.

‘Anything helpful on the news?’

‘Can hardly call it news, it’s all about the bloody Spring
Carnival at Flemington bloody Racecourse. As if horse
racing were the most important thing in the world right
now. Mitchell offered me one of my own biscuits. ‘Even the
bloody premier of bloody Victoria has nothing better to do
than dress up like a bloody dandy and gamble on horses.
If I was part of that nutty freeway protest gang, I'd throw
myself in front of a horse like a suffragette—that’s how
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you get attention in this country. Mind you, that freeway
protest mob did get quite a lot of media coverage with the
poo projectile they hit the premier with the other week.
Impressive aim.

I took advantage of his rant to regain ownership of the
Tim Tams and was in the process of hiding them in the
vegetable drawer when an item on the TV news caught my
attention.

... Authorities are seeking to identify a man who was
killed this afternoon in a hit-and-run incident in Melbourne’s
inner north.

My breath caught in my throat. I slammed the fridge shut
and ran back to the TV in time to hear the man’s descrip-
tion: aged in his seventies, Caucasian appearance. It didn’t
sound like Baz.

I went back to the kitchen and made us double-shot coffees
while Mitch divvied up the boxes for us to sort through. He
assigned me to a box containing a jumbled mess of photos.
I sipped my coffee as I flipped through the photos: rows of
kids lined up in formation, squinting above frozen smiles,
hair brushed, knees scrubbed, but still with that shabby,
second-hand look. Where were the kids in these photos
now? Dead? In prison? Living the Aussie dream in the sub-
urbs, creating the families they’d never had as children?

I was well into the third box of photographs before I
found something. There in the front row—pride of place—
were two little boys who looked like the same child twice
over. I'd always found identical twins fascinating, if a lit-
tle creepy. These twin boys were cute, but I can’t say they
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looked happy. Grim would be a better description: their lit-
tle mouths set in identical lines. The only difference I could
see between them was that one had extensive scarring on
one arm.

‘Tve found some twins. Take a look at that, I said, hold-
ing the photo out to Mitchell. ‘Does it look like that kid’s
been burnt?’

‘Yeah. I'd say so. Saw a lot of that in Afghanistan.’” He
squinted closely. ‘Are there any names for the kids in the
photo?’

I turned the photo over, but it was blank. ‘No names, no
date. So what’s our next move?’

“Well, my next move is to analyse these documents. Unless
you have a degree in property law, I don’t need your help.’

After that putdown, I was only too happy to give Mitchell
some peace and quiet. I reclaimed the Tim Tams from the
fridge and went to have a bath. It had been a long and grimy
day and I did some of my best thinking in the bath.

Since it was raining, I put some bubble bath in the steam-
ing water; I wouldn’t need to save the water for the pot
plants. Melbourne’s residents and their gardens were still
scarred by the drought years. I barely remembered a time
when people could water their gardens with impunity.

I lit a candle, switched off the light and pressed play on
a portable CD player that was on the bench—my favourite
Billie Holiday compilation. My voice, though adequate for
back-up vocals, was too light for the intensity required to
fully carry the Blues. ‘Give it another decade, Baz used
to say. ‘Sometimes a voice takes time, like a good whisky.’
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Or a heroin habit, in Billie’s case, and that seemed a pretty
high price to pay. I removed Billie Holiday and looked
around for something more cheery. My eyes fell on a medi-
tation CD I'd found in Bunny’s collection, a gift from her
father in Byron Bay. It involved a woman whispering and
the sound of waves in the background, which sounds creepy
but was strangely soothing. I put in the CD and pressed play
before sinking into the bath. The hot water was a welcome
relief to my muscles, still recovering from the rope-climbing
episode.

I was also exhausted due to disrupted sleep. I'd had night
terrors my whole life, but they worsened during periods of
stress. 'The dreams were confusing collages of places that
were strange and yet familiar—and people whose faces were
blurred when I tried to look too closely. I didn’t need to
see a specialist to know that the dreams were probably due
to my early childhood—the time before I was adopted
by Baz.

In general I had a good memory; it was probably how I
made it through Year 12. When it came to my past, how-
ever, my memories were blurry, as if viewed through water
on a windowpane. And some parts of my early life were
blank altogether, like I'd shut them behind a solid door. I
didn’t know if these memories were gone forever or if they
were buried somewhere inside my head.

