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Inspiration is hard to come by.

You have to take it where you find it.

Bob Dylan
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1 Musical homes

After our house burnt down, Mum and I moved in with Granddad, up on the Hill. I took my dog, Zac, my explorer’s bag, and a few treasures I had stashed under my secret floorboard: a sheath knife I knew Mum would tell me to get rid of, a rare gold coin probably left over from the Gold Rush (same), and a photo of Josephine Thompson that I had taken at the school break-up party with Mum’s Brownie Box, while pretending to take a photo of Mother Sylvester, who I later cut out. (I wasn’t too sure what Mum would say if she found out I had cut out Mother instead of Josephine, but I wasn’t taking any chances. It had taken me a long time to get that picture, and now that I was leaving St Felix’s there might never be another chance.) I also saved my bloke’s hat, which I got from someone who didn’t need it anymore; and my kid’s hat, which was covered with flag pins from the Olympic Games (Tom and I’d had a race to see who could collect the most countries, and I won, because Tom didn’t think Brazil was a real country).

It was Zac who saved us all. As soon as he smelt the smoke he rushed into the house so fast he busted right through the screen door and just kept on going, and didn’t stop until he had woken up Mum and Mrs Kavanagh, who was staying with us temporarily, and dragged them out of bed. Mum took a box out of her top drawer and a case from under her bed and Mrs Kavanagh, who was blind. Then Zac came to check on me. To a Labrador, rescuing people from a burning house is all in a day’s work, and practically boring.

As for Mrs Kavanagh’s son, Keith (his real name), he didn’t need rescuing, as he was nowhere to be seen, which worried everyone concerned, especially Zac, who had been looking forward to rescuing him as well. In fact Keith had disappeared off the map. And we all knew why.

My own name for Keith was Flame Boy. Keith had an interesting habit, one that was frowned on by those who did not understand the younger superhero set, of setting fire to things. His score up to that point was not public knowledge. But on Christmas Day, while all and sundry at our place — the whole suburb of Richmond, in fact — were gargling the grog as if their lives depended on it and generally paying no attention to the kids, he confided in me that he had been single-handedly responsible for at least half the calls to the Eastern Hill Fire Brigade over the previous year.

I was impressed, as I had only credited him with one tram (heard about while at the doctor’s), one house (his own, and the reason he and his mum were staying at our place), one pub (the first one in the history of Richmond to burn down, according to Dad) and the back wall of the Gala picture theatre. And possibly our old Morris Cowley, though Dad was half stung when he came out with that idea, and it might have been the grog talking. In fact, I reckon Dad might have done that himself, as he was always leaving lighted cigarettes lying around, even in the car.

For his sins, which, it turned out, were common knowledge among the adults around our part of the world, Flame Boy had been locked up, had his brain shocked by the local brain specialist — that was for the tram — and been punished in various horrible ways, yet in the end, set free.

It was while he was staying with us that our house went up in smoke. Hence the sudden interest in his whereabouts.

I was just as interested as everyone else, of course, but I had my hands full helping Mum settle in to her new home.

Granddad’s house was big, and had enough bedrooms for both me and Mum, but that wasn’t the problem. Not long before Christmas, Dad’d had more than he could stand — I thought he lasted rather well — and did a midnight flit (though his final departure, which happened on the day that Flame Boy’s house burnt down, was actually at about five in the afternoon). He jumped on his green Triumph Speed Twin and was off. Mum had been acting very strangely just before he left, being alternately as nice as Beaver Cleaver’s mum and as cheesed off as the Wicked Witch of the West, but without the flying monkeys. The nice days were great, and we even went to the pics a couple of times, and saw Carry on Nurse, and It Started with a Kiss, which was about a cool red car, and at which I got to eat double cones. On the bad days, I avoided Mum completely and took off early.

Since Dad’s disappearing act, I had been spending a lot of my nights over at his new home with him and his girlfriend, Mrs Bentley, who was so keen for me to be her friend it was almost painful, if you call a steady diet of ice-cream and lollies painful.

The problem was that Mum was under the impression that I had been spending those nights over at Granddad’s place, and for the first few days after the fire I was flat out like a lizard drinking, sneaking my things over there from Dad’s. I even took a heap of dirty washing and dumped it on the laundry floor — a little touch I picked up from a soap powder ad on TV. Everyone had said that TV would be educational, and they were right. As for Granddad, he was on my side, and wouldn’t have given me away for quids.

It turned out that Mum paid no attention to what I was up to, being busy for days going over the wreckage of the old house, looking for useful and valuable items. Once, she even saw our cat, Abbotsford, but couldn’t catch him. Abbotsford had become an outlaw. Mum wouldn’t let me help, as the place was a bit of a hazard to walk around in, and I had no need to visit, as I had moved all my aboveground treasures to the home of my friends the Sandersons, over in Kipling Street, as soon as Mrs K and Co had moved in, before Christmas. I had got a bad feeling.

But as soon as the move to Granddad’s was completed I knew what I had to do. I even knew how to do it. However, the first step involved going over to the Sandersons’, one of the few places I could visit any time I liked and even stay at. Normally I’d look forward to one of these visits, but this time I was a bit worried.

The reason was that Mr Sanderson belonged to a special kind of secret police outfit (according to Blarney Barney, Granddad’s offsider and business assistant) which could do pretty much whatever they liked, and even had the wood on the local coppers. And as it was the locals who were interested in getting Flame Boy to assist them with their enquiries — not that this was news to me — I thought that the Sandersons might be on their side and I did not want to do anything that might help them. To make matters worse, I was reasonably sure that both Mr and Mrs S could read minds. (I reminded myself to tell Granddad never to go anywhere near them, in case they read his mind and had a nervous breakdown.)

Mr and Mrs S had taken a shine to me since moving into the neighbourhood the previous year. I had seen something pretty bad happen to a lady who was staying at their house while they were away — I think you could say that getting killed was pretty bad. It turned out that the lady was a policewoman, so of course, the Sandersons were all over me like measles when they discovered I knew something. And once they got to know, know, know me — like that Teddy Bears song — they got to love, love, love me, and Biscuit, my old dog at the time. Biscuit had also been a Labrador, only a yellowy colour. In fact, he was Zac’s uncle.

You might as well know right now that Biscuit was shot by one of the local coppers — it was Murphy — just because he was my dog. Down our way that was unusual, as most of the kids’ dogs ended up being either creamed by cars or ironed out by trams; though some just got crook and keeled over. But none of them ever really got old.

So the Sandersons knew me, and that meant that they knew I would never dob on a fellow superhero, which is really what Flame Boy was. I would have said I’d never dob on a mate, but Flame Boy was not really a mate, he being the quiet, shy type who did not believe in wasting words as long as there was a box of matches handy, which was all the time, as we lived within a stone’s throw of Bryant & May’s match factory, where Mum was some kind of boss. Also, to put it bluntly, Flame Boy was not quite the full quid. But then, who is?

The Sandersons were happy to see Zac and me, and lost no time offering me a Marchants lemonade and ice-cream spider, as it was ninety in the shade because of the heat wave, which was killing off all takers, regardless of politics or creed, which I thought was a bit rough. Once we had settled down on the front verandah I pretended that I did not have a care in the world, knowing from experience that Mr S would soon start interrogating me in his gentle way, to find out whatever local news he could, me being a bit like Kipling’s Kim in my part of town, that is to say a collector of information. It was because I knew this would happen that I was wearing my kid’s hat, the one with the badges — I knew that if Mr S saw me wearing my bloke’s hat, he might forget I was a kid and give me a hard time. Also, in my kid’s hat, I looked cute, according to my Aunty Dot (because she knew what I looked like without a hat).

‘No one hurt in the fire, then? Everyone got out safe and sound?’

I nodded without interrupting my straw sucking, a trick I learnt from Leave It to Beaver.

‘I heard Zac saved the women,’ said Mrs S. ‘Well done, Zac.’

Zac raised his eyebrows, and shot me a quick look. I knew what he was thinking. Your black Labrador is as sharp as vinegar.

In fact, something around the side of the house made Zac jump up and trot off like the guard dog I had trained him to be, and a few seconds later we heard him make the intruder noise they will one day be calling the Zac Growl. I jumped up and ran around the side, and saw Zac face to face with none other than his mortal enemy, Abbotsford the cat, who was looking a bit rough around the edges and not prepared to put up with any rubbish. That’s what two weeks of living on mice and sleeping under cars will do to you.

Mrs S thought he was cute, and immediately installed him in the laundry with all the comforts of home, including a tin of sardines.

Zac and I looked at each other. It’s true what they say about cats: that they always land on their feet.

Back around the front, Mr S took the news in his stride.

‘What did you say his name was?’

‘Abbotsford.’

‘A fine name. Has character. Reminds me of something.’

‘Probably the brewery.’

‘Ah, yes.’

He smiled to himself. It reminded him of something else, as well. ‘So, we were discussing the fire.’

The fire at our place was old news, and had been reported in the Herald, complete with a picture of Zac, who was dining out on it, as dogs do. I was wondering where the conversation was heading when Mr S emptied his pipe into a big ashtray he kept on the verandah just for that purpose, and looked at me over his glasses.

‘How did the other lady … Mrs … Mrs —’

‘Kavanagh.’ As he well knew.

‘Ah, yes. How did Mrs Kavanagh go? Is she all right?’

‘Yes. She’s staying at the blind people’s home.’

‘And her son — what was his name?’

‘Keith.’

‘Ah, yes.’

‘He’s okay — shot through. Haven’t seen him since the fire.’

‘Wise move, in the circs. When they find him … well. Best we change the subject.’

But it was too late for that. Flame Boy was the name on everybody’s lips, except they were all asking: Where is that young firebug? And the Sandersons would have known that. And they already knew that I had been questioned by the police. So while we sat there in the shade, and I busted a gut trying not to make that sucking noise with my straw, I hoped that Mr S would cease this interest in the disappearance of Flame Boy, as sensible as it had been.

Just then I looked up and saw, at the end of the street, Rooney Park, where Tom had died. He had been doing something dangerous. He had been trying out a special Tarzan trick, which didn’t work.

And. The monkey bars fell across his throat and squashed it. I was there.

Now I saw it happening again. Whenever I visited the Sandersons, and sat on their verandah, I always made sure that I faced the other way, towards Bryant & May’s match factory, just so this would not happen. But just then my mind had been so full of thoughts about the fire, and Flame Boy, that I had slipped up. It was bad enough remembering that I used to have a twin, one who was just like me, and that he had died. It was ten times as bad when I remembered what happened — in that park. Right there, in front of me.

‘It’s all right, dear,’ said Mrs Sanderson, for the millionth time. (She was also a mind-reader, like Mr S.) She knew it wasn’t, really. But no one else ever said that — that it was all right. I liked her for that.

Suddenly, the real sounds rushed back in: the city tram going past up at Church Street, Old Mrs Ackland’s cockatoo screeching at a cat over in Cotter Street, Mrs S shifting her chair, a clue that cake was shortly to be served to the young visitor.

I wanted to be happy just then, and I forced myself to wonder what kind of cake it would be. Because of the heat, I was hoping for one of those kinds of cake you have to put in the fridge first, like chocolate teddy bear biscuit cake. But all that did was bring on that sickysad feeling I had been getting since the middle of last year, when I saw the Ghost Bus. It felt as if there was a bat cave in my chest, and some pirates had moved in and let a freezing breeze in and it was swirling around, making all the bats freeze and turn blue. Sort of. Until the Ghost Bus turned up, it had just been a cave in my chest, but after that night it had pirates, cold breezes and frozen bats as well. That’s how I always thought of it.

I had been going home with Mum and Dad after visiting Aunty Gerrie and Uncle Nick at Mordialloc, and it was dark and raining and cold: in short, a Melbourne day in the middle of the year. And Mum was not in a good mood, I think because Dad had spent all day out on the bay fishing with Uncle Nick and Uncle Ivor and had come home half stung. I didn’t go with them because the last time I did that I got as sick as a sausage dog, and wanted to die. So I was allowed to explore Aunty Gerrie’s back sheds, which were full of junk, the young boy’s alcohol.

So there we were, standing outside South Yarra Station, Dad still a bit drunk, but quite pleased with himself, and Mum looking as though she was going to murder the first person who opened his mouth. That’s when it happened. A bus stopped at the lights, and on the other side of a misted window, through the rain, I saw a hand clearing a space to look through, and on the other side, Tom. I only saw him for a second, then he was gone with the Ghost Bus. That’s when the pirates let the freezing breeze into my chest, and turned all the bats in there blue. I felt a big cry come up from my shoes, and swell up in my throat like a cold spew, then keep on going up to my head, where it leaked out of all the holes, not noisily, but waterly. Mum shook me by the shoulder, the way Sister Malachi did any time I started to see the funny side of things, and spat at me: ‘What’s wrong with you?’

What could I say? Tom’s name was like a dirty word with Mum. And if I ever said it in front of Dad, he just went all quiet for about a fortnight. I suppose I could have come out and said that the bus that just pulled up right there in Toorak Road was actually a ghost bus, and that Tom was one of the passengers. But on a scale of terrific ideas, that would have scored a one. I wasn’t in that big a hurry to end up like Tom, so I kept my trap shut.

‘It’s time you stopped behaving like a child.’ There was a long pause, during which I wondered how the hell I was going to achieve that. I mean, I was twelve, for God’s sake. But after a few seconds of looking down the road at nothing in particular Mum piped up again. ‘He’s gone.’

I turned the tone of those two words round and round in my brain, to see if there was a secret message in them, but there wasn’t.

My life was never the same after the Ghost Bus: I loved it and hated it at the same time.

I looked at the Sandersons. Mr Sanderson’s face looked less bloodless than when I had first met him, back in September. That would be from chasing crims all day, which does tend to put the colour in your cheeks. He had heard what Mrs S had said to me, had guessed what was going on in my head, and had formulated a plan, like in O.S.S., starring Ron Randell. I couldn’t really put anything over him. He half turned his head and gave me a wink, deadpan, reminding me for the moment of Granddad.

Mrs S gave me a little smile and wrinkled her nose a bit, like when you taste turnip for the first time. That wrinkle meant she was on my side. Aunty Queenie, Granddad’s secret friend, often did the same thing. I thought of giving her a wrinkle back, then decided it was a ladies’ thing. In fact, making faces is altogether a girls’ thing. (Though my cousin Lewis in Sandringham — the interesting cousin — did it all the time. Something to think about, that.)

Then there was a sort of whooshy vibration in the air, like in the cartoons, and Mrs Sanderson disappeared into the kitchen, magically. It’s a way of getting cake that ladies have. Mrs Noble over in Yarra Street is the same, but with her it’s lamingtons. When she reappeared, Mrs S was carrying some sort of orange cake, and I couldn’t help thinking that it matched her lilac floral dress and, oddly, her lollopy figure — you can’t work these things out. Tom and I compared the shapes of the ladies we knew all the time, but always ended up comparing them in terms of what kind of food they cooked, because it was easier. Mum was always at the zero end of the scale, because she couldn’t cook to save herself. In fact, Tom once told me that it was lucky for Mum she hadn’t been put in jail for her cooking, which I thought was a clever observation, coming from him. At the other end of the scale was Luigi’s mum, Mrs Esposito, who was a little skinny lady with a voice like a foghorn. But she could cook so well you wanted to learn Italian and get her to adopt you.

‘So, Mr and Mrs Sanderson, do you barrack for South Melbourne?’

It was a test question, really, as these two had the look of a couple of non-Swans supporters. What I really wanted to know was: Are we going to keep talking about Flame Boy, or what?

‘Ah, the perennial footy question,’ said Mr S. ‘Alas, you’ve touched what is a sore spot in the Sanderson household, as I am a Hawthorn supporter, and we didn’t do too well last season, whereas Melbourne, my wife’s team, did slightly better.’

‘Did slightly better!’ said Mrs S, making the frog mouth. ‘Slightly better!’

Footy. I knew this conversation was going nowhere. I waited.

‘We prefer you in your Olympic hat, don’t we, Russell? You know, I’m sure I still have a few Olympic pins tucked away somewhere. I’ll get them for you later.’

See? What did I say about the hat?

‘So as I was saying, this friend of yours — Keith, wasn’t it? — I hope he’s all right out there.’

Mr S gazed out over the park across the road, as if he was expecting Charles Kingsford Smith to turn up out of the blue, and Mrs S stared so hard at a crumb of orange cake that I half expected it to turn into a chilled shandy, which I knew was Mrs S’s particular poison.

‘Me too,’ was all I could say, unavoidably making the straw-sucking noise. But I had the feeling we were saying it for completely different reasons.

‘Now, ordinarily I wouldn’t ask you this, but I know you’d want to do the right thing’ — I suddenly felt as though some other kid had turned up — ‘and we feel that the Kavanagh boy would be a lot safer some place where his special needs could be met, if you see what I mean. And we couldn’t help wondering if you could have a word with him — if you should bump into him in your travels, that is — and help him to come home, perhaps to your grandfather’s place, where arrangements could be made to … to …’

I shook the lemon. ‘No, Mr S, I mean Mr Sanderson, I don’t think I’d like to see Flame … Keith get his brain electrocuted again — that’s what would happen to him. I know: I saw them do it. Nobody wants to help him. All people want to do is lock him up and hurt him.’

‘Not everyone wants to hurt him. There are a lot of us who —’

‘No, there aren’t. And what if the fire at our place was a coincidence?’

‘I hope you aren’t thinking of taking up law,’ said Mr S, ‘as that is not a convincing argument.’

‘P’raps not. But anyway, I’ll think about it.’

I said that to put a stop to the conversation. After what happened to Tom, there was no way I was going to let Flame Boy die. But I could see from what Mr S had said that he and everyone else had made their mind up. I didn’t like that, even if he did do it.

But now I was wondering what possible interest Mr S could have in Flame Boy. He was just a kid, a kid with a few problems, just like the rest of us, who had got a reputation, and needed to lie low until the heat was off, like Ned Kelly, who I reckoned probably came from Richmond himself. Mr S on the other hand was the kind of bloke who was paid to chase seriously bad people, even though he looked like he couldn’t chase a one-legged duck with a bad cough. But surely not kids.

Now that I knew Mr S was interested in Flame Boy, I knew he was really in strife. But surely not just for burning down the house of Mr S’s favourite kid — there must be more to it than that. I needed to find Flame Boy for another reason. He was in danger as long as he was out there. Whereas I could find my way around the local streets blindfolded, and knew all the secret spots, I wasn’t sure that he knew any of them, because he was, well, slow.

I’d had no warning about what happened to Tom. This time I could do something.





2 Flame Boy

The first place I went to was Flame Boy’s old house, the one he burnt down the month before, which you could call his premiership month, when he established himself in my mind as a kind of super superhero, though, in the end, I think he went too far. Larry Kent, Detective, was always talking about the scene of the crime, and how criminals return to it. Even Blarney Barney was always returning to Richmond, even though Granddad said that he had got into trouble there more times than he’d had hot dinners, and that the local police even had a special cell at the lock-up with his name on it, painted blue and white, the colours of his favourite footy team (which I doubted).

The house was down a lane and then down a narrow walkway between two houses. It was on a forgotten piece of land near the river: little more than a small paddock. Being wooden, the house had been burnt down to the floorboards; and no one had been back since, as there had been no valuables to retrieve, nothing useful to rescue. It had been built on brick foundations, which now stood like guards beneath the smelly black ruins, and as I walked around the house I saw that between them were fairly large crawl spaces. I had Zac with me, and as soon as he saw the burnt-out house he disappeared under it and began detecting like mad. As I came to each crawl space I got down on my hands and knees and peered into the shadows. Finally, I saw two pairs of eyes peering back at me, one with a tongue hanging out, one not.

Flame Boy was not one naturally given to speech, though he could be talkative on the day. This was not the day. I crawled under the ruins of the floor with him and Zac, opened my explorer’s bag and took out an apple for him. While he munched I fossicked around, looking for a few other things I always carried: a Choo-Choo Bar and a few cream biscuits I’d nicked from the Bester’s biscuit factory, just up the street.

There are some situations that don’t require discussing; they speak for themselves. Two kids hiding under a burnt-out house, both of whom had seen their house burn down in the last four weeks, was one. Flame Boy was reclining on a relatively unblackened patch of dirt with his back against a brick column. He had one arm draped over Zac, and the other around a filthy black briefcase. He reminded me of the Phantom sitting on his fabulous skull throne with his pet wolf, Devil — the Phantom on one of his off days. He was still wearing the same clothes, and smelt like a gumboot full of fish heads. I felt it was up to me to say something.

‘G’day, Keith.’

‘Torch.’

I had missed something.

‘What?’

‘Torch. That’s what they call me: “the Torch”, not Keith.’

I should have seen it coming. Keith had done what every notorious kid does sooner or later, depending on the amount of attention he gets from the police, the newspapers and the nuns: he’d adopted a superhero identity. Dick Grayson had become Batman’s offsider, Robin; Wally West became Kid Flash; and Jack Dawkins had turned himself into the Artful Dodger. I myself had recently been the Cartographer (I still liked messing around with maps), Railwayman (the same with trains), and the Outlaw (the less said, the better), depending on the occasion. With Flame Boy it had been a natural choice; the best superheroes get their names from the newspapers. I looked at him in admiration. I had questions, but they could wait. For a second I just wanted to gaze at him, to see if he had grown a light around him, like Green Lantern. Hard to tell. I think so.

‘So, how have you been getting on for food?’

‘People’ve been leaving it out for me.’

‘What, like Father Christmas?’

He had to think about that, and I was immediately embarrassed, as I wasn’t sure he knew about him.

‘Yeah.’

I could see a lot of local ladies and their alcohol-weakened husbands doing that; some of the older types would be a pushover. But I doubted very much that they would have been inviting him in, a house being something you tend to get attached to.

‘I didn’t think you’d come back here. I looked around some other places first.’

‘I’ve been in different places. Where’d you look?’

‘What’s left of the Orange Tree pub. There were some good places to hide there.’

He grinned a lopsided grin, which Zac took to be an invitation to lick his face. ‘Didn’ see any.’

‘It had a cellar.’

‘Didn’ know that. Maybe I’ll go there.’

‘You can’t now; they’re tearing it down. You wrecked the place.’

‘D’ja see it burning?’ His piggy eyes went all funny.

‘No. I was in strife at the time — I was somewhere else. Did you?’

‘You bet. I watched from the top of the old tannery.’ His eyes opened wide and swung wildly around in his head as he recalled it.

‘If you stay put I can find you and bring you food.’

He stared at me. He wanted me to talk about the fire, but I didn’t think I could stand it. Just looking into those gleaming eyes again made me feel a strange weakness in my guts and my head at the same time, and I knew that if I didn’t stop talking about it I might have one of my turns. These turns – actually fits, according to Dr Dunnett – had begun just after Tom died. I had the last one on Christmas Day, which felt bad without Tom, there being only one of everything instead of the usual two; and New Year’s Eve, when I realised I was going to have another year without him, and we wouldn’t be able to look out for each other at our new school, which was supposed to be like a Jap concentration camp. In fact I had been hoping they were gone for good. But whenever I thought of Mum losing her house, I got that horrible feeling all over again. I would have to have a chat with Granddad, not a complete chat, just a half chat, just enough to stop the feeling. Granddad always knew how to fix the feeling.

I suddenly realised Flame Boy was looking at me in a new way. I didn’t want him to see my weakness. He had enough problems.

‘Okay,’ was all he said. But he was looking around as he said it, and it was the look of a kid who is lying. I licked my lips. I was going to take a chance: I was going to make him a kind of friend. I was going to trust him.

‘Listen, I know a place where no one will ever find you, and you’ll be safe, and you can come and go wherever you please.’

He spoke slowly, with a harsh sound in his voice, the special sound kids put on when they’re sharing deadly secrets.

‘Is it the place where you found that kid who was missing last year?’

It was. I had found a kid who was missing. But it was a secret that only two other people knew: Granddad and the kid himself, the Harrigan kid. And the bloke who put him down there was now in prison, laughing on the other side of his face, and wondering where he had gone wrong. He hadn’t banked on the arrival of the Cartographer, the superhero I was last year. I suppose you could say I had a past. But I didn’t want to think about that, let alone talk about it. It just made me get that old feeling again. Suddenly I had only enough energy left to ask one simple question, but I had to know.

‘How did you know that was me?’

His eyes slid all over the place. He didn’t want to say. Only seconds earlier I had been prepared to trust him; now I was having second thoughts. How could he have known?

‘I heard you tell your granddad … that day … in your bedroom. I was listening … at the window.’

‘Jesus Christ.’

‘You swore.’

I could hardly believe I had just been criticised by a firebug.

We sat there and stared at each other for a much longer time than would normally be polite, unless you were a kid, and I was aware that we were both breathing faster.

‘Come on,’ I said, finally. ‘I’ll take you there. But we have to go before it gets dark.’

‘Why? I’m not afraid of the dark.’

He said it in a rush, because it wasn’t true. I remembered the way he behaved when he was staying at our place after burning his own house to the ground. He couldn’t sleep with the light off at all, which drove me around the bend, and wouldn’t go outside to check on Zac when it was his turn, which is just as well, really.

‘Neither am I. It’s not that.’

How do you tell a superhero that you still believe in zombies?

I took Flame Boy to my secret hideout via the big stormwater drain on the riverbank at the bottom of Fawkner Street, so we wouldn’t be seen. My hideout was really just a part of the drain that had a wide ledge halfway up it — wide enough to live on, if you were desperate, which Flame Boy was. I could tell he was impressed by the way Zac just followed me up the dark drain without showing any fear. Zac was the same colour as the dark, and was even hard to spot with the torch on. All the way over, Flame Boy hung onto the filthy briefcase as if his life depended on it.

When we arrived I showed him how to light my hurricane lamp, which he insisted on turning up as brightly as he could, and how to avoid accidentally leaving by a wrong route, one that would end up with him falling into the power station pond and getting drowned. All the while, he was careful to keep the briefcase away from me. I felt around in my bag, found the last bikky, and gave it to him. It was like feeding time at the Zoo. I leant back against the concrete wall and watched him as he contemplated his real friend, the pale flame.

A lot of my problems were due to this kid; indeed, I couldn’t think of any aspect of my life in the past year that he hadn’t touched. But in him was spirit, the spirit of the superhero. And his spirit took the form of fire, though this was not generally appreciated by all and sundry. Then along came me, who had been marking his deeds of daring (and his terrible trials) on my map and in my Spirax reporter’s notebook. I realised that my mission was to show people that he wasn’t a loony at all, just in the head.

After all, where would we be without fire? There’d be no fire brigade, no fire hoses in schools for kids to turn on when no one was looking (though the whole school had been looking when yours faithfully pulled that stunt), and no way to light crackers. He, Flame Boy, had gone out and done what he did best, though it had got him electric shocks to the brain and a bad reputation. But to the one or two (actually, just one) who had not thought of him purely as a menace, he had been an inspiration. He had been more than just ‘that loony Kavanagh kid’: by demonstrating his superhero strength he had helped me finally accept that Tom was dead, and that I could carry on alone. And I knew in that moment why he lit fires. That’s all I want to say about that.

Flame Boy looked at me warily. Time to remind him whose place this was.

‘So what’s in it?’ I asked, with a sideways nod of the noodle, as though I couldn’t have cared less.

‘Nothin’.’

Which is kids’ talk for ‘only the best thing since Creamy Soda, that’s all’.

‘I’m lettin’ you stay in my hideout.’

‘It’s my dad’s. I’m keeping it for ’im. He’ll want it back.’

‘I only want to know what’s in it.’

‘Papers.’

‘Show us.’

‘Can’t; it’s locked.’

‘Then how do you know what’s in it?’

‘I know what paper feels like.’

It was scary the way he said that.

When I left him, Flame Boy was staring at the hurricane lamp as if it were the greatest thing he’d ever seen. I had seen Tom often look at Josephine Thompson the same way. But I didn’t mind, even though I (sort of) loved her too.

I was glad I had helped Flame Boy, but I knew that it was all going to end up being a terrific headache. I decided to walk home past our old house to take one last look at the place, and at the same time have a think about the fix Flame Boy and I were in. As I walked past the house across the road, which belonged to Mrs Carruthers, Mum’s old friend, I heard familiar voices. It was the usual threesome from any time in my life up to a few weeks back: Mrs Carruthers, Mrs Hutchinson, the well-known witch from next door, and Mum, who must have decided, like yours faithfully, to revisit the old burnt-out house. Old habits, as Granddad says.

Now normally I would have flung open the screen door and walked in, dog and all, and announced my presence with the Big Hello, as Mrs Carruthers had a soft spot for me, mainly because I was the grandson of Archie Taggerty, whom everyone from the river to Swan Street knew she had her eye on. But today I just crept up to the door and listened, because Mum had apparently just arrived herself and was having one of her big cries — lately she was as good at having a bit of a cry as Betty Cuthbert was at having a bit of a sprint. Mrs Carruthers and Mrs Hutchinson were doing their level best to get her to sit down and tell them all about it, as I’ve noticed women do.

‘Just let it all out, Jean,’ said Mrs C. ‘The house is gone and that’s that.’

‘Here, have a drink,’ said Mrs H.

This all made Mum cry even louder. She sounded like she was going for the record.

‘That’s the girl. Bloody house was a death trap. Best to start again.’

‘Dead right. Come on, have a smoke and drink up. Bugger the house, eh?’

‘It’s not the bloody house …’

‘First that swine of a husband, then the bloody fire.’

‘Rotten little bugger. I hope they find the little nutcase.’

‘It’s not the fire. And it’s not Bill. Well, I s’pose it is Bill in a way, bugger him.’

There was one of those big silences you get when the TV croaks in the middle of the Indian attack on the wagon train.

‘I’m pregnant.’





3 The Little Match Girl

I knew all about pregnancy. When Johnno Johnson’s cat got pregnant, it became very lumpy; basically, it ended up being one big lump. And when Douggie Quirk’s big sister, Maureen, got pregnant (except she wasn’t so much pregnant as ‘having a baby’), she was put in a special home for girls who were having babies. Mums couldn’t get pregnant, of course, but they could be ‘expecting’, which was slightly different, as it meant that they were expecting to get lumpy, not expecting to go to Hell, which is what being pregnant meant (unless you were a cat or a dog). So I couldn’t understand why Mum said she was pregnant when she was actually expecting, as I knew that mothers could not be sent to Hell. I decided that she must have made a mistake. That is something girls tend to do when they’re upset, which is the reason why it is always the magician who gets to saw the girl in half, and not the other way round. But call it what you will, it’s always bad news.

As I stood on the porch, listening through the gloom behind Mrs Carruthers’ screen door, I felt my face swell with redness as I heard the reactions of Mum’s friends. Mrs Hutchinson thought it was just like Bill — that’s Dad — to shoot through at a time like this, which even I could see was what Sister Valerian called piffle, as Dad had shot through for the last time — been chucked out, actually — just before Christmas, and that had been because of his girlfriend, Mrs Bentley. I think.

Mrs Hutchinson said that all the men in our family had sex on the brain. I thought that was going a bit far, as I had only ever heard Dad say that two of them had sex on the brain: one of my Uncle Berts — I had two that I knew of — who was keen on wearing dresses, and had even turned up at our place wearing one once (it was primrose). Also, Uncle Maury, who’d been flattened by Dad for something to do with Mum, and had shot through to Tasmania. So, just the two. The others I was less sure about, pending correct weight. Although there was Uncle Clive, who was a bus driver and had a funny way of talking. But Mum once told me that he wasn’t keen on ladies, so that let him off the hook. She always talked about him as if she was in church, and never talked about him at all when Dad was around, which was the same with most of my uncles. Anyway, all this sex on the brain stuff had whiskers on it, as Mrs Hutchinson would have nothing to do with men, so I wondered if she really knew what she was talking about.

Though Mum and I weren’t mates, of course, I couldn’t remember a time when we hadn’t been living together, and she would occasionally give me the odd hug or kiss, especially when other people were looking, and all the time back in the Tom days. Since then, I suppose you could say that, even though she didn’t like me anymore, we were still sort of friends (though the kids I hung around with would laugh themselves silly if they heard me say that — except Luigi, who was always telling his mother that he loved her, even when I was standing right there). She used to be different, that’s all I’m saying.

Which is why I felt so bad — because I knew from the way Mum was carrying on that on top of everything else she was very unhappy about expecting, and that she blamed Dad for the whole thing, which I thought was a liberty, as Dad always did as little as possible when he was around. I had also worked out that this was the sort of mess they send girls to homes for, when they are not married. But as Mum was not a girl anymore, she was just going to have to get lumpy right there in Richmond, with everyone knowing that Dad had shot through. I had grasped the situation.

I blamed myself, really. I’d had a lot to do with some of the scarier things that had happened in the area over the past few years — I have a knack for making bad things happen — but that’s no reason for God to go crazy. Yet he does. He sees young Blayney down here, going about the business of being a superhero, and says to himself: ‘Hello, time for that young scalliwag’s life to take a turn for the worse. I’ll just wheel out one of my juiciest practical jokes.’ Hence Mum’s tummy, which is where it was all going to happen — not that I wanted details.

Looking back, I should have thought the whole thing through, should have seen what Mum was really getting at when she told Mrs C and Mrs H that she was pregnant. But I did not. It did not occur to me that Dad might be particularly interested in what Mum had said, because he was no longer a fixture at our house, despite Mum making a few attempts at getting him to stay home and not keep shooting through to his girlfriend’s place up on the Hill. Nor did it occur to me that anyone else in the family might find the whole situation interesting. I just thought it was one of those things that no one was going to talk about, like Granddad’s piles, or Blarney Barney’s prison record. Shows how wrong you can be.