I took a deep breath and searched for my earliest mem-
ory of Baz. I had the sensation of being pulled into a river:
submerging, losing breath, feeling pressure around me and
something moving—a current carrying me. Then I saw
myself as if from above. I was no longer in the bath, instead
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I was a child again and I was sitting on the couch—the
same couch Baz still had in his flat. I was sitting next to a
woman.

There was a tugging sensation and I found myself pulled
down into my child self. I became aware of the sounds
around me. The woman next to me was weeping. I looked at
the photo of Lionel Rose—his arms raised in the ecstasy and
exhaustion of victory—then I looked back at the woman
next to me. | could see the delicate switl of her ear, adorned
with a pearl stud earring. I could feel the woman’s anxiety.
It came off her like waves, like radio static. A man came
into the room with a plate of biscuits. He gave me one. It
was pink like my dress and I tried to eat it quietly; I didn’t
want the man to notice the crumbs in case he got angry.
This man didn’t get angry, though. He was nice. He didn’t
ask me to speak. He gave me another biscuit. My adult self
recognised the man as Baz, and a wave of warmth washed
over me ... and then [ was back in the bath.

A bump on the window roused me from my reverie. I
looked at the window, expecting to see the outline of one
of the cats, but instead I saw a shadow that was way big-
ger. In under five seconds I was out of the bath and in the
loungeroom—ijust enough time to grab a towel to preserve
my modesty.

Mitchell had been joined by Timmy and they both looked
somewhat stunned at my sudden and wet appearance.

‘Am I interrupting something?” Timmy asked.

‘I think I just saw someone out in the garden. Was it you?’
[ asked, wishing I were the kind of person who kept a bath-
robe handy.
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‘Uh, no. I've been in here about ten minutes. I was won-
dering what Mitch Mitchell was doing in your lounge room.’

Cripes, even Timmy knew who Mitchell was. I didn’t
realise I'd been so far out of the loop.

‘Yeah, we were thinking of ordering pizza, Mitchell said.

‘Did you just hear what I said?’ I asked, outraged that
these men were more interested in pizza than in protecting a
defenceless—and some would say attractive—woman who
was dressed in only a towel. A small towel at that.

‘Are you sure you saw someone?” asked Timmy. ‘It’s pretty
dark out there’

‘No, I'm not sure. But it would be nice if one of you men
were concerned enough to check it out.” My tone conveyed
that their status as ‘men’ was in doubt.

Mitchell didn’t look about to budge, so Timmy decided
to assert his manhood. Our garden’s not that big so it only
took him about thirty seconds.

‘I can’t see anyone. It must have been Head-butt, he’s
butted the side gate open again, he said as he returned.
‘Man, it’s freezing out there.

The cold blast of air reminded me that I was soaking wet
and wearing only a towel.

Mitchell was looking at me as though he didn’t need
reminding. I retreated to my bedroom and hastily pulled on
a tracksuit. When I returned to the lounge room, Timmy
was on the phone ordering pizza.

Timmy and food. You'd think he was still growing. I
was often just tucking into dinner when I'd look up and
find him staring in pitifully through the glass door like one
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of the cats. Actually, the cats don’t so much look pitiful as
accusatory. I'm not sure why that is, but it may be because
they're basically just mini psychopaths with fur. Head-butt’s
the exception to the rule, but only because he’s so stupid.

Over pizza and beer, Mitchell and I gave Timmy an
abridged version of our adventures. I said I was helping
Mitchell with a story he was researching—mostly the truth.
Mitchell also seemed happy to keep Timmy in the dark,
and Timmy, bless him, was a trusting soul.

‘So you're looking for these twins now they’re grown up?’

“They could potentially help us, yes,” said Mitchell.

‘I have some software that might be useful. It’s one of
those freeware apps, just for messing around. You put in a
photo of a kid and youre supposed to be able to see what
they’d look like grown up.

Mitchell and I looked at each other.

‘It could be worth a shot, he said.

Timmy looked pleased to have been given a project by
Mitchell and darted out the back door to his den with half a
pizza under his arm. I was left alone with Mitchell, wonder-
ing if I should offer to call him a taxi, but then I gave in to
the same urge that let Head-butt get a paw in the door.

“You can stay in my housemate’s room if you like. She’s
overseas. Just don’t touch the aquarium. There’s a snake in
there.

‘Uh, thanks.” Mitchell was begrudging in his gratitude. ‘I
was a bit afraid of taking all this stuff home. Someone broke
in the other day and turned the place upside down.