It was just a few days later that the Big Bryant & May Match Factory Visit took place. This was the factory’s open day, when everyone and his dog was allowed to turn up at work with their families and have a huge party and get shown how matches are made. The huge party took place in the cafeteria, which Mum said was the biggest in the Southern Hemisphere, which, when I had a look at the globe of the world, was easy to believe.

The open day had been scheduled to take place at Christmas, but a fire broke out in the cafeteria’s kitchen and set off all the sprinklers, which wrecked the place. I had been wondering ever since if Flame Boy had an aunty working in the kitchen. Then the Metropolitan Fire Brigade turned up and tried to destroy what was left, and in the end had to be thrown out. That’s how it is with fires: there’s no halfway.

Anyway, the Christmas Open Day became the New Year’s Open Day, even though New Year’s Day had been the week before. And I was going. I asked Mum if I could take Jimmy Carson from our old street, and she said no. Mum is basically your no type of person. In other words, ‘maybe’ means no, ‘no’ means no, and, a lot of the time, even ‘yes’ means no. Other words that mean no are: ‘uh-uh’; ‘maybe later’; ‘over my dead body’; and ‘I hope that was supposed to be funny’. Words that mean yes are: ‘don’t be late’; ‘ask your father’ (which is easier said than done); and ‘only if you pay for it yourself’.

Right from the word go nothing was as I had imagined it would be. For starters, the first person I saw was Jimmy Carson, stuffing his face with jelly beans.

‘Any black ones left?’ I asked.

‘Not on this table. They’re all in my pocket.’

‘Don’t forget who told you about the open day.’

‘I won’t: my mum did. Ha ha!’

‘Does your mum work with my mum? I didn’t know that.’

‘Nah. She knows who your mum is, but. I don’t think they know each other. You mum works in the manufacturing part of the factory, and my mum works in the packaging part.’

I’d never heard a kid say manufacturing before, and I wondered if it was a real word.

‘Does she put the matches in the matchboxes?’

‘Dunno. One time she told me that someone got half a finger in their matchbox, and they all got into trouble.’

‘Who?’

‘Dunno, some bloke in Albury.’

‘I’ve heard of Albury. Dad said it was a boring place.’

‘It wasn’t boring that day.’

‘So what happened to the finger?’

‘Mum said they had to throw it away because they couldn’t find a match for it. Get it?’

‘Nuh.’

‘Me neither.’

So we stuffed our faces and pockets with lollies, then the grown-ups lined up at the cafeteria and got us lunch on trays and took it to the long tables covered in white tablecloths like the ones that cover the altar rails at Mass. The Christmas decorations were still up on the ceiling, the walls and the tables, so the whole place was red, white and green. And on one wall was an enormous Redheads sign, like on the matchboxes. I thought Flame Boy would have liked that, and I hoped he had some decent tucker, wherever he was.

While lunch was in progress, there was entertainment, which took place on a low stage made of loading pallets covered with sheets of three-ply. The opening act was the local regiment of the Banjo Club, which tossed in the towel after a few numbers, to be followed by the mighty Smacka Fitzgibbon, who made the openers look like they’d learnt to play the banjo by correspondence. The main act was Stan Stafford, whose voice had always reminded me of Burl Ives — Burl without that hurry-up sound.

After lunch, we went on guided tours — no lighters or matches or lighted cigarettes allowed — which explained why everyone had a quick smoke just before it began. We were told about eighty thousand times that everything in the place was flammable and poisonous, and dangerous (as if that meant something different), and just to prove it, there were signs all over the place. Also, there were more fire hoses, fire hydrants, buckets and firemen’s suits than you could sic a corgi on. In short, it was a kind of heaven for a kid, and I spent the whole tour wondering what would happen if one of the mums went troppo and took a blowtorch to a bin marked LEVEL 5 FIRE HAZARD. I’m still wondering.

It turned out that there were only two places in the whole factory that were safe to be in: the cafeteria, which was actually a dining room, and the office, which turned out to be an office. At one stage we stopped at a tangled mess of pipes and machines that went right up to the ceiling, including one gizmo that had more matches sticking out of it than a porcupine has porcs. Flame Boy would have loved it. But just as quickly as I thought it, I made myself stop thinking it, just in case God was in one of his moods.

Mum said: ‘This is where I work.’ She said it with a faint sigh, the way you do when you’re singing ‘Ten Thousand Green Bottles’ and you forget which bottle you’re up to. This was definitely more information about Mum than I had ever got without her being tipsy.

‘Wow, Mum, is this where you push people around?’

A number of workers swung their heads around like irritable draught horses when they heard that, but Mum gave them the evil eye, and they suddenly found something else to look at.

‘That’s my office, in there,’ she said, pointing to a tiny room with papers stuck up all over the place and a big glass front window.

I went in and looked around. On the wall was a picture of Biscuit and me that was in The Sun last year, when I saved him from drowning in the Yarra. It was already beginning to go yellow. I was disappointed. I would have preferred to see a picture of Tom. I suppose Mum was still missing him too much to go plastering the factory with his photo. I understood. I had one of the two of us with our arms around each other’s neck, looking pretty happy — I think that was the day we discovered sump oil — but I still couldn’t make myself take it out of the drawer, even though I wanted to put it on my dressing table. It was too happy.

I turned around and Mum was standing in the doorway, looking bored and tired, no longer pretty, as she had in the cafeteria. I knew what was going inside her: Dad hadn’t shown up, the way he might have done if it had been the year before’s Christmas Party, as it was supposed to have been; but then, we hadn’t expected him to. But what was worse, people gave her looks. I thought they had a bloody nerve. Also, she was thinking about tomorrow, when the rellies were coming over for Sunday lunch. I’d overheard her tell Granddad that she was going to give them the news. To make matters worse, she was going to have to cook, which is a bit like expecting Bill and Ben the Flowerpot Men to repair a wristwatch. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she was thinking of going home and sticking her head in the oven, as that was becoming a popular pastime with the local ladies. On top of all that she was pregnant, and I still didn’t like the sound of that.

And then there was Tom. She used to be more or less happy in the Tom days. No, that’s not true: I just said it to see how it sounded. She was just as angry. It’s not all peaches and cream being the mother of twin boys; she was always telling us that. ‘Why did I have to have two of you?’ she often said — not to us, but to God, I think. But what could we do? In the end, God, Solver of Mothers’ Problems (except in the kitchen), got sick of her constant whinging and killed Tom, just to shut her up. You’d think she’d be happy, but no.

I thought I’d cheer her up by pretending to be interested in her little office. Near the door was a wooden cupboard with a lock; that would do nicely.

‘What’s in there?’

Mum took a key out of her handbag and unlocked it, and pulled it open as if it was made of lead. I was expecting to see her strap, for keeping people in line, like at school. Or her special boss’s badge. Or an apple for Monday play-lunch. It was empty.

‘What goes in there?’

‘Nothing.’

It was pathetic. She reminded me of the Little Match Girl, except she probably had enough matches to sink the HMAS Melbourne.





4 The family way

The next day we had one of those big family Sunday lunches at Granddad’s place. It was supposed to be Granddad’s way of welcoming Mum and me to his house. Although we’d had one of these at Christmas, we were having another one, only worse, because this one was to include Aunty Betty, the loudest lady in Melbourne, and my idiot cousin Brendan, who constantly played with a glittery pink yo-yo with a picture of a butterfly on it. Dad had not been invited to lunch, but Nanna Blayney had, and of course Uncle Frank. Officially, none of us was supposed to know where Dad was living, but I knew that Granddad knew. And so did I, of course, having been secretly invited over by Mrs Bentley. I knew that Mum didn’t know, because she had not been arrested for murder lately.

The fact is, Dad would have hated turning up anyway, not because of Mum’s cooking — he was pretty tough underneath, and had been a tankie in the war — but because he thought these lunches were boring. In fact, Dad had considered World War II boring. ‘Boring’ was one of his favourite words. Whenever Collingwood were in front, Dad would say the match was boring; whenever Mum switched on 3LO, Dad said the music was boring. Dad even thought ice-cream was boring. Mum said it was because he spent the first year of the war in Albury, where he spent the first five minutes learning how to drive a tank, and the rest of the time waiting to be told what to do next. By the time he got to North Africa he thought everything was so boring that he renamed the place Albury. He once told Tom and me that he fought at the Battle of El Albury.

As it was his house, and not Mum’s, Granddad also invited both of Nanna Blayney’s husbands, even though he would have known that it’d drive Mum nuts, as she hated to be reminded that Nanna had more husbands than you could poke a stick at. These two blokes, Uncle Seb, who played piano in the Hot Potatoes jazz band, and Uncle Mick, who was a professional punter, got on like a house on fire, if you see what I mean. It was odd to see them together away from Nanna’s, as the last time had been at the wake after Tom’s funeral, when I had become the Family Embarrassment.

I was allowed to ask one of my friends to lunch, so I invited James Palmer, who came from the other side of the river, the posh side, and thought everything was ‘terrific’. In fact, I had noticed that he had made terrific his favourite word, which is something we all did. Most of us had pretty good words, except for Matthew Foster, whose favourite thing was to call everything ‘blinken’, which was a word we suspected his father used (my dad wouldn’t have been caught dead using a word like blinken). My favourite word just then was ‘cool’, and I was determined to use it to death.

There was also a ring-in at this party, if you could call it that, one of Brendan’s non-Taggerty cousins from the country, who was staying with them for the holidays. You could tell that his arrival was a complete surprise to Mum, who was a little put off by it. The kid, whose name was Rex, came from a farm up the bush, and talked non-stop about sticking pigs and chopping off chooks’ heads and doing such horrible things to sheep that Mum suddenly asked him to stop, which I thought she did just in the nick of time, as all this talk about blood was making me feel a bit green around the gills.

By the time the conversation got around to The Great Big Fire, as it was bound to, Aunty Betty was digging deep into the sherry and shouting like a ringer at a two-up game. You could probably hear her over in South Yarra.

‘Jean, now that we’re all here together, Frank and I want to say how horrible we feel about what happened.’

‘Thanks, Betty, Frank —’

‘And we’d like to help you out in any small way we can.’

‘I appreciate that very —’

‘Don’t we, Frank?’

‘Yes, love. We —’

‘And, while we know you’ll be well taken care of by Dad, we’ll … we’ll … But the main thing is, you’re both alive and well, no thanks to Bill.’

‘Darl —’

‘No, Frank, I know he’s your brother and everything but, I mean to say, where in the hell was he?’

‘Bett —’

‘No, I’m sorry, it has to be asked: Where in the hell is he?’

‘Bett, the children.’

‘What? Oh yes. Sorry. Family stuff, boys. Best you close your ears.’

But telling twelve-year-old boys to close their ears to family gossip is like telling the rain to go back up. Still, Aunty Betty took the hint.

‘So, this fire, Jean — I can talk about that, can’t I? — this fire of yours. Have they caught the little criminal who started it?’

‘We still don’t know exactly what happened. But no, they haven’t found him. Some of us are worried that he might be lying injured somewhere.’

‘Jean, I can’t believe that a woman with your war experience could be so naive. Injured somewhere! Having a good laugh somewhere, if you want my opinion. Or more likely, trying to work out whose house to burn down next. What’s it been so far: two houses, a pub, a car and a fish and chip shop? Oh, and a tram.’

‘The car was probably an accident,’ said Mum quietly, to my surprise.

‘And the fish and chip shop was burnt down by Charlie Wing’s son-in-law, that’s common knowledge,’ said Granddad.

‘Accident! Son-in-law! Mark my words, that sweet little innocent’ll be round here next, taking another bite out of the hand that fed him.’

Aunty Betty, having had her say, then proceeded to refill her bowl with Mum’s trifle, not something I would have done myself — not unless X-rays showed that I had recently grown a cast-iron stomach. I could tell by the silence that followed this declaration that it had touched a nerve. And not just with the adults at the table. Only Rex the Ignorant was immune to its effect, and was preoccupied with seeing whether there was going to be any trifle left for him, news of Mum’s cooking apparently not having reached central Victoria yet.

The odd thing was that, even though Mum hated Aunty Betty — I don’t think she liked any ladies with no necks — she had let her carry on like a pork chop, but I think she did it to see where she was heading. I had been living with Mum long enough to know when she was up to her tricks.

‘I’ll bet I know who can tell you where that little nutcase is,’ said Aunty Betty, nodding her head towards me and making one side of her face fold up.

A hot icy thrill ran through me right down to the soles of my feet. I looked at Granddad for support, but he just looked into the trifle bowl as if he was going to have a go at it, though I know he wouldn’t have done that unless he knew I could handle the situation.

‘Bett, we’ve been over all that. He doesn’t know. He and Keith didn’t even get on. He knows that if he hears anything he’s to tell one of us, don’t you?’

An unexpected gift. I nodded vigorously.

Nanna Blayney, who had been the first into the trifle, being the oldest and gamest of the lot of them, now paused and put her spoon down with a bang.

‘I knew that boy’s grandfather.’

Now, Richmond may not have been the biggest town on earth, but this was the very reason people invite grandmothers to lunch: it always turns out that they knew someone, in this case (depending on which grandfather she was talking about) someone famous. She picked up her spoon again, then put it down, this being a part of the Nanna Blayney Show, which I had seen many times. It was at this point that Tom always said: ‘Wow-w!’ I decided to fill in, as she seemed to be waiting for it.

‘Wow! You mean the Torch’s father?’

‘Worse, love. Oh-h yes, infinitely worse — his mother’s father. He was a tearaway, that one, ran with the Ugly Push for a while. You’d remember that lot, Arch.’

‘Why’d they call ’em the Ugly Push, Nanna?’ My mind was filled with pictures, ugly ones.

Granddad piped up. ‘They were bad bastards, that’s why.’

‘Dad!’ That was Aunty Betty and Mum together, though you could only hear Aunty Betty.

‘’Strue, love,’ said Nanna, now eating again. ‘But then he married May Brennan and settled down up in the Little Lon with her and her sisters — went on to make a fortune off those Brennan girls. I wonder what happened to them,’ she asked no one in particular, with what I knew was her mischief voice. She stopped and looked at her dessert, as if the history of Melbourne was written there in secret code.

But I was thinking that I knew a lady called Brennan: Aunty Queenie, Granddad’s secret friend. I looked at Granddad, who was concentrating on lunch as if he wasn’t listening, and at Mum, who was concentrating on Granddad to see if he’d crack under the pressure, then at the others, where I got no joy at all. Nanna had to be the biggest stirrer under the sun. And I guessed the only reason she stuck her bib in was so that she could mention Aunty Queenie’s name. Mum kept her mouth shut, but she almost got a hernia doing it. But it was weird realising that Flame Boy’s nanna was related to Aunty Queenie. I felt the connection get into my stomach and pick a fight with the half-baked potatoes. Suddenly Richmond seemed to shrink a little. Or maybe my brain was getting puffed up.

Suddenly, Nanna came to life again, with a jolt. ‘But that bloke — what was his name, Archie?’

‘Donny, I believe.’

Granddad didn’t have to believe: he knew.

‘Donny Delaney. What a useless lump he was. He and May had their own girls. Then he came to a bad end. The girls were better off without him — I knew them before the war, you know.’

Only Brendan, Rex and James weren’t paying attention. I was hearing nine-carat-gold family gossip, the kind you can’t buy. Nanna had reached the two-furlong post and had the whip out.

‘There was Molly — that’s Keith’s mother; Dymphnea — she married a Hungarian (never marry a Hungarian); Dahlia — she married a sailor (I warned her); and Daphne — she was famous … well, you know her, Jean.’

This was Mum’s cue to jump in and stop Nanna before she came out with any other crazy stuff about Flame Boy’s family. I have noticed that adults generally love connections, but only if they don’t get too close to home, which is where I sensed this stuff was heading.

‘The boy’s aunt — Molly’s sister, Daphne — is coming down from Wodonga to take him home with her.’

Mum finally helped herself to the trifle, completely forgetting who had made it.

‘Does she know he hasn’t been seen since the fire?’

‘She reckons he’ll turn up, and when he does, she wants to be down here.’

‘But where will she stay — not here, Jean?’

But Mum was miles away and had lost interest in the accommodation of famous firebugs’ relatives. She had bigger fish to fry. And, to delay the inevitable — because I knew that she was building up to the greatest announcement since the invention of the yo-yo — she turned to James, as if she was just seeing him for the first time.

‘So, James, why haven’t we seen you before?’

I jumped in quickly, as I had discovered that James was incapable of keeping a secret, and he already knew a few of mine.

‘James’s mum is a friend of Mr and Mrs Sanderson. I only met him last … um … what, James?’

‘Ah … year.’

‘November. It was just after I rescued Biscuit from the Yarra.’