‘Doesn’t that make you concerned for yourself?’
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‘No. It only confirms that 'm onto something. And I
take my laptop with me everywhere, so I didn’t lose any-
thing. But I'd hate to lose Margaret’s files.’

“Well ’m worried ... I’'m worried about what it means for
my uncle’

‘How is Baz your uncle? Through your mum or your
dad?’

Just when I was feeling a bit sorry for him, I remembered
he was a journalist with a different agenda from my own.
‘He’s my uncle through both sides if you must know, I lied.
‘We're all inbred, like the royal family. Why did you come
back to Australia? I gather war zones are your speciality.
Was it a woman? You don’t strike me as the type.’

Mitchell gave a rare smile. ‘Are you trying to ask if I'm
gay or single?’

Before I could think of a witty—and slightly sexy—
comeback, Timmy came bursting back in.

‘Am I interrupting?’

‘No, youre not interrupting,’ I sighed. “What are you, a
stuck record?’

“What’s a stuck record?’

I went and flicked on the kettle on again. How could
Timmy make me feel so old? There was less than a decade
between our ages.

T take it you've got something,” said Mitchell.

Timmy handed Mitchell a few printouts. “Well, I tested
out the freeware app on a picture of me first and it wasn’t
too inaccurate—hairstyle aside—so I put in the picture of
those twins and this is what I got.’
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[ looked over Mitchell’s shoulder. The black and white
images looked somewhat like a police photofit.

“Thanks, Timmy, I said. I could see by his excited-puppy
stance that he was just dying for a pat on the head.

‘Yeah, thanks, man.” And of course, a pat on the head by
a man was worth more than anything I could offer.

T can’t say I recognise them immediately, said Mitchell.
‘Although there is something slightly familiar. I'll have to
check through my files and do some comparisons.’

‘Maybe we should do an internet search for any news-
paper stories about reunited twins, I suggested. ‘If they
were put up for adoption then they could have been split
up as children. People love stories of twins being reunited.

Mitchell looked at me through narrowed eyes. “That’s
actually a good idea.’

‘I can do that! said Timmy and he was back out the door
to his caravan.

‘He doesn’t sleep at night,’ I said. “We may as well make
use of him. I, on the other hand, need my beauty sleep.’

There was a moment of weirdness between us. Or maybe
my months of celibacy were clouding my ability to judge a
situation. It had been some time since I'd been alone with a
man late at night. And after all, Mitchell and I had just had
pizza together—and some beer. It was almost like a date.
Better than most dates with the average Australian male.

‘I mean alone—I'm going to bed alone. I'm not hitting on
you. Don’t worry.’

‘I didn’t think you were.’

I should have shut up while I was ahead.
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I went to bed and set my alarm for 5.30am. Mitchell was
using me as a safe base for now, but he might do a midnight
flit if he could find somewhere else to stay. Then I settled
under the doona with my hot water bottle. It wasn’t as hot
as I'd like, but I hadn’t wanted to go back into the kitchen
to the kettle after making such an idiot of myself. I had to
settle with water from the hot tap in the bathroom.

The rain outside was turning into a storm, the wind rat-
tling the windows. Hopefully the bad weather would keep
any potential housebreakers away. I was still worried that
someone had been nosing around eatlier.

Finally I resorted to an old paperback to put me to sleep—
a copy of Oliver Twist that looked like a leftover from Bun-
ny’s school days. I was around a hundred pages in when I
eventually dozed off, only to dream I was being pursued
through the back streets of Fitzroy by a horde of ragged
children with evil intentions.

As was the way of dreams, I ducked into an alleyway
and their little feet went pattering past. I hoped the dream
would end there, but for some reason I felt drawn to con-
tinue down the dark alleyway, which became narrower
and narrower, and just as I decided I would turn around and
run back into the light, I became aware of heavy footsteps.
Someone was following me. I shrank into the shadows and
saw the figure of a tall man approaching but I couldn’t make
out his face in the darkness.

I woke with a start to find it was five in the morning and
I was desperate for the loo. I pulled a large jumper over my
pyjama top, slipped my feet into my tattered ugg boots and
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ventured out into the corridor. The door to Bunny’s room
stood open and her semi-bald teddy bear mocked me from
where it was perched on top of the pillows. The bed had not
been slept in; I'd been right to suspect Mitchell would be
out the door at the first opportunity. I should have rigged a
fishing line trap at the front door to wake me up.

I braved the frigid bathroom and then decided to make
myself a hot Milo. As I opened the door to the lounge/
kitchen area I was hit by a wall of warm air. The heater was
still on, as were all the lights, and there was Mitchell, asleep
on the couch. Head-butt the cat was sprawled on his chest.

I picked up a half-empty packet of pills that was lying on
the floor near the couch. It seemed I wasn’t the only person
having trouble getting a bit of shuteye. The pills were on pre-
scription, too—the good stuff—made out to Muggerdich
Mitchell. No wonder he called himself Mitch. I smiled
and then I checked Mitchell was breathing before turning
off the heater. There was no danger of him freezing with
the cat on him, although Head-butt did have a drooling
problem.

Mitchell actually looked quite sweet asleep. The frown
lines that made him look overly serious, if not downright
hostile, were softened. He looked less arrogant—even like-
able. I made my cup of Milo and used it to swig down one
of Mitch’s pills. Then I turned out the lights and went back
to bed for another forty winks.

The next thing I knew it was nine o’clock. I'd had three
hours of dreamless sleep, but rather than feeling refreshed,
it had left me fuzzy-headed and dry-mouthed. I stumbled to
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the kitchen to find Mitchell frowning at the coffee percola-
tor as it bubbled on the stove.

‘Good morning.” I brushed past him to fill a glass with
water from the tap. I took the grunted reply to mean that he
wasn't a morning person.

I plonked the bread and Vegemite on the bench and
started making toast. “‘What kind of a name is Muggerdich?’

‘Armenian.’ The percolator finished hissing and he poured
himself a short black. ‘My mother was from Armenian
stock.

‘Sleep well?’

‘I think your cat peed all over me.

‘It’s drool, and it’s not my cat. It just turned up here one
day and wouldn’t leave. Help yourself to toast.’

Mitchell put a couple of slices of bread in the toaster.

‘So, whats our next lead?’ I asked. ‘Find out anything last
night?’

‘No, I get a feeling someone might have been through the
boxes before us and removed certain documents.’

‘Maybe Timmy will come up with something, I said.

‘He was just in here. No luck.’

I wasn’t really surprised. “Those twins probably wouldn’t
be able to help us in any case. They look pretty young in the
photo. Five years old at most.

“You'd think they’d remember something about their
mother, said Mitchell.

“They may have memory issues, especially if they’ve been
through a traumatic incident, like a fire’

‘You have a degree in child psychology, do you? Is that
why youre working in PR?’
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I decided to ignore Mitchell and make myself a coffee
since he hadn’t been gracious enough to offer me any.

“Where would your uncle put something if he wanted to
keep it safe?” Mitchell asked as if he hadn’t just insulted me.

‘In his office desk. But there was nothing much in there.’
I didn’t mention the wad of cash. ‘And he still has an old
safe from back when banking was more of a hassle. I think
he still uses it to keep his rare 45s.

‘Well, let’s go and take a look then,” said Mitchell. ‘Can
we get into it?’

‘Sure, I have a key to Baz’s place. But you might want to
take a shower first—wash off the drool.

X ko Xk

I was nervous about going to Baz’s flat again in case we
found something awful, but it looked unchanged since my
previous visit. Baz’s safe was screwed into the floor in the
linen cupboard. I didn’t know the combination so I ran
through the birth dates of various Bluesmen. Lead Belly did
the trick—20-01-1888—although, like my own birthday,
it’s unlikely to be accurate. (Don’t get Baz started on the
subject of Lead Belly unless you've got a few hours to kill.)

Mitchell didn’t look so much impressed as suspicious.
“This really is your uncle’s place, isn’t it? Is there a photo of
the two of you around here somewhere?’

“What are you implying?’

Tm just saying, you seem to know an awful lot about
burglary’

‘A misspent youth, I said as I pulled open the safe’s door.
‘And a bunch of dodgy ex-boyfriends. As well as being
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raised in a pub. 'm also deadly at pool, darts and account-
ing software.

Inside the safe was a box of 45s, as predicted, but also some
manila folders. Mitchell handed me them to look through
and a quick flip revealed they were insurance papers and
other boring documents.

“Why would these boxes of old photos be here?” He passed
me a couple of pictures.