Brendan laughed his head off when he heard this. ‘It said in the paper that he rescued you.’

He said it so loudly that Aunty Betty gave him a loud smack in the ear, which made me wonder if I’d misjudged her.

‘So where do you live, James?’

‘Chapel Street.’

This had the effect of killing all further interrogation, just in case James’s next announcement was that his mum was Dame Pattie Menzies. Mum suddenly made her changing-the-subject face and turned to me. Her eyes were firm and slightly narrowed, which told me that I was going to be given the kind of order you can’t argue with. Normally, that look says: Off you go, outside and play, or something else to do with shooting through, and this was just the same.

‘Why don’t you show the boys your new room?’

I knew what was going to happen next. Mum was going to tell the family what she had already told her old friends. She became quiet and stiff — probably, I thought, the way she became just before she went into action against the Japs during the war, or before whatever it was she did. I’ve developed a soft spot for the Japs.

‘Okay. Let’s go.’

We went up the stairs, and I listened as we went, but all I heard was an impatient Jean— from Aunty Betty and a stern Shh— from Mum, who was waiting for us to disappear. I ushered James, Brendan and Rex into my room, and waited at the door. Nothing. I stepped inside and closed the door so that it could be heard downstairs. There was a low murmuring sound like the one you hear when you’re in the confessional box waiting in the dark for the priest to finish hearing the confession of the kid before you. Then the noise downstairs suddenly shot up a notch on the Aunty Betty-ometer.





5 Aunty Daphne

What Mum didn’t tell Aunty Betty was that the other aunty — Aunty Firebug — was not only staying with us but also arriving later that same afternoon. So as soon as the visitors shot through, Granddad was off to Spencer Street to meet her train. There was tension in the kitchen that day. Mum washed up as if she’d heard that dishes could turn on you and rip your throat out. I wanted to watch, but I was scared.

Looking back, she had done the right thing with the dishes — some of which she killed — because by the time Flame Boy’s Aunty Daphne arrived she was back to her normal old self. Moreover, she turned into a different person altogether when Aunty Daphne walked in.

‘Hello, Daffy.’

‘Jean Flamin’ Taggerty! My God, is that you? Molly didn’t tell me.’

‘It’s me all right.’

‘What a small bloody world it is! You married a Blayney? Not Frank?’

‘His brother, Bill.’

‘My God! And look at you: you haven’t aged a day!’

And more of the same, until I thought I was going to throw up.

Right from the word go, Mum treated Aunty Daphne as if she was the greatest thing since push-up lipstick.

Aunty Daffy — well? — was a largish type of lady, tall and broad-shouldered, as if she had been humping baggage down at the wharves for a crust while other ladies were out and about discussing shoes and doilies. She had a nose like Mr Squiggle, and short, wiry hair that looked as if she had just given up one day and decided to take a pair of garden shears to it. For the first time I felt all right about my own hair, which stuck out like dry grass. But the best thing about her was the way she laughed, which she did a lot. I think if Mum had told her she was pregnant she would have laughed in her face. Mum would have killed her, and she would have died laughing.

Mum had a Boston bun stashed somewhere, and she now wheeled it out and organised tea for everyone — you can’t muck up tea.

It turned out that Mum knew a lot about Aunty Daphne. Nanna had said she was famous, but I couldn’t imagine her fitting into a Tiger Moth and flying around the world, or doing the ‘Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy’, whatever that was.

Also, Aunty Daffy turned out to be a very loud woman, louder than Aunty Betty. As soon as she opened her mouth Granddad gave me a quiet glance that told me he’d offer me eight to five against our own family’s entrant over six furlongs. It wasn’t that she didn’t care who heard what she was saying; she seemed to think we were all over in the next street. She was also wearing a red floral dress that looked as though it was on fire, which I thought was an odd choice under the circs, and made me wonder for a moment if it ran in the family, and if she was in fact Australia’s first lady firebug, as that would make you famous.

It was when I was halfway through my second piece of Boston bun with butter in the middle that the mystery of the Daffy–Mum connection was cleared up with a bang.

‘Jean, I can’t believe it, seeing you again after all these years! I thought: My God, it’s Lieutenant Jean Taggerty!’

Aunty Daphne was one of those rare people — Granddad is the only other one I know — who is able to look you straight in the eye while going down memory lane, and she did it now.

‘I don’t know how you got us out of that place back then, Jean. You’re a bloody inspiration.’

‘Lieutenant Daphne Delaney. Thanks, Daff. But as I remember, you carried me half the way.’

‘That was a long time ago.’

‘No, Daff, it was only fifteen years, though a lot’s happened since.’ Mum looked at Granddad, then at me, and without smiling ruffled my hair, one of people’s more common uses for me. ‘I often wondered what happened to you.’

‘I married, that’s what. Now it’s Daphne Honeysett. Oh my God, what a bloody mistake that ended up being!’

Mum sighed and nodded slowly, as if she understood.

‘Dare I ask?’

‘We’ve had our ups and downs. I’m in the middle of one of the downs.’

‘Listen, my dear, if you’d rather I didn’t stay, I can always find a pub.’

‘No, stay, stay. Tomorrow we’ll find out which home they took Molly to. Then we’ll start looking for Keith. What a bloody mess.’

‘Molly still hates me. You were mates at one stage, weren’t you? Until … well, I guess you made up?’

‘No, we didn’t. She still hadn’t spoken to me until the fire a few weeks ago. Then there was some kind of truce. I took her in — what could I do? — she had no one. Then our house went too.’

She made a face like old concrete.

‘You haven’t changed, Jean. You were always a survivor.’

‘I don’t know what I am these days. But I know I can’t allow Keith to come into this house. I think he should be in an institution, where he can be looked after. And where I can’t get my bloody hands on him.’ Mum looked at me. ‘I’m right, aren’t I, love?’

I knew the correct answer to that. I aim to please.

‘Don’t worry, Jean. My plan is to take the both of them back to Wodonga. I live out of town where there’s a lot of wide open spaces. I don’t want to see him in a mental home; I’ve heard bad things about those places.’

‘They’ll hurt Keith if they catch him.’ That was my contribution.

Mum made her face go tight, like my pet turtle, which my first dog, Shandy, killed.

‘No they won’t,’ said Aunty Daffy, ‘or they’ll have to deal with me, and believe me, they wouldn’t like that.’

It was one of those sentences that had a full stop.

‘We have to find him first.’ Aunty Daffy might have finished, but I hadn’t. Mum’s face was now tighter than a greengrocer.

‘Then we will, young man. Jean, I like your boy. He’s got his mother’s spirit. Don’t worry; he’ll be all right.’

‘You can have him if you like, Daff. He’s only worried about Keith because of his brother, Tom. Tom died the year before last. He misses him.’

Aunty Daffy took a breath, but said nothing. Mum did the same thing. I thought I’d give it a burl myself. Lot of breathing going on.

Granddad had been sitting politely through all this.

‘So, Mr Taggerty, you must be very proud of your Jeanie.’

‘Archie, please. Yes, Daphne, we are.’

I’d thought I’d tell them some news of my own.

‘Mum, you know Abbotsford.’

‘If I were you I’d forget about him. Fires drive cats crazy. He would’ve gone bush.’

‘No, Mum, he turned up the other day at the Sandersons’. They’ve taken him in.’

‘Another stray.’

Granddad gave her the evil eye, but it was nothin’ doin’. I made it a nil-all draw.

Mum and Aunty Daffy got stuck into the conversation again.

I grabbed Granddad in one of the quiet moments — there weren’t many.

‘Granddad, what’s an inspiration — she said Mum was one?’

‘A guiding light, boy. To show you how it’s done. Your mum might look like anyone else on the outside, but on the inside, she’s a force to be reckoned with.’

‘Like Supergirl?’

‘Yeah.’

This was the most new information about Mum I’d heard since she got the flu and went off her nut for two days and thought Tom and I were both Dad. We didn’t stop her. Except we stopped listening when we found out she hadn’t wanted twins — it left us wondering which one of us she did want. After that Tom and I wrestled for half an hour non-stop. You can’t wrestle by yourself.

But the point I’m making is that I had never thought of Mum as someone’s guiding light, though now that I thought about it I could see why: she had the right coloured hair, and she didn’t take any lip, like the Sarge in Battle Action. Also, she worked in a match factory, where she pushed people around all day. It all added up. I thought I would ask for details when the moment was right, but it never did happen.

So Aunty’d had an inspiration. It all made sense. It was how you got by. Granddad was definitely the best person in the world at getting by that I had ever met, so I thought I’d ask him about it.

‘So, Granddad, who’s your inspiration?’

‘I’ll tell you, boy. It’s your dear Nanna Taggerty. She was an amazing tower of strength to me when she was in and out of those sanatoriums. Every time she went in, I thought I’d never see her face again, but she kept on smiling, especially when your mum was around. She kept me going for a lifetime. They couldn’t put out that light inside her.’

‘But they did in the end.’ I remembered the last time I had seen Nanna Taggerty, who was tall and thin, and in the end so tired she couldn’t move a muscle. However, Granddad was right: her lilac eyes were shining brightly even then. I corrected myself.

‘No, they didn’t, did they?’

‘No.’

Mum was happy for Granddad to go next door to return Mrs Morgan’s budgie, Cheeps Rafferty, now that Mrs Morgan had just arrived home from her sister’s place at Bunyip, and she was happy for me to go with him, which didn’t exactly astonish me.

Granddad didn’t tell Mrs Morgan Mum’s news, though the two of them were as thick as thieves — which is something that Mum didn’t know about — and I reckoned he’d tell her when they were alone together. No one was in a hurry to tell me at all, and I guess I was happy enough with that. I had been across the road at Peanut Hobson’s place the day his mother told him she was going to have a baby, and Peanut had started bawling non-stop like a beauty and in the end I had to go home. And I was also there when she told him they weren’t going to have a baby after all, and the same thing happened. So I knew that this baby news stuff could be dynamite.

After saying my hellos to Granddad’s friend, who I sometimes called Aunty Vera, and as there was still plenty of light, I grabbed a few victuals from our kitchen and hurried off down to the river on my bike, which had been one of the treasures I had rescued from our old house. Actually, I had long ago been banned from riding the bike, because of my turns, but Mum had been so preoccupied since the fire she wouldn’t have cared if I’d grown an extra head and announced that I was going to join Ashton’s Circus. So off I went.

But when I arrived at my old hideout, I found that Flame Boy had shot through with the hurricane lamp, and left everything else just as it was. In fact, it looked as though he had never stayed there. My first thought was that, worried I’d dob on him, he had taken off. It made sense, given the kind of life he’d had. But I had to find him before someone else did.

Next, I went down to the river, to see if he’d exited the same way I’d taken him in, but there were no extra footprints on the grey beach leading away from the stormwater drain. I walked up over the Tea Tree Paddock and to the cliff overlooking the power station pool, half expecting to see his body floating there, hurricane lamp in hand. Nothing. He was a survivor. And so I asked myself what a survivor would do. A few minutes later I parked my bike behind a bush and slid down my secret concrete entrance to the big drain at the back of the old cemetery, and turned uphill. As I walked in the near darkness I called to him occasionally, using his first name. I walked all the way up to the old underground station at Eden Hill, then I sat down on the deserted platform. There I found my Choo-Choo Bar wrapper. But no Flame Boy.

I left the station by walking up to the Eden Hill platform that was still being used, and was lucky enough to get a tram back down Church Street, where I picked up my bike. As I stopped at Dad’s new home — we Blayneys love our hideouts — I realised that we were only one street from Granddad’s street, though it was a longish walk, and I wondered if Mrs Bentley and Mum had ever walked right past each other in the street. The Post Office was somewhere in the middle, for one thing. I think I smiled my first real smile for the day at that moment.

Mrs Bentley was happy to see me, as usual, and was hoping I would stay, but I told her nothing had changed and she had better remove me from the form guide for the time being. It was bad enough that Mum was cheesed off with me twenty-four hours a day for reminding her of Tom; I didn’t want her thinking of me as a traitor as well. But before I left I had to submit to the usual grilling about the kid who had become Public Enemy Number One. I had to find Flame Boy, or Flame Boy had to find me, and he had no idea where either of my parents lived, which was probably a good thing when you think about it.

Next morning, the front page of The Sun said some horrible things about Flame Boy, calling him the Torch, just as he had said. I thought it was a pretty good superhero name, really; but to me he would continue to be Flame Boy.

See, to me, there was only one Torch: the Olympic Torch, which Tom and I loved almost as much as Josephine Thompson. Back then we only had one picture of Josephine Thompson, and that was the photo of our First Communion group, which had half the seven-year-olds in Richmond in it — she was different then. But we had just about every picture of the Olympic Torch ever taken, in our Olympic shoebox; also Olympic pins, Olympic swap cards and an Olympic cigarette holder.

I looked up from the newspaper.

‘Granddad, why do they call him that — is it something to do with the Olympic Torch?’

Granddad knew why I was interested, as he knew all about our famous shoebox.

‘Nah, a torch is a firebug.’

‘Like Uncle Pat.’

‘How do you know about your Uncle Pat?’

‘Mum told me the day Mrs Kavanagh’s house burnt down. She told me about all the uncles.’

‘They’ve been a weird lot, all right. Pat was one of the worst.’

‘What happened to him?’

‘They put him away — where he couldn’t do any harm.’

‘Where?’

‘Never mind where.’

‘What’d he set fire to?’

Granddad looked away for a second; he was wondering if I was old enough to be told — adults do that.

‘Hmm. You know the playground up near Kipling Street?’

So that’s why he’d hesitated: he was talking about the place where Tom died.

I nodded.

‘Well, it wasn’t always a playground.’

I tried to imagine a playground before it was a playground, but got nowhere. I wanted to ask Granddad what used to be there, but decided not to, in case Uncle Pat had set fire to a kid’s house while it still had the kid in it.

‘Granddad, it says here that they call Keith Kavanagh the Torch because that was what they called his father, the original Torch, “the man thought to be responsible for burning down Coghlan & Sons’ Emporium”.’

‘Yes, well they did call Fergus Kavanagh the Torch, and now they’ve put him in the loony bin. But as far as I know, he’s not a firebug. That part’s bulldust.’

‘Then why’d they put him in the loony bin?’

‘That was his own idea. It was his way of getting out of prison. He recently had himself declared non compos mentis and transferred from Pentridge to Kew Mental Hospital — it’s all on page two. You watch, he won’t be there for long. He’ll give ’em the slip, which is easy when you’re twice as bright as all the staff put together.’

I turned the page and found a picture of Mr Kavanagh wearing a suit; there was something about his head that reminded me of a duck, which was the impression I always got with Flame Boy.

I didn’t need to ask what non compos mentis meant, as it was the defence used by Granddad’s brief, Arthur Minto, whenever Uncle Seamus got hauled in for public nuisance, which was whenever he drank alcohol in any shape or form, or got a sudden fright, or thought he was fighting Rommel all over again. Nanna said he once got pinched after he got legless from scoffing a box of chocolate liqueurs, but I found that hard to believe, as Nanna has a tendency to stretch the truth.

‘I didn’t know you could put yourself in the loony bin. Why don’t all the blokes in jail do it?’

‘Because you can never get out again.’

I felt that I had lost the thread.

‘So who burnt down Coghlan & Sons’ Emporium, then?’

‘Coghlan & Sons.’

‘Oh, yeah.’

I went down to the Sandersons’ place in Kipling Street to get my map. I had for the previous few months been making a map of all the crimes in South Richmond — call it a hobby — and my intention now was to use that map to keep a record of all the fires I heard about.

You’re probably thinking that this would be a pretty boring way to spend the summer holidays, and you’d be right, if it wasn’t for two things: Richmond held the world record for dodgy fires, or what Mr Sanderson called arson (a real word, apparently); and second, the Commandos, the club I was in over at Charles Dixon’s place, had already agreed to help. On the way I called in at Charles’s place and asked him if he was interested in being the Club Manager.

‘Wow, would I! Why me?’

‘It’s your garage. And anyway, you’re the CO.’

This was true. Charles was the sergeant, but only because it was his garage. The rest of us were corporals, except Matthew Foster, who was a lance corporal, and James, who had just joined as a private. We knew all the ranks.

‘Oh, yeah. What do I have to do?’

‘Organise the meetings. You’ve got a phone, and you live near everyone else; and now I live up the hill, so I can’t do it.’

‘Yeah, that’s right.’

‘Excellent, Sergeant. Let’s have a meeting first thing in the morning, followed by a trip to the baths: 0900 hours.’

‘Um …’

‘It’s gunna be a scorcher.’

‘Fantabulous! Want some lemonade?’

‘You betcha!’

When I got home I found the family and the visitor discussing old times like mad, and talking about lots of places I’d never heard of, some of them in other countries, from the war. But after a while Aunty Daffy ran out of petrol and threw in the towel, leaving Mum and Granddad to get on with the business of looking back over the day.

It was then that Mum let her guard down a bit, and showed that she was glad to be able to return to her old irritable self. Despite the arrival of Aunty Daffy, Mum was not a happy little Vegemite. She’d had to break the news of her pregnancy to people she’d rather not tell at all, just so that they wouldn’t find out from gossipers, and think worse of her than they already did. I knew how Mum ticked. She never did anything without thinking it through first, not counting giving Dad a smack in the ear the night he left for good. So I didn’t have to be told what had been going on at lunch. Usually, Mum didn’t tell Aunty Betty anything she didn’t already know, and let her think she herself knew very little. This time she was assuming control, which is what you do when things have already gone to the dogs, and there isn’t much you can do about it. Granddad was the same. It was the Taggerty way, and Aunty Betty would never understand that.

Once the dust had settled, Mum took to the TV, as Granddad had just had a gigantic Admiral delivered by a mate who owed him a favour. I was not allowed to stay up and watch, as Mum was still not impressed by the way I shoved my oar in during the conversation about Flame Boy. Also, Granddad wanted to have a secret talk to her, and probably, I thought, not about Sugar Ray just being beaten for the middleweight championship either.

As I lay on top of the bed waiting for the night to settle in properly and feeling the heat a bit, I heard a fire engine race down Church Street, then change direction and head over towards Hawthorn, and I hoped Flame Boy was safe, because I knew he liked to watch.





6 The Baked Bean Tester’s wife

Next morning’s news reported that the Hawthorn fire was the result of a domestic. We had a lot of hotheads in Richmond, where marriage was more often than not just a way for a bloke to get a woman to bash and a house to wreck, according to Barney, who was a confirmed bachelor and drinker. But I knew that if Flame Boy was in the area, he would definitely have been a spectator. I therefore decided to attend as many fires as I could. You never know your luck in a big city, as Granddad says. And this was where the Commandos would come in handy.

At nine we all turned up at Charles’s garage and started the meeting in the usual way: by making the garage dark, then lighting a candle behind the Skull of Our Forefathers (actually, my secret dead cat’s skull), and saying the Commando Oath (which I am not allowed to repeat).

Item One was New Members, and we had one: Zac the Dog. He was qualified because he was already a member’s dog. Also, he did not need to be initiated, as he had already done something heroic by dashing into our burning house to rescue Mum and Mrs Kavanagh. But because he never showed any interest in the meetings unless goodies were wheeled out, he was only allowed to be an honorary member, which he thought was funny as hell.

Item Two was Fire Tracking. Matthew Foster, unofficial Club Pain in the Arse, volunteered to be Fire Chief, something he’d heard about on The Mickey Mouse Club; so we agreed, not having a clue what that would entail. James volunteered to get a desk from his father, who was something to do with furniture. Charles had knocked off a tube of his mum’s Ford pills, and each of us stuck one in his mouth and crunched it up and waited to see what would happen, but nothing did. But we all agreed it had been a good idea. Luigi turned up with some watercolour paints from his Aunty Liliana, who was an illustrator of children’s books, probably about rabbits with blue coats on. The others helped me expand the map, and as it was something that I was already experienced in, I appointed myself Head Cartographer — it suited me.

Charles’s house was in Dover Street, which was just around the corner from St Felix’s School, where all of us, except James, had gone to primary school. In fact, though James had gone to a Catholic school, he explained to us as we were colouring some streets and lanes that it didn’t have the word ‘Saint’ before it. It was just called Royals, which goes to show what a strange world it is. As I had only met James recently, and had asked him to join the Commandos pretty much straight away, there was a lot about him we didn’t know. Luigi asked him where he had been going to Mass, and it turned out he had been going to St Felix’s, just like us, except we had never seen him, all of us being altar boys. But he had seen us millions of times, he said. The things you learn when you’re colouring in.

We all agreed to keep an eye out for suspicious fires and an ear out for fire engines, and every morning, to have a look in the paper in case there had been a fire in Richmond, so we could mark it on the map. All we needed was a fire.

Finally, Charles, who knew all about how to run meetings, asked if any of us had any interesting stuff to report, before we called it a day and got stuck into the Solo and bikkies. Douggie Quirk said his old man had decided to stop barracking for Richmond, who were pathetic last season, and start barracking for Melbourne, who won the Grand Final. You didn’t often hear of a man changing teams (a lady or a girl, yes, usually for reasons that had nothing to do with footy), so we decided to make a note of it. I said I wouldn’t change teams for a million quid, but Charles didn’t write it down. It’s getting harder to impress people.

But this will give you an idea how desperate the Commandos had become for decent news. We were therefore pretty happy when it was time to call it a day and shoot through, especially as we had used up all the vermilion. Also, although no one was game to admit it, as they had all voted to let him into the club, everyone was glad to get out of any small space they had to share with Matthew Foster, who drove us mad with stories about his father, who he claimed was a tester at Burnley Foods. It was: ‘Yesterday my dad tested spaghetti’ or ‘Last Thursday my dad tested baked beans’, and so on until we were practically round the bend.

The Commandos had spent many long hours sitting in Charles’s living room trying to work out what Matthew Foster’s parents looked like. I had known Johnno’s and Douggie’s parents all my life and long ago decided that they were interchangeable with mine (except for Mr Quirk’s farts, which were smellier than Dad’s, though not noisier). But take James’s mum, Mrs Palmer. If I had never seen her before, I would have thought from the way James talked about her that she was the Queen of Mums, who not only baked a mean roly-poly pudding but actually looked like one. That’s because whenever James spoke of her, his voice had large, warm, lollopy tones. But she was in fact a terrific-looking dame who smoked Benson & Hedges, could drive a car, and could put her husband in the Lasso of Truth whenever she pleased, just by staring at him — she had a stare you could scale fish with. It’s because of the Lasso of Truth thing that my secret name for her was Wonder Woman. Once, she had held me in her Lasso of Truth.

It was before we had been introduced and before I met James, when, owing to an unfortunate bit of bad timing, she saw me inside her house when the house was locked and she was on the outside. Luckily, years of hanging around Barney paid off on the night, and I remained calm (though I did set a new world record for getting out of a house the back way). But before I left, she paralysed me with her eyes — it was horrible. I’m pretty sure she had other magic powers, but I don’t like to think about it. It took her only twenty-four hours to track me down and give me the third degree, which mainly involved her threatening to have me put in jail. Ha! Anyway, she has had the wood on me ever since, something that only the two of us (and her husband, Ken) know about. The only thing that saved me from Wonder Woman using her magic powers on me after that was the fact that the Sandersons are friends of hers. When you’re a kid, it’s usually horrible luck that it’s a small world, but on rare occasions it’s not so bad after all.

Luigi Esposito’s mum, on the other hand, I had heard many times before I actually saw her, as for a while I never went deeper into his house than his bedroom, which was at the front, or his cubby house, which was out the back, while she was always holed up in the kitchen cooking something ending with ‘i’. From the sound of her voice, which you could probably hear from inside a helicopter, I reckoned she was about seventeen feet tall and said everything through an old foghorn she had found at the tip. The opposite was true. Also, while she sounded scary, she was really very gentle and kind.

Then there were the Fosters. Matthew Foster had a way of talking about his father, the Baked Bean Tester, as if he was a combination of Sir Malcolm Campbell and Green Lantern. We were therefore left to form our own opinions, and we did, and that was something we never did with the other fathers, not only because they were not baked bean testers, but because they all had ordinary jobs, drank a lot of beer and called the cat a bastard (though I’m not sure if Mr Esposito had quite got the hang of swearing in English). My opinion had once been that Mr Foster was probably a cut above the rest, and might well have been the kind of giant who goes around devouring whole towns, though I would never have admitted it to Matthew, not even if you tied me down over quick-growing bamboo. In the end, the mystery had been solved by circumstances, the enemy of the growing boy.

I had been out with Peanut Hobson one day, looking for dud crackers — it was the day after last Cracker Night — and found a thrupenny bunger with the wick still in it, in other words, one that had just fallen out of someone’s cracker bag. This was way up the top of Fawkner Street, in an area where we were still not known.

‘Hello,’ says Peanut, spotting the cracker.

‘Hello,’ says I.

‘Let’s let it off right now.’

‘Gee, d’ya think we should?’ says I, holding the top of the nearest letterbox open. It was one of those pretty new coloured tin ones, daffodil, I believe.

So we dropped the lighted cracker in and just stood there and waited for the bang. In hindsight, we should have started running straight away, but Peanut always liked to stand around to see what would happen. So we waited for the bang. But some big bloke had just arrived in a brown DeSoto and seen the whole thing. He grabbed me by the hair, which allowed Peanut to run like hell, then threw me into his car and took off like a rocket. On top of which, I missed the bang.

‘Right, you little swine,’ he says, ‘what’s your name and where do you live?’

‘Matthew Foster, fifty-seven Munro Street, Cremorne,’ I say, quick as a flash, because all the Commandos had memorised his address.

So he drives me to Matthew Foster’s house, all the way saying how he is going to tell my father that I need a good belting. When we get to Matthew’s place he drags me out of the car by the hair, and up to the front door. The door is opened by Mrs Foster, who looks like someone’s mother.

‘What’s —?’

Before she could complete her enquiries, I threw my arms around her (surprisingly soft) body and yelled out: ‘Help! Mummy! He hurt me!’ then released her, and started my journey into the dark interior, which smelt of warm dripping and vanilla (I gave it a seven).

I heard bits and pieces of conversation as I backed down the passage.

‘That boy needs a good belting!’

‘So you enjoy hurting children, do you? Wasley! Wasley!’

Oh God, I could hardly believe what I was hearing — it was pure gold.

‘That boy put a cracker in my letterbox!’

‘My husband will put more than a cracker in your letterbox! Wasley!’

A man passed me in the gloom. He was small, slight, stooped of shoulder, bald, with orange freckles all over his head, and bespectacled. He was: Wasley Foster!

Fascinated, I stood at the end of the passage and watched as the Fosters took the stranger apart.

‘Do you know what that boy has been through recently? No!’ And more of the same: a summary, in fact, of my miserable life. It was needlessly detailed.

The bloke was unmoved, being a local, who had probably had an assortment of letterboxes of various colours blown up over the years.

‘That boy —’

‘Want to step out into the street and take me on, Mr … Mr Brown DeSoto?’ said Mr F, probably looking up at a steep angle. ‘I’ll show you how we deal with bullies down here.’

‘Control yourself, Was,’ said Mrs F, now worried about an out-of-control Wasley. I tried to imagine it; my mind went blank.

This was followed by retreating threats, and the clink of the front gate: the Richmond sound.

‘The boy was petrified,’ said Mrs F to her husband. ‘Thought I was his mother.’

‘I’ll see if he’s all right,’ said the Mighty Wasley, and the Mystery of the Baked Bean Tester Who Ate Melbourne was solved.

Looking back, I should have thanked God for making Matthew Foster be somewhere else just then, because of the ‘Mummy’ thing, but in all the excitement I forgot where I was. Now that I think about it, God was probably otherwise occupied, being thanked by some kid who had been run over by a tram for his new wooden leg, so it all would have worked out in the end.

I waited in the kitchen. I had been trying to dream up a story to explain why I put a cracker in the bloke’s letterbox. In the end I gave up: there was only one reason, and it had to do with being twelve, for God’s sake. They suddenly returned from the gloomy passage, and Mrs F gave me a pat on head, while Wozza — I call him Wozza — asked me if I’d like a snack. Food is a yes in my world, as the active superhero needs his vitamins and minerals, so I nodded and pulled a chair up to the table with him.

‘Thanks for helping me, Mr and Mrs Foster: I was frightened.’

‘That’s all right, dear. Bloody bully,’ said the Mrs half of the tag team.

She finished fiddling with something on the bench, and passed it to me. It was a baked bean sandwich. I wondered what Wozza would give it.

It was because of the way I met Matthew Foster’s oldies (and because they had apparently not told Matthew what a baby I was) that I had not kicked up a big fuss when he talked the Commandos into letting him join, though it was hard on the nerves, and I swore that if I ever formed a new club I would never let him in.

At the end of the meeting, I said I would meet the Commandos up at the baths, because I wanted to take my map back to the Sandersons’ place, where I always put it for safekeeping. Not only was the map the record of my explorations over the past few months, it had some special memories about Tom that I didn’t want to leave lying around. When Matthew Foster first saw it and pretended he wanted to know what the red ‘T’ meant, Douggie Quirk had shushed him and frowned sternly, as everyone in Richmond knew that was the spot where Tom’d had his accident. Matthew Bloody Foster.

But on the way up Balmain Street with Matthew, he told me he wanted to show me the model aeroplane he and his dad had built, which was a Jap Zero. Now, I don’t know about you, but the average kid (me) would walk over hot coals dressed only in his undies to have a look at a model aeroplane, Zero or no Zero. So I dropped in to the dark coolness of the Foster cave. It was a Tuesday, so Mr F was at work. I didn’t know about Mrs F, as some mothers worked and some didn’t. My main fear about Mrs F was that she would spill the beans about my last visit a couple of months earlier, when I had wormed my way into her heart under false pretences (which are, in my experience, the pretences that offer the best odds). After looking at Foster’s Zero, which smelt heavily of aeroplane dope, and which turned out to be a mistake, as it only made me envy him, I made a quick trip to the toilet, passing the laundry on the way. On the laundry floor I found one pile of familiar-looking clothes that smelt like a gumboot full of fishheads, and one Mrs Foster, preparing to shove them into a Hoover washing machine. I looked at her, and she at me — a total of two looks — and she went red. She was a pretty mother as these things go, and I felt sorry for her, because she was up to no good, which is something a twelve-year-old kid can spot without the aid of optical instruments.

‘He didn’t do it, you know.’ She got busy with the soap flakes and added a big splash of Pine O Cleen. Then another, for good measure. I would have done a third.

I looked at her, and wondered if this made us even. No, something told me I didn’t need an angle with Mrs F.

I knew straight away who she was talking about, just not which fire. Also, I was wondering if there was a naked Flame Boy hovering in the vicinity. It is a well-known fact that naked boys are not dangerous, and lose their powers to do evil. Naked girls I wasn’t sure about. Probably.

‘Didn’t do what?’

‘Set fire to your house. He told me.’

I thought Mrs F had lost her marbles.

‘But he has set fire to lots of things: it’s what he does.’

‘I know; he told me. But he said he didn’t do that, and I believe him.’

I thought I was hearing things, or maybe had just gone mad from all the aeroplane dope. But Mrs F was definitely on the up and up, and I knew that she wouldn’t change her mind even if Flame Boy walked in and announced that he had just burnt down the Exhibition Building.

‘Is he here?’

‘No, I sent him on his way wearing some of Matthew’s clothes. He said he’d come back to collect these later.’

I was dying to ask if Flame Boy was wearing Matthew’s purple shorts. It was agony.

‘Does Matthew know?’

‘No, and I’d rather you didn’t tell him. Mr Foster and myself think that boy needs help, not jail.’

‘Me too, Mrs Foster. His aunty turned up from the bush the other day. She’s staying at our place on the Hill, my granddad’s house. She reckons she’s going to take him and his mother home with her. When you see Keith would you please tell him? I’ll give you our phone number.’

I left her with the phone number, and went back to the business of going to the Sandersons, thinking all the way over that I had now heard everything and also that Flame Boy was very lucky to have someone else who cared about him.





7 Ned Kavanagh

‘So, how did the meeting go?’ said Mr S as I plonked myself down. ‘Mrs Sanderson has gone in to get you a cold drink.’

Mr S was relaxing in his favourite verandah chair with Abbotsford sitting on his lap looking as though he owned the place. Cats only have two looks. One says: What happened? and the other says: Just try it. This was look B.

‘The meeting went well. We decided to make a map of all the fires around the place, as there’ve been a few lately.’

‘Mm, yes, there have, haven’t there?’ He sucked on his pipe. I waited. ‘And do they have the faintest idea why you’ve talked them into doing that?’

‘I don’t think so. The main thing is they’re interested in doing it.’

‘You remind me of Tom Sawyer.’

I waited.

‘He talked — or rather tricked — his friends into helping him do his chores.’

‘That’s not a bad idea, Mr Sanderson.’ I wondered what chore I would give to Matthew Foster. Something where he and Mum could ear-bash each other, I was thinking.

‘So that’s how you’re going to locate the missing Keith, are you?’

‘Thought I’d give it a try.’

‘Well, you’ll be happy to know that’s exactly what the authorities will be doing too. Mind you, it probably took a dozen of them to come up with the idea, while you’ve done it all by yourself. One thing, though. They’ll be using a better map than yours — not that yours isn’t a fine map —’

‘Work of genius, I would say,’ chipped in Mrs S, who had reappeared magically with a tray of goodies.

‘It is indeed. But no match for this.’