“That’s Baz’s mum—he hasn’t got many photos of her,
that’s probably why theyre in here. It’s a fire safe. In the
picture, Baz’'s mum looked very young, her dark hair styled
in a 1940s Veronica Lake wave, her light eyes smiling as she
held an old-style microphone. It looked like a publicity shot
from her singing career.

‘Is that Robert Johnson?” Mitchell showed me a faded
black and white card featuring a dapper-looking hepcat
with a saxophone.

‘No, that’s Baz’s dad. He does look a bit like Robert John-
son, now you mention it.

‘Do you recognise this couple at all?” Michell held out a
picture of a man and a woman. They were sitting at a table
in the Phoenix, but they were looking at each other, rather
than at the camera. I recognised the woman.

‘I have seen her before. When I came by here the other
day, there was a box of photos out on the coffee table and
there were some pictures of her in it. She was singing with a
band. It was labelled Betty Jones, 1962’

‘Here’s another one of her holding a baby—a blonde
baby.’
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I looked at the photo of the blonde woman smiling down
at a chubby infant. ‘It’s only one baby, not twins.’

‘Take a closer look. This photo has been cut in half and
look at that—another child’s foot there, so the kid could
be one of a pair” Mitchell continued nosing through the
safe. ‘Let’s check these negs too, there could be something
among them. Hopefully they’re not skin flicks.” He pulled
out several packets of film negatives and held them up to
the light. ‘T’'d almost forgotten what negatives looked like in
this digital age’

I took the negatives and had a look myself. ‘It’s just a
bunch of guys having a jam session.’

Mitchell thrust another photo under my nose. “Who's
this?’

It took a moment for me to focus and then I felt like the
air had been sucked from my lungs. “That’s me!’ I grabbed
the photo for a closer look. It was definitely a photo of me as
a child. I was sitting at the bar of the Phoenix with a glass of
what looked like lemonade. Next to me was a pretty young
woman who I didn’t immediately recognise.

I had never seen this photo before and yet Baz had it
stashed away in his safe. Why hadn’t he shown it to me?
I realised that my heart was beating very fast and loud. I
turned over the photo to read Baz’s written notation. Brick
and Nora, 1991. My blood was causing a rushing sound in
my ears. | knew at once that this Nora was the woman from
my dream. The woman in the high-heeled shoes.

I realised my breath was coming in pants and I thought I
was going to vomit. Then my vision faded out.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I opened my eyes to find I was lying on the floor in the
corridor with a cushion under my head. For a moment I just
stared at the ceiling. The paint was discoloured and peeling.
Like the Phoenix, Baz’s flat was in need of a spruce up.

I became aware of Mitch sitting next to me. He was fan-
ning me with a manila folder, but when I tried to sit up,
I felt dizzy again. I lay back down and kept breathing as
deeply as possible.

‘Just stay there for a minute,” said Mitchell. “You can’t fall
lower than the floor.

Ain’t that the truth, I thought, as I ran my hands over my
face. My forehead was damp with sweat, although Baz’s flat
wasn't in any way warm.

‘Do you want a cup of tea?” asked Mitchell. ‘Or some-
thing stronger?’
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I tried blinking my eyes to see if it would make me feel
more alert. “There’s some bourbon in the kitchen.

He held up a mug. “What you think 'm drinking?’

I leveraged myself gingerly up into a sitting position and
Mitchell helped me take the two steps into the living room
where he deposited me on the couch. Then he went into the
kitchen and returned with another mug of bourbon.

“This’ll fix you up.

I doubted it, but I took a big swallow anyway and relished
the burning in the back of my throat.

‘I was going to ask whether you could be pregnant—but
the way youre necking that down makes me think it was
something else.

“There’s no getting anything past you.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘With a journalist who’s mixing prescription drugs with
alcohol at ten in the morning? Are you kidding me?’ I took
another mouthful.

Mitchell left me to my mug for a minute while he con-
tinued looking through some papers. ‘Looky here,” he said,
removing a document from the sheaf. I think it’s your
uncle’s will” He squinted at it more closely. ‘Congratula-
tions, youre getting the record collection. That could be
worth a few bob.

‘T don’t think my uncle’s will is any of your business.’ 1
tried to grab the document but he stood up, out of reach.

‘But he’s not leaving you the Phoenix, I see. He handed
me the will and disappeared back into the kitchen.

My eyes were slow to focus, but then I could see it there

in black and white: [ leave the Phoenix to Delilah Russell,
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if she is still living and can be found, or any children or
grandchildren that she may have, if she is no longer living.