And with a sort of flourish, as if he was Bernard the Magician producing a pigeon out of a top hat, he produced a folded map and slapped it on the table. I picked it up and unfolded it, and realised for the first time that the adult world had a side to it I had not seen, though I still could not put my finger on it. It was a map of Richmond, and it had the lot. It even showed the underground station at Eden Park, and Dynon Creek, most of which had been turned into a concrete canal that ran under buildings and roads. I looked at the legend, and saw that it had just about every kind of building and street I could wish to see, or to explore. It was a kind of treasure map.

‘Of course, you must keep this particular map to yourself. This is just between you and us. But it’s yours to keep, so feel free to make notes on it, and so on. Hope you find it useful.’

‘Thanks, Mr Sanderson. But why are you interested in Flame … Keith? Surely the p’lice —?’

‘They lack the manpower and, I’m sorry to say, the motivation. I have my own reasons for seeing him found safe and sound. Now, a serious note: I don’t want you conducting a one-man search for Keith. I know what you’re thinking, and it’s true that he could be down in the drains. But you mustn’t go down there looking for him. You have to think of your mother. If she lost you it would break her heart. We think you owe it to your family not to do anything irresponsible and … dangerous — I’m sure you know what we mean.’

I did. They were talking about Tom, who’d done something very dangerous – reckless, they all said. The Sandersons must have known how much it would touch me to hear them refer to that day, even though they’d never met him, but they wanted me to feel their concern, and they couldn’t have picked a better way.

‘It’s okay, I won’t do anything crazy. Anyway, there’s nothing to set fire to down there,’ I said with a twinkle in my eye, which was a trick I’d picked up from Granddad when he was taking delivery of things that fell off the back of trucks, or getting something for free at the Vic Market.

Granddad always said that a man could go a long way with just a shillelagh under his arm and a twinkle in his eye. So one day, when we were waiting for some blokes he knew to join him for a cup of tea at his special table in the Hibiscus Tea Shop (Granddad was partial to a drop of tea and a scone with raspberry jam on Saturday mornings before hopping off to the track), I asked him about this.

‘Granddad, you know how you’re always talking about having a shillelagh under your arm and a twinkle in your eye?’

‘Yes, young feller.’

‘Well, I’ve worked out the twinkle —’

‘You certainly have, boy. You’ll go far with that twinkle, won’t he, Barn?’

‘Oh, that he will,’ said Blarney Barney, who was rolling a smoke with two very shaky hands, despite not being an old codger like Granddad.

‘Yes, but I haven’t worked out the shillelagh bit. I asked Mum, and she said it was a big stick for dongin’ blokes. But I’ve never seen you with one of those.’

Granddad had a bit of a chortle at this, and Barney laughed so hard he dropped his cigarette makings right into his cuppa.

‘I’m your granddad’s shillelagh, son. And heaven help the poor bugger I have to give a tap to.’

‘Now, Barney. Don’t tell him that, ya flamin’ dill. A man oughta dong ya.’

‘Aw, keep y’shirt on, Arch. He’ll find out sooner or later.’

But it was all a bit of puzzle to me. I couldn’t picture Barney doing anything violent, in spite of him being about twice as big as a normal bloke and always carrying a knife in a special sheath strapped to his leg under his trousers. Surely, I thought, a bloke like that would always be left in peace to get on with his hobby, which I already knew was, in Barney’s case, burglary, an activity that required a lot of peace and quiet. Also, I knew, without knowing how, that he would always look out for me, and was a friend.

It was Barney who taught me how to jimmy open a car boot with my secret pry, and how to pick locks, which is a handy skill in case you’ve locked yourself out, as he explained. He also taught me how to shoplift comics (‘handy for when you’re short of a quid’), break windows without making a sound (‘handy for when you don’t want to wake up the whole flamin’ household’), and start a car without a key (‘You’re bound to lose your car key sooner or later, young feller.’). He made me swear never to tell Granddad about these things, as he was frightened that Granddad, who was once the Bantamweight Boxing Champion of Australia, might give him a thick ear, or the sack — or both.

Mr and Mrs Sanderson were looking at me with their usual soft eyes, but my twinkle, which I only wheeled out on special occasions, and which did not work at all on certain types of people, like nuns and parents (but usually did work on the Sandersons), went over about as well as a girl at a boys’ party.

Quick as a flash I put on my serious fizzog, annoyed at myself for having wasted one good twinkle, hardly used, and buried my face in a piece of chocolate sponge with ripple icing, my favourite; but out of the corner of my eyes (a trick I had learnt from reading The Jungle Book) I did catch the two old fogeys half smile at each other, which told me they had forgiven the young feller for his little joke, and would probably be offering another slice of cake any tick of the clock, or, even better, lunch.

Zac had disappeared around the back, which was where all the real shade was, to say nothing of his bowl of water and bone, and when I went to get him, he was reluctant to go home. In fact, for the last month or so, Zac had lived in so many places he was beginning to remind me of Lady’s friend, Tramp. But the Sandersons’ place was definitely his favourite, probably because it had also been the favourite place of Biscuit.

‘Something wrong?’ said Mrs S, coming round the back.

‘I was going to drop Zac off at home on the way to the baths, but I don’t think he wants to go. He’s pretty keen on his bone.’

We watched Zac gnawing for a while, while Zac watched us back, looking from one to the other. Detective dogs are pretty cluey. I could tell that he knew he had us euchred.

‘How’d you get him down here?’

‘Tram.’

‘They let him on?’

‘Told ’em he was a guide dog.’

‘You told them you were blind?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And they believed you?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Amazing.’

When Mrs S said that, I got an idea — an amazing one — and I decided to put it into action as soon as I could get back to Mrs Morgan’s place. Mrs Morgan’s, because I needed some peace and quiet, and while the Sandersons’ would normally be just the right place for that, I thought they might not approve of what I had in mind.

‘Mrs Sanderson?’

‘You were wondering if you could leave Zac with us for a while.’

I think I told you the Sandersons had superpowers.

‘Of course you can. It’ll make it a lot easier for you to attend Commandos meetings. You won’t have to pretend you’re blind, for a start.’

‘Thanks, Mrs S. That’s terrific. I hope he won’t think I’ve shot through on him, or anything.’

‘I don’t think he will, dear. He’s a Labrador, and they are very sensible dogs. That’s why they entrust the blind to them — the real blind, that is.’

‘Too bad Mrs Kavanagh didn’t have one.’

‘I don’t think it would have made much difference to her in the end, dear.’

‘No, but it might have made a difference to … Keith. He had no one.’

I thought of Tom, and then felt my eyes start to burn and my head start to sting inside. Mrs S suddenly grabbed me in some kind of bear hug. It was like being eaten by a mattress.

I spent the afternoon up at the baths bombing Matthew Foster, who seemed to like it — but then, he seemed to like everything. He was the only one of the Commandos who laughed at everything. He was like a miniature Aunty Daffy, though she had fought the Japs, and I couldn’t see Matthew Foster fighting his way out of a wet paper bag. You had to hate him. Before going home, I forced myself to go down to Rooney Park at the end of Kipling Street, to visit that spot and maybe say a prayer for Tom, as that was something I hadn’t done, except in my Prayer Before Going To Bed, and that didn’t count because if I didn’t say it then I would go to Hell, according to Mother Sylvester, and besides, Mum would give me a thick ear, which was worse. On top of that, I reckoned that he wouldn’t need it, as he had never done anything bad, if you don’t count pulling down Bridgette Scott’s pants. And I didn’t.

The monkey bars that had killed him had been replaced with new ones, which looked at me as if they were daring me to give them a go. But that was not going to happen today.

It was still hard for me to visit that place, but I owed it to Tom to try. We’d planned a few of our secret missions here — we’d had lots of fun. And this was where I’d last seen him, and heard him say his last word: home. He loved that word, and I loved hearing him say it. This was my new kind-of holy place, edging out St Ignatius’s church by a short half-head.

I had planned on using one of the tried and tested prayers I had seen on TV or at the pictures, you know: Dear Lord, please forgive this sinner and welcome him into your arms, and so on. But then I remembered that it was God who had caused this whole bloody mess, and almost scared me to death into the bargain, and left me alone without the person I loved most. The moment I remembered that, my relationship with God went to the beach, which is what I say when I stop thinking about something, in this case, God. If he really wanted to help, I thought, he could start by going to Hell.

There was no one in the playground but me, so I didn’t mind too much when I realised I was crying, and I don’t mean little trickles, like Elizabeth Taylor when something was wrong with her pet horse; I mean like most of the kids who were in the Gala Theatre the day I went to see Old Yeller, and Old Yeller bought the farm — I howled with the rest of them, knowing they would think it was the movie that was doing it to me. Now, I was howling like a kid who was by himself in a playground, and didn’t care.

I was still crying like this — I had got out of control, like one of those stagecoaches when the driver gets shot — when I walked down the path to the street, and when I looked up, expecting to see no one, it being too hot for anyone to even think of going out that day, the first thing my eyes fell on was the first house I’d run to for help over a year ago, across the road. The bloke who lived there had something coming to him for slamming the door in my face. He’d keep.

My eyes then slid across to the next house, which was under the same roof, another in the long row of houses. There had been no one home there. Thirty long seconds had gone down the drain. Why had I gone there? I should have known. But how could I? If only I’d skipped that house. Ah, hell.

Then I glanced at the next house. The Capras’ place. It was the Capras who helped me, took me in, and got the ambulance. I could hardly believe what I saw as I looked at their door. It opened, and out came Flame Boy, carrying a school bag. When he saw me, he gave me his shy smile and crossed the road to me. Instead of speaking, he kept on past me and headed for the park. Together we walked to the edge of the power station and disappeared into the bushes. Inside, we came to a small clearing with a large grill in the ground, in the middle. The grill had been moved out of the way by a rope that was wound around a steel fence pole.

‘Is that your hideout?’

‘Nah, it’s my emergency escape tunnel. I don’t like it down there, but.’

‘Where do you stay?’

‘All over the place.’

‘But I told you to stay put. I have to think. What’s in the bag?’

‘Food ’n’ stuff.’

‘Did you nick it from the Capras?’

‘Nah, they gave it to me.’

‘They’ll dob you in.’

‘Nah. Tony’s dad’s not a dobber. They want to help me — as long as I go away.’

I could see that.

But then again, I couldn’t, as Tony Capra was in my class at St Felix’s, and he was a real Goody Two-Shoes.

‘But what about Tony? He’d dob his own mum in, I reckon.’

‘He’s on holidays somewhere. They give me food every few days.’

Other questions formed in my brain, but I couldn’t hear them properly. My brain was deaf and dumb.

He was still talking.

‘So do a whole lot of other people. But they won’t let me stay, in case I burn their house down. They just want to help me.’

I had a feeling this was the longest conversation Flame Boy and I had ever had. It was a kind of world record.

‘Mrs Hutchinson —’

‘The witch?’

‘Yeah. She calls me Ned Kavanagh.’

‘But Ned robbed from the rich and gave to the poor.’

‘That was Robin … Kavanagh.’

It was like one of those strange movies where the star goes nuts and they make the screen go all wavy. I felt like I had created an outlaw. Next thing, I thought, he’ll be robbing banks.

‘Look, I want to find you a hideout until I can work out what to do with you. There’s something else: your aunty has turned up at our place. She wants to take you home with her to Wodonga – you and your mum.’

‘I haven’t got any aunties.’

‘That’s not what I heard. Her name’s Aunty Daphne.’

‘Don’t know her! She’s trickin’ you!’

‘No, I don’t think Aunty Daphne knows about tricking. She laughs a lot, but.’

‘Then I’ll go over to your place.’

‘No, you can’t.’

I said it too fast, without thinking.

‘You hate me! It’s a trick! There’s no aunty!’

‘There is, true dinks. No, I just mean my mum is still upset … about the fire.’

‘You’re not trickin’ me!’

I felt like the time Tom rolled me down Brighton Street inside a forty-four-gallon drum.

‘Look, just meet me here in … um … two days. Okay?’

‘You bet.’

‘Don’t start any fires.’

I shouldn’t have said that word, because straight away his little beady eyes lit up like glass alleys. I sighed, and he gave me one of his lopsided smiles, and was gone. He looked much improved in his clean clothes, which smelt of disinfectant. Mrs Foster had chucked in that extra dollop of Pine O Cleen after all.

I turned around and walked back through the park to Fawkner Street. Across the street, the house next door to Tony Capra’s now had a kid standing at the front gate. This kid, it turned out, was the most amazing kid in Richmond: Raffi Radion.





8 Raffi Radion

Tom and I had known this Raffi kid since before Tom died, but we had only met him once, at the local baths. We had gone home and told Mum about him, and it turned out that she already knew all about him, which was a complete surprise, like when you find out how you got your belly button.

I looked at Raffi over the gate, and he looked at me. It was the strangest thing, because he looked so much like me it was scary. He even had hair like dry grass that stuck out all over the place. It was also weird because I had actually gone to his house for help for Tom on the day he died, but no one had been home. Now I understood the look on the Capras’ dials when they opened the door to me, and I asked for help: they thought I was Raffi. And I knew that Tony Capra must have known Raffi for ages, though he had never mentioned him to me at school. Come to think of it, Tony had always avoided me at school. It was bad enough that every morning I woke up and thought about how Tom had died in front of me while I watched, without being able to do anything. Now, seeing Raffi, I began to feel a fresh sense of something being wrong, something I didn’t even know about yet.

I decided to say hello.

‘G’day.’

‘G’day.’

‘You’re Raffi.’

‘You’re one of the Blayney brothers.’

‘I was one of the Blayney brothers.’

‘How can you stop being a Blayney brother?’

‘My brother died. Now there’s just me.’

‘Oh yeah, sorry. I know how it feels.’

I doubted it.

‘How come?’

‘My cousin next door died.’

‘What’d he die of?’

‘She was a girl. Leukaemia.’

‘Yeah, but was she your twin cousin?’

‘Nah.’

Still, I felt sorry too.

‘I didn’t know you lived here.’

He was grateful for the change of subject, and straight away changed back to the tough kid’s voice you’re expected to use when you’re standing inside your own front gate.

‘Do you know Tina Camponi?’

‘Nuh.’

‘Good.’

We’d run out of questions; and it was too hot to talk anyway.

He dropped the voice.

‘Wanna come in for a sec?’

‘Okay.’

Inside it was cool and dark, and smelt of oldness and roses. I looked down and saw that the long rug in the passage had a rose-looking pattern, which made me think it might have been magic. Down in the living room there was a television, a big one. I wanted to turn it on, but I wasn’t game.

‘You remembered my name,’ I said.

He smiled the biggest smile you can without breaking something. ‘Everyone knows who you are. Even my nanna knows who you are, and she doesn’t know anything about kids. Even the police know who you are, ’cos they came here once. Even —’

‘Yeah, yeah.’ I felt bad that he only knew me by reputation, the way the nuns knew me, not by getting to know me first. It wasn’t as if I was a bodgie or anything. Or a tea-leaf.

‘I better go.’

‘Sorry.’

He was, too. He had gone too far. Kids can be hard on each other, but they usually stop short of pulling knives and things.

He looked at the clock. ‘Let’s play a record.’

‘Okay.’

He switched on the record player, and shoved on an Elvis record: ‘Jailhouse Rock’. I listened, and wondered for the hundredth time why Elvis had to try so hard. Why couldn’t he be more like Buddy Holly was?

I used the music as an excuse to observe Raffi, which Granddad says you should always do when something’s going on. That way you can suss out the other bloke’s clothes, especially his shoes: you can learn a lot from a bloke’s shoes. Are the laces worn out? Do the heels need replacing? Do they match? But I got no change out of Raffi’s shoes, because he wasn’t wearing any. I wasn’t surprised I hadn’t met Raffi: he went to a different school from me, the state school.

So I looked at his living room. It was neat and clean; even the ashtray had been washed. On a table was Raffi’s school bag. The mantelpiece held only three photos, one of Raffi and his mum, who looked tired but pretty, and one of a baby-holding old lady, who looked like she was fresh from the nanna factory, and one of Ron Clarke carrying the Olympic Torch at the MCG. Charles Dixon’s living room had the same look: the signs of a boy and a mother.

‘Why have you got a picture of Ron Clarke?’

‘’Cos we went to see him carry the Olympic Torch into the Olympic Stadium. I was eight; we lived over in Cremorne then.’

‘We went to see it too. Tom and I used to collect pictures of the Olympic Torch, but I haven’t got that one.’

‘That’s the only one we’ve got.’

‘We’ve got heaps – I mean, I have. I don’t collect them anymore. I wouldn’t mind having the real one but.’

We both laughed.

Just then, I got a feeling in my head like a terrific idea was going to happen. I needed to think.

Finally, Elvis finished murdering the song, and Raffi took the record off.

‘Mum’ll be home any minute. You better go.’

I was used to this. When Tom was around, everybody thought we were as cute as a pair of baby penguins. But a twin by himself is like the Mouseketeers without Annette Funicello.

‘I’m home. Who better go?’

His mum was coming down the passage. When she walked in, she froze for a sec.

‘Well, I suppose you had to turn up sooner or later.’

‘Hello, Mrs Radion.’

‘Where did you two meet?’

‘At the gate.’

‘No, at the baths.’

‘Oh, yeah, at the baths.’

‘I haven’t seen you since that day. But you live just here.’

‘You haven’t seen me, but I’ve seen you.’

‘Wow! When?’

‘I was on the bus with Mum, and you were standing outside South Yarra Station with your mum and dad.’

A thrill of electricity went through me, practically killing me. ‘You were cleaning the window and looking out.’

‘Yeah. The window was fogged up.’

The Great Ghost Bus Mystery had been cleared up with a bang.

‘Jesus Christ,’ said Mrs Radion.

That was all she said. She looked from one of us to the other, then back. She did this a few times, as if we were freaks in a circus.

‘How’s your father?’ she finally asked.

‘He’s terrific.’ The truth is like castor oil, Granddad says. Best not to force it on people.

‘Glad to hear it. I was sorry to hear about your home.’

‘It’s okay.’

‘You don’t have to be polite. I know all about you.’

‘How come?’

‘Well, for one thing, you had your picture in the paper last year.’

‘Oh, yeah, that time Biscuit and I saved each other in the river. That picture caused more trouble than it was worth.’

‘Raffi told me how he’d met you and your brother. That was bound to happen, just like you turning up today. I just wasn’t expecting it, that’s all. Where are you and your parents living now?’

‘Mum and I live at my granddad’s place up the hill; and Dad’s living somewhere else. I spend half my time with friends who live just around the corner in Kipling Street, the Sandersons.’ I paused, but there were no questions.

Mrs Radion stared out the window for a few seconds. I could hear the wheels turning.

‘It was you who found that boy who was abducted last year — the Harrigan boy — and took him home, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, but how did you know? I didn’t think anyone knew.’

‘Because the Harrigan boy described you, and the police came around here, that’s how.’

‘Wow, that’s weird.’

‘No, it’s a common event at our place. If Raffi did one-tenth of the things he’s been accused of, he’d probably be in a home by now. If I had any sense I’d ask you to leave and tell you not to come back.’

I thought this was a hard way to talk to a kid, especially when he looked so much like her own son. I was so tempted to say it, my face nearly fell off; and Tom would have, of course. But Uncle Ivor, Dad’s brother, who seemed to know a lot about what he called ‘the weaker sex’, told me to remember two things as I go through life: never stick your finger in a ferret’s mouth; and never interrupt a woman after she has said ‘you’. And Mrs Radion was getting in her fair share of yous.

‘And why aren’t you in a home, by the way?’

‘I think Tom did half of those things … maybe more than half.’ It was okay; Tom would have said the same thing about me.

Just then she turned into a different person, and sort of wilted like an old snapdragon. I hadn’t meant to use Tom’s name in a bad way, but it had an effect on her. For a second I thought she was going to hug me, or ruffle my hair, or both. It was like a summer rain had passed, leaving a fresh breeze behind it.

‘Yes, I’m sorry, dear. I was sorry to hear about your brother.’

I didn’t know what to say to this. As usual, I thought a bit of crying was probably called for, but I just didn’t know how to get it going. I could feel my head splitting inside, but that was all.

‘Raffi, show your friend your room. Turn on the TV, if you like.’

‘Okay, Mum.’

When I left I headed over to Church Street and hopped on the first tram that came along. It was a city tram. I plonked myself down on the nearest seat, and let the hot wind wash over me. I needed time to think about what had happened at Raffi’s place. It feels bad when you discover that nice people have been thinking bad thoughts about you for a long time. And then there was the terrific idea I’d felt starting to sprout. You need to be alone for that stuff to happen, or preferably with your twin.

The clippie came over and sat down beside me, to take a load off her feet.

‘So you managed to get on the tram by yourself all right.’

‘Yes, thanks.’

‘Must be hard, you know, being blind and not having your dog with you.’

I thought I’d better come clean.

‘Oh, no. It’s not me who’s blind: it’s my dog.’

‘Yeah, and after I knock off I turn into Princess Bloody Margaret.’

Everyone’s a wag.

At home I was met by some kind of reception committee, as if I had just stepped off a plane. Everyone was in the living room waiting for me, including Mrs Morgan from next door. But the worst thing about our living room was that there was a policeman in it, and on a scale of crumbiness that comes somewhere between being attacked by an Alsatian and not being able to go to the flicks because you’re as sick as a seagull.

This particular policeman looked a lot like Constable Murphy, who lived in our old neighbourhood down the hill and was a bloody nuisance, especially where yours faithfully was concerned. Also, when the Orange Tree pub burnt down, a fair portion of Murphy’s house was severely singed into the bargain, as he lived right next door to it. I was heart-broken, as you can imagine.

But he was not Murphy, being thinner though no less red and wheezy. In fact, he looked a lot like Barney with a uniform on. I wanted to smile at that thought, but no one else was smiling, so I decided to act dumb, as adults like to see that in a kid.

It was the copper who spoke first, and I could tell as soon as he piped up that Granddad would rather have spiders crawling all over him than have this bloke in his house.

‘We — the police, and, ah … certain other people — are looking for one —’ (he consulted his notebook) ‘Keith Aloysius Gonzaga Kavanagh, aged twelve. When was the last time you saw him?’

I could tell that everyone wanted to get rid of this copper and begin fumigating the place as soon as possible, so I decided to tell him the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth and be done with it.

‘The day before our house burnt down. I saw him that night in the living room watching TV.’

The copper wrote it down, whispering the words to himself as he went. As I watched him I was thinking that if he tried that whispering act with Sister Benedict he’d get a blackboard ruler across his bum. This time I couldn’t stop a smile, and when I looked at the others they were all having a little private chuckle as well.

The lanky rozzer looked up. ‘And you haven’t seen him since.’ His pen hovered and swayed in the air like the only visible twig on an otherwise invisible tree. The copper was, I realised, three parts stung.

‘That’s what he said,’ said Granddad.

‘Got to follow procedures.’

‘You’ve got what you want. Now piss off,’ said Granddad, who’d been on the good and bad side of coppers all his life, but never in the middle. He obviously had the wood on this no-hoper.

‘Just following procedures, Arch. No need to get testy. I’ve got to tell him —’

‘No you don’t; I’ll tell him. Give my regards to the boys at CID.’

The copper allowed himself to be shown the door, and everyone settled down. There were only two people in Richmond who could talk to coppers like that: their wives and Granddad.

Suddenly, Granddad’s house was like the six o’clock swill at the King Brian. As the copper was being given the bum’s rush, in walked Aunty Daffy, and they squeezed past each other like ships in the night, or rather, like a black torpedo shooting past a lamp-post with steel wool on top.

Aunty Daffy had returned from her visit to the blind people’s home.

‘Was she there?’ asked Mum from the living-room doorway, where she was directing traffic.

‘Yep. Her usual surly self. She hasn’t changed a bit — mind you, she’s off the grog.’

‘I’d be surly too if I’d just lost my house and my son.’

‘I think it’d take more than that to get you down, Jeannie love,’ said Aunty Daffy, getting Mum mixed up with Helen Keller. ‘What was that all about?’

‘He was looking for Keith too. They’ll probably award you a damehood when you take him away.’

Granddad went into the kitchen to put a cuppa on. It was all getting away from me. As much as I hated telling the truth — nothing good ever comes from it — I thought I might just this once, seeing as half the population of Richmond was now involved.

‘Mum, that wasn’t exactly right, what I told that copper. I have seen Keith since our house burnt down.’

‘When?’ asked Mum.

‘An hour ago,’ I said, trying to put a happy spin on it. I don’t know if you’ve ever had one of those moments when the evil scientist has captured you and your daughter, and throws the big switch on the Doom Machine, and the serial suddenly stops. Well, that’s more or less what happened when I said that.

‘I told him his aunty was here, and at first he was keen to go home with Aunty … Mrs … Aunty Daphne. Then he changed his mind and said he thought it was a trick.’

They were staring at me — girls do that — so I pushed on.

‘I said I’d meet him at Rooney Park tomorrow.’

I knew he wouldn’t be at Rooney Park the next day, but I didn’t want him getting put in a full nelson by Aunty Daffy and dragged away before he had a chance to choose for himself.

‘Why didn’t you tell us all this?’ said Mum, except it came out sounding like: When I get my bloody hands on you, I’ll murder you.

‘I just did.’

‘Don’t you get smart with me, young man.’

‘No, Jean, it’s all right. Where is he?’

‘He’s hiding all over the place. The neighbours are giving him food.’

‘Who’s giving him food?’ That was Mum.

‘Dunno. That’s what he told me.’

The conversation went quiet again.

Meanwhile, Granddad returned, and looked around.

‘What’d I miss?’

Mum nodded towards me. ‘He knows where the boy’s hiding.’

‘That wouldn’t surprise me,’ said Granddad, with a wink at me. ‘He wouldn’t dob in a mate. He can keep an eye on Keith for us until it’s time for Daphne to take him home.’

‘He’s not keen on going,’ I said. ‘Thinks it’s all bull about his aunty being here.’

‘Oh, he’ll go, he’ll go. Now, was he injured in the fire? Is he okay?’

‘No, he’s okay. He’s just worried.’

‘Worried! I’ll give him worried,’ said Mum.

‘I think the sooner we take him home, the better,’ said Aunty Daffy. ‘I’ll go with you to the park tomorrow. What is it?’

‘It’s just that when he sees you coming he’ll scoot,’ I said.

‘I’ll take my chances.’

Mum suddenly came up with a suggestion — for me, I think — but Aunty Daffy made her pause just by raising a finger. I decided to devote the rest of my life to learning that trick.

‘Granddad, what did that copper have to tell me?’

It was something bad. I had that funny feeling in my guts, like when you’re on the Big Dipper.

‘There’s someone else looking for him now. Things could get complicated if the other bloke finds him first.’

‘Who?’

‘His father, Fergus Kavanagh.’

‘You said he was in the loony bin.’

‘Dad! What have you been telling him?’

‘Just local history, girl. Best he get the drum from the horse’s mouth.’

‘I’m not sending him to St Dom’s for nothing. I’m trying to teach him the right things.’

‘It’s practically family history, Jeannie.’

He gave Aunty Daffy a wink. He knew that Mum liked to be called Jeannie. But nobody else in the family could do it. It was like lion taming: it looks easy — chair, whip, lots of yelling the lion’s name (usually Simba, or something African) — but if the fairy floss lady tried it, she’d get torn limb from limb.

‘Anyway,’ he said, turning to me, ‘he just got out.’

‘They let him go?’

‘No fear: he escaped — I told you he would.’

‘It didn’t mention it in the paper.’

‘It will.’

‘How’d he give ’em the slip?’

‘How do ya think? Burnt the place down and made a run for it. It’s his trademark move.’

‘But you said he wasn’t a firebug.’

‘He isn’t. Your real firebug always hangs around to watch. Kavanagh would have made himself scarce.’

‘Maybe he’ll go to Tasmania,’ I said hopefully. I knew a lot of crims had ended up there.

‘And maybe Fitzroy’ll win the premiership.’





9 The Creepy Crawleys

My visit to the match factory, where I was surrounded by danger of the kind you could actually smell, made me think of the world of Torches and their sons. Suddenly, Flame Boy appeared in a new light. It seemed his old man — now he had an old man — was really not some kind of lunatic who lights fires, unlike his son, who definitely was a lunatic, but just a crim who happened to include fire lighting in his toolkit. There’s a big difference.

You could easily see how people might draw certain conclusions about the kid, as he always had that weird look on his face, as if he’d just been to the dentist and the anaesthetic hadn’t worn off yet. I had always thought of him as a kind of superhero, not for what he liked to do, though that took guts, but for getting out there amongst it, in a dangerous world, and making his mark. I had done the same thing in my way, and as a result I was known far and wide as a scallywag who needed to be watched carefully. It’s a sort of badge we superheroes wear, though you can’t see it.

I took Aunty Daffy down to Rooney Park, just as I said I would, and Flame Boy was nowhere to be seen, of course — I knew we wouldn’t spot him: he was a chip off the old block in the sneakiness department — so after waiting in the blazing hot sun for half an hour, while I played dumb, she pushed off. I still hadn’t figured out what was best for Flame Boy, but I reckoned if he was watching, he would at least get a chance to size up Aunty Daffy.

It was Mr Kavanagh, father of the real Torch — I like to call a spade a spade — I was really interested in. He had busted out of the nut house to be with his long-lost son; and also because his old house had burnt down, and he was probably worried about his family; and also because he had probably remembered that Flame Boy would be looking after his briefcase for him. I couldn’t think of a better reason to bust out of a place, unless it was because Mum was the cook there, and she wasn’t. Also, I had heard all about it from Granddad, who was more reliable than the Channel Nine News. So it all added up. I had come close to falling for the oldest trick in the world: let’s tell the kid something to make him lose interest. But I hadn’t.

Yet busted out he certainly had, and heading for Richmond he probably was. Granddad reckoned he hadn’t seen so many police in Richmond since the Great Footy Riot of ’48. It was making it bloody hard for an honest man to earn a quid, he said. As for Barney, the unexpected appearance of extra uniforms caused him to become a law-abiding citizen, and the next time I saw him was around at Nanna Blayney’s place the following Sunday morning. But before that some very weird things happened.

On Saturday, when I next dropped into Raffi’s place, he told me that they had friends in Kipling Street as well, and he asked me if I would like to visit. It turned out that these people lived next door to the Sandersons, and were called the Crawleys.

‘Like centipedes ’n’ stuff?’ I said.

‘Yeah, except they’re nice. We knew them before we moved from Cremorne. Mr Crawley used to be in the Navy, and builds model ships.’

‘What about Mrs Crawley?’

‘I don’t think she was in the Navy.’

‘Okay.’

So we went up Kipling Lane and into the Crawleys’ back yard, which was a lot like the Sandersons’, only with a pond full of goldfish and a place to sit and have lunch in the shade.

‘Have they got a dog?’ I asked, as yours truly is afraid of most dogs (among other things), though he would not like that fact to get around.

‘Nuh. They’ve got a cat, but. It’s called Harry. It bashes up dogs.’

I was instantly worried all over again. My own cat, Abbotsford, though extremely browned off about life in general, had always steered clear of Zac, sensing his secret violent nature.

The Crawleys turned out to be about a hundred years old and covered in wrinkles, so that I wondered if Mr Crawley had been in one of those navies that had sailing ships. Their house was dark inside as all the blinds were down, and everything looked old and worn. Mr Crawley’s claim to fame appeared to be his eyebrows, which would have got him the silver cup at a factory picnic eyebrow comp, if they had them, while Mrs Crawley had a way of looking at you as if she was wondering whether she would have to take your shoes off to get you into her oven. She was a kind of shrivelled-up version of Mrs Hutchinson, the well-known witch, but without the cigarettes.

They were very pleased to see Raffi, and instantly began wheeling out the old scones and jam, which the young superhero is incapable of resisting.

When they saw me, they looked at each other, but said nothing. I felt like telling them to stay well clear of racecourses and fan-tan parlours, because they wouldn’t have stood a chance.

Their house was of great interest to me, as I had once seen a girl inside it while at the Sandersons’, and I mentioned this. What I did not tell them was that this girl was not wearing anything (unless she had her shoes on), as I was trying to make a good impression.

‘That would be our granddaughter,’ said Mrs C. Her teeth clicked between the words, as if she had a little word machine inside her.

There was a silence. The Crawleys did not say a lot, though I wished they would.

‘Blayney,’ said Mr Crawley, staring at me and nodding. ‘Jean’s son.’ He clicked as well.

I waited but he said nothing further, and I wondered if he had run out of oxygen. I also wondered if it was Mum he knew or my reputation, because as I say I had become what sundry officials call a ‘person of interest’. I felt that it was my job to fill in the blanks.

‘I —’

‘We’ve known Mr and Mrs Sanderson for years,’ said Mr C, suddenly coming to life like a zombie at sundown. ‘Who were those foreign friends of theirs – the ones who stayed with them?’

Friends, relatives and neighbours: that’s all old people ever talked about. I looked at Raffi and he at me and we reached for the scones.

‘The Larsons,’ said Mrs C, also coming to life. It looked as if they stopped breathing between sentences. ‘They were there for months. Lovely people. Greta was a painter, and Anders was a car salesman — what kind of cars were they?’

‘Volvos,’ said Mr C.

‘He built his wife a little studio out the back, for something to do, and she used to paint in it.’

I knew the place Mrs C was talking about, because on the inside it smelt terrific, a lot like St Felix’s church. I reckon it would get a nine on the Blayney Scale of Smells and Pongs, which will give you an idea of how good it was. The floor was covered with a million little and not-so-little drops and blobs of paint of various colours, which I suppose Mrs Larson made while she was making paintings of whatever Swedish ladies painted — Swedish babies with wings was my guess. I had often wondered what its story was, and now I had the facts. It’s not often you hear something interesting from an old person who is not involved in some way with crime.