The ringing in my ears was back, along with the dizzi-
ness and nausea. “Who the fuck is this Delilah Russell?” My
voice came out as a croak.

‘I don’t know.” Mitchell had returned from the kitchen
with the bourbon bottle. ‘But your uncle also has her birth
certificate in his safe.’

He handed me another document. It was indeed a birth
certificate for a Delilah Russell. Born to a Daphne Russell
in Melbourne in 1960. No father named.

‘It looks to me like your uncle may have had a daughter,
said Mitchell. ‘T assume by your rather extreme reaction that
you didn’t know.

I shook my head and accepted another hit of bourbon.
In 1960 Baz would have been still in his teens—but of
course, that was old enough to father a child. If he did have
a daughter born in 1960, where was she now? Was that the
real reason he was going through the records of St Berna-
dette’s? Why had he never told me about her? And why was
he leaving her the Phoenix?

I looked back at the will, scanning further down the
paragraphs. And if Delilah is dead and has no living issue,
then I leave the Phoenix to Beloved ‘Brick’ Brown, formerly
known as Brick Lane. The words stung. Baz knew how much
the Phoenix meant to me, but he’d never told me about
his will.

I turned away so Mitchell wouldn’t see my face.

‘Brick Lane, hey? That makes more sense. You gotta love
parents with a wacky sense of humour.’
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Suddenly I didn’t care what Mitchell thought any more.
‘My parents didn’t name me Brick Lane. It was a sick joke
by a social worker, most likely. Brick Lane is where I was
dumped as a baby. My parents abandoned me. They were
probably junkies.

Mitchell seemed speechless for once, then his expression
softened. ‘It could have been an admin error. Never attri-
bute to malice that which can be adequately explained by
stupidity. You already found out about my real name. And
I’d managed to keep that one under wraps for years.

I sipped my drink silently and let Mitchell keep talking.

‘My parents were going to name me Darren, for reasons
unknown. But my dad buggered off from the hospital and
went straight to the pub to get royally pissed, leaving Mum
getting stitches after a two-day labour. As a result, my
mother decided she should have full naming rights and she
called me after her favourite grandfather. It was the begin-
ning of the end for their short but shitty marriage.’

I think the bourbon had begun to work its magic. I tried
to imagine how Mitchell’s life would have panned out as a
Darren. “That makes me feel a little better.

‘Glad to be of service.” He patted my hand. ‘And in other
good news, there’s nothing here that looks like it came from
Sister Margaret’s stash, so your uncle’s in the clear as far as
stealing documents from a former nun who stole them from
a convent. Bad news is we need to go back to the storage
unit for a more thorough look.

Strangely the thought of a defined task—even a boring
one—cheered me up.
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‘I can drive your car if you're still a bit wobbly,” Mitchell
offered. Tm only slightly drunk.’

‘It’'s not my car—it belongs to council,’ I said after finish-
ing my bourbon. ‘And if we get stopped by police, 'm going
to say you stole it.’

We arrived at the self-storage facility to find Serge’s wife
was on duty, wearing even more bling than her husband.
Judging by the jewellery on her right hand alone (which
looked like it could finance a Rolling Stones tour) people
were hanging onto way too much stuff these days. We
unlocked the padlock to Margaret’s storage bay and the
roller door rumbled as Mitchell lifted it up.

“You start on that pile and TI'll start over here.” Mitchell
was no longer as relaxed as earlier and I wondered if it was
the storage facility’s lack of windows affecting his mood.

‘How am I suddenly your lackey?’

‘Investigative journalism is about research. If you want to
find your uncle, then you’ll help me out.

“What exactly am I looking for?’

Tll look for anything relating to board business. How
about you look for any files relating to kids who could be
twins. I'm still curious as to who your uncle was look-
ing for and whether it has anything to do with his alleged
disappearance.’

X ko Xk

Five hours later and I wished I'd thought to bring a chair
with me. My hands were filthy from handling dusty boxes
and my knees were bruised from kneeling on the concrete
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floor while I thumbed through a million ancient files, looking
for kids with the same surname. There were a surprising num-
ber of kids with the same or similar surnames—but none of
them also had the same birth dates.

After two hours I'd popped out to get us both a coffee—
double shots to keep us awake—Dbut it didn’t make the after-
noon any more bearable.