‘I wonder what happened to them?’ clicked Mrs C, as her motor was still running.

‘They went back to Sweden, didn’t they?’ said Mr C.

‘Lovely people. They never went out. Not allowed, were they?’ Mrs C was now in top gear, and conducting both sides of the conversation, leaving Mr C in the mounting yard.

‘Not for a second, and they were there for months. Russell was very funny about that. And he never invited us in. Not like them at all.’

‘We did ask them in once, you know, to be polite, but apparently they weren’t allowed. Not allowed!’

She paused to sip her tea. We would have fallen asleep, but she kept remembering, and revving her motor.

‘They finally disappeared in the middle of the night — thought we wouldn’t notice.’

‘It was all very funny, if you ask us.’

I could tell by the whole tone of the conversation that the appearance and disappearance of the Larsons was the biggest thing that had happened to the Crawleys since the invention of the tea cosy. Boring they might have been, but they were sharp. And I liked them the way you like those engines in the museum that you started just by pressing a button. Also, their house smelt like a cross between Zac’s favourite mat and a sausage you find in the bottom of your school bag on Sunday night. I gave it a five.

I was dying to tell them that I had witnessed the murder at the Sandersons’ place the year before, but I thought they might give me the old heave-ho, and there still seemed to be plenty of cream left. And besides, I hadn’t told Raffi. I liked being his friend, and didn’t want Bob Herbert, the murderer, to kill him, despite Mr Sanderson having assured me that he was probably living overseas by now. It didn’t seem to matter what Mr S said: just knowing that Herbert was still running around loose had caused me to have a whole new kind of nightmare, one that I didn’t want Raffi to experience.

When there were exactly two scones left, Raffi and I looked at each other and Raffi made a face that said: ‘Well, I don’t know about you but I’m full as a tick, and just about bored to tears, so I reckon it’s time I shot through, as I’m supposed to go with Mum to visit Aunty Olive over in Cremorne.’ Or something. So after promising to give our best to our parents, we trickled out into Kipling Lane, where I gave Raffi exactly the same look, which in my case meant that I had to do something too. And we knew that it was okay. Then we went in different directions.

The whole time the Crawleys had been clicking and clanking about the old days, I had been getting the funniest feeling, like I needed to get away and get stuck into my investigations. My head was full of pictures of mysterious Swedish people, naked girls, and model ships, which had been all over the place like a museum; and my stomach was full of Devonshire Tea, which was not unpleasant, just unexpected. I needed a walk.

My walk took me down to Flame Boy’s old house, where I had decided to check for clues. When I got to his street, it was jam-packed with black cars, all Holdens, my mortal enemy. When I crept down the little walkway that led to what was left of the house after the Fire Brigade was finished with it, I saw a lot of guys down there, most of them in overalls, going through the rubble, while an excavator removed what was left of the house and loaded it into a tip truck that had been brought in through the back fence.

I looked around and saw propped up against the fence a big row of mattocks and shovels. I had dug up enough things to know what they were for. Under their overalls the blokes were wearing shirts and ties, all of which told me that something was rotten in the State of Denmark, as Mum says, though I knew from my stamp collection that Denmark was not a state.

What these blokes reminded me of — a lot — were the blokes I saw Mr Sanderson hanging around with the year before, when he had been looking for Bob Herbert, the well-known murderer and knocker-off of counterfeit money plates (though, like a true Richmond resident, Mr Sanderson was a lot less interested in the murder than the plates). Those blokes hadn’t seemed too bad, though I knew they were some kind of coppers, the kind that drove very flash cars. But I wasn’t taking any chances. I hurried back up the walkway and turned the corner, heading for the Sandersons’ place.

Just at that moment I bumped into Gary Turner, who was hanging around the cars, giving them the once-over. Normally, if I saw one of the local bodgies hanging around a car, I would shortly after expect to see that car disappear around the nearest corner. But Gazza — what? — already had a car, a fantastic green and white Ford Customline (which was the main reason I hated Holdens). I walked up to Gazza and leant on the nearest car, to show that I knew all about leaning on cars.

Gazza was wearing a cream cardigan with the sleeves shoved up, even though it was ninety in the shade, and a pink shirt. His hair was brushed back at the sides, but not at the front — what we called an elephant trunk — and he had a tailor-made behind his ear. He put a foot up on a bumper bar as if the car was his. He was wearing bright yellow socks.

‘G’day, Blayney. What’re you up to?’

‘G’day, Gary. Nothin’ much. Just going for a walk.’

When he heard that, he laughed a bit and slapped the hood of the car.

‘Goin’ for a walk. Pull the other one: it plays “The Road to Gundagai”.’

‘No, fair dinkum, I was. What’re you doin’?’

‘I’m doing whatever I have to do to get by, just like you, ’cept I wasn’t here. Get it?’

‘Yeah. And neither was I.’

He laughed again and slapped the car again. Gazza and I had an understanding, ever since I had once warned him that the cops were on their way to his house, and he had kept quiet about seeing me do something last year that would have got me into a hell of a lot of trouble. That’s the way it is down our way: See no evil, hear no evil, keep your mouth shut, as both Barney and Granddad have told me on numerous occasions. A blabbermouth is no good to anyone. That’s why I hated Matthew Bloody Foster, though shortly after that meeting I was to solve that problem.

Anyway, while Gazza and I were discussing the price of fish, he went round and tried all the car doors until he finally found one that opened. He reached in and opened the car’s boot from the inside, and went round and took a peek. Inside was a shiny red toolbox.

‘Hello!’ says Gazza.

I had a gander in the boot, but there was nothing for me.

‘Looks like you dipped out, mate,’ says Gazza, who had apparently been prepared to share. ‘Well, finders keepers. Best I be off.’

And with a wink, he was gone, and so was the toolbox. And so was I.





10 The Queen of Richmond

Next day I was off to Nanna’s. The Sunday morning teas she bunged on once or twice a month were famous around Richmond, and the whole family knew that every man and his dog was busting a gut to get an invitation. This was because Nanna Blayney was a bit of a character, according to everyone who knew her, and liked to surround herself with bearers of the latest news, as she didn’t get out much. Barney told me that she was the Queen of Richmond. Being a queen, she was also very particular about who turned up at these morning teas. Basically, you only saw two kinds of people fall in for roll call: family members (even Aunty Betty, but only because she was married to Uncle Frank), and local villains (and their known associates, as Granddad once put it) — I think I was both.

Mum and Dad were always reluctant for me to go around there, but for different reasons. With Mum it was because Nanna had two husbands, and didn’t care who knew it (which, as a result, was everyone in town). With Dad it was because Nanna was not too friendly to Mum (which everyone also knew, but which Barney told me anyhow, he always being keen to keep the young feller abreast of the latest family news). Mum’s feeling had been made worse by Dad shooting through last year, as she now had even fewer husbands than Nanna, and it was driving her mad (Barney again).

I wouldn’t have minded all this, but I liked Nanna a lot, and liked to go over to her place, which was a fair way off, up the top end of Lennox Street, but I always had trouble talking Mum into letting Granddad take me over there, especially on Sundays. Mum said that trouble had a way of following Granddad around, and she didn’t want any bad influences getting onto me, like germs. But Granddad sometimes took me there when no one was looking, and I’d have a slice or two of Boston bun while he was having a shandy, and catch up on the local gossip, which was always pretty juicy.

‘So, Nanna, what’s new?’

‘Oh, all kinds of things, darling. Do you see that bloke over there talking to Barney? Plays for North Melbourne. Not too well, mind, but he does play for ’em. Barney thinks all his Christmases have come at once. He’ll be dining out on this for weeks.’

Personally, I couldn’t see it. For me, if you didn’t play for South Melbourne you probably had something wrong with you. In fact, I couldn’t see why they couldn’t all play for the Bloods. For me, football was one of the few uncomplicated things in life.

‘Anything else?’

She pointed with her saucer, which had a cup of tea on top, a trick that nannas specialise in. ‘And that bloke talking to Father Jackman?’

I looked at the two men, both of whom looked a lot like a couple of punters at the Greek casino over the fish and chip shop — up to no good. The young priest, who was a curate over at St Dominic’s, reminded me of James Cagney, and looked as if he wouldn’t be out of place at Mooney Valley Racecourse. I’d heard of Father Jackman, as he was already famous, even though he hadn’t been in town very long, or in Australia, for that matter. He had got his picture in the paper for stopping a knife fight in the church. It was only a week later that I got my own picture in the paper. This bloke beat me by a nose. Let’s face it, once you’ve got God on your team, you’re home and hosed.

But what could two blokes be trying to kill each other over in a church? I wondered. I was buggered if I knew. What I’m trying to say about this Jackman bloke is that he was one of the boys, and would look just as good in a leather jacket as a priest’s outfit. I thought I’d keep an eye on him in case the Commandos needed a chaplain, like they did in prisoner-of-war camps. You never know.

But it was the other bloke that Nanna had pointed at. He was a plainclothes copper: it was written all over him, except that his suit wasn’t crumpled. I wondered why a bloke like that would be talking to a priest, until I realised that he was probably taking the opportunity to combine morning tea with going to confession, it being a well-known fact around Richmond that coppers were bastards, and always up to no good, even if they were plainclothesmen. He’d probably beaten up or killed someone the night before, and was getting it all off his chest so he could enjoy his scones and jam without feeling guilty.

I turned to Nanna.

‘He’s a copper, I think.’

She made a gentle shushing noise, and turned to face the other way, so she could have a quiet word with me.

‘Very good, dear, but we say “policeman” in polite company. Or better still, we don’t use that word at all, as it tends to make people nervous, if you know what I mean.’

I lowered my voice, almost to a whisper.

‘His suit’s very neat, isn’t it, Nanna? Is he looking for someone?’

Nanna looked at me for a moment as if she didn’t know me, then blinked a few times before she spoke.

‘Your granddad told me you were shaping up to be some kind of spy, but not just how good you were. Yes, I think he is. I invited him to come along this morning, because a little bird told me he was staying around the corner at the Bakers Arms, and as he may be a distant relative, I thought I’d be hospitable. And also because I knew he wanted to talk to a few of the people here, you know, catch up on old times. But you’re right, he’s not from Melbourne.’

I didn’t like the sound of this, as I had never heard of anyone in our family being rozzers, and found it hard to believe.

‘It’s about Mr Kavanagh, that bloke they call the Torch, isn’t it?’

Nanna made a couple of faces, beginning with Margaret Rutherford in I’m All Right Jack, and ending with Alastair Sim in Blue Murder at St. Trinian’s. She was terrific.

‘Actually, that’s not a bad guess. Though I don’t think he has the faintest idea what he’s doing. I mean, what in God’s name would Colin Jackman know about anything? Now if he really wanted to find out something …’

‘Yes, Nanna?’

But it was nothing doing for Nanna, who suddenly realised she’d been thinking out loud.

‘Enjoying your scone, dear?’

‘Oh, Nanna.’

I was used to this kind of talk from Nanna, partly because she liked to be very dramatic all the time, and partly because she liked to keep me clued in to family matters, even though I was just a kid. This was one of the reasons Mum and Dad didn’t like me being around her unless one of them was present: they thought she might be a bad influence. But I was interested in this so-called distant relly from Woop Woop, whatever he was up to. Your Commando is basically a nosy parker.

‘Nanna, why’d you ask me what I made of him?’

‘Because I’d never seen him until today, and I wondered if you had — I know you get around and don’t miss a trick. But you haven’t. So that’s that. But if you suddenly remember anything, come and tell me, just me, on the quiet.’ Nanna was a collector, only not of stamps.

I gave her the Commando nod, which you do by nodding upwards, then downwards. I invented it.

The whole conversation got my Kim mind working overtime, but nothing came. I have a pretty good memory, so it was as if Nanna had made a mistake. But Nanna was as sharp as a prickle. It was a mystery, and made my brain as itchy as hell.

But it was tit for tat around at Nanna’s place, and the way all this cosiness worked was that I was now expected to fork over some interesting information in return. When Tom was around, our interesting information usually ran to which kid’s hair we had recently stuck bubble gum in, or which girl we had talked about kissing — in other words, stuff you could tell a friend, but wouldn’t tell your parents in a month of Sundays.

But since Tom had died I had got into so much strife that I had been able to top whatever tall story Nanna or her husbands wheeled out (and they had some beauties, especially Uncle Seb — I had no idea it was so much fun being a musician, and, based on a recent story of his about a bloke in the Hot Potatoes, I had already made up my mind to become a saxophone player).

This time I was ready.

‘So, my darling: What have you got for Nanna?’

‘Mum’s … um … expecting.’ I waited for Nanna to pass out. Instead, she licked her fingers, which was worth the trip over to watch.

‘I knew that even before she did.’

This is why women make the best spies. Look at Wonder Woman. She’d had my number from day one, while it probably took even Mum a few years to figure Tom and me out. And how about Mrs Sanderson? She could read minds and make chocolate crackles, probably at the same time, which is not a bad trick. Then there was Mrs Morgan: she had every electrical appliance under the sun, like an evil scientist. So I didn’t ask Nanna how she knew Mum was pregnant before Mum did. Also, I did not want her to start talking about where babies come from.

‘Okay then, we have a visitor. Keith Kavanagh’s Aunty Daphne has turned up. Except Mum calls her Daffy.’

‘Daphne Delaney. Well, well. She was very famous, you know. DSO winner. She was captured by the Japs. Gave ’em hell. When they found her, the war had been over for months. The Japs surrendered to her, her and a few other women. It was your mum who went in and got them, and brought them home. Tough women. Both of ’em.’

‘Aunty Daffy said Mum was her inspiration.’

‘Good, I’m glad to hear that.’ She brightened up. ‘So, how is Daphne these days?’

‘She laughs all the time. Loudly. She leaves Aunty Betty at the starting gate.’

‘Good for her! What else is new?’

‘She’s gunna take Keith and Mrs Kavanagh home, to Wodonga.’

‘Oh my God, that’d be a fate worse than death. It’ll be lucky for Molly she can’t see, for once. But I don’t know about that “Mrs” stuff. She’s no more Fergus Kavanagh’s wife than Lady Brookes is.’

‘But she calls herself Mrs Kavanagh.’

‘She does that to get by, that’s all. And we’re all doing that, aren’t we?’

I nodded the coconut, thinking of Uncle Seb and Uncle Mick.

‘So does that mean Keith’s name is really … um … Delaney?’

‘I think you can keep calling him Keith Kavanagh. Just keep what I said to yourself.’

I nodded the c again, and for the umpteenth time thanked God I wasn’t a grown-up.

‘Okey-dokey. Nanna?’

‘Mmm?’

‘Yesterday, Raffi took me around to Kipling Street to meet a couple of old people called the Crawleys.’

‘Oh, so you met Ernie and Flo. How are they?’

‘They stared at me a lot. Also —’

‘Mmm?’

‘They told me about some Swedish people who were staying with the Sandersons for a while, the Larsons. Did you know them?’

Nanna looked at me and made a mouth like a busted sandshoe.

‘No, don’t know them. But I don’t think I would if they were friends of the Sandersons’.’

‘Fair enough. Also …’

‘Mmm?’

‘Raffi: he’s, well, he’s a new friend, and he looks a lot like me.’

Nanna looked around the room, as if she wasn’t really paying attention, but I know all about nannas and their super brains. They’re like James Bond but with flabby arms. And judging by the quality of their visitors — except for Granddad and Barney — they’re lucky not to be done for consorting.

‘Oh really, dear? I hope you’ll bring him over one day.’

‘Bewdy, Nanna, I will. His name’s Raffi Radion.’

‘That’s an unusual name, dear.’

‘It’s Armenian.’

I had no idea what I was talking about.

‘You don’t say.’ She slurped her cup of tea. ‘And has Mum met Raffi?’

‘Nuh.’ I thought back to the time Tom and I mentioned Raffi to Mum. ‘But she’s heard of him.’

‘Has she, love? Perhaps we shouldn’t fill her house up with new kids just at the moment, eh? Give her a bit of peace and quiet.’

‘I dig it, Nanna.’

‘What?’

‘77 Sunset Strip. Kookie says it.’

I had lost Nanna at the last baton change.

‘Just remember what I said.’





11 The Larsons

It was a safe bet around town that Flame Boy’s dad would probably last about five minutes after he struck his first match — if he was a smoker he wouldn’t stand a chance. And with everyone on the lookout for naked flames, and there being so few of them around in the middle of summer, it wouldn’t be long before Flame Boy was nicked as well. On top of all that, it didn’t help matters much that Flame Boy had turned himself into a sort of Ned Kavanagh, which was not a very secret super-identity, as it turned out that half the mothers in South Richmond were helping him. It was just a matter of time before disaster struck, and I was going to beat it to the punch.

I needed to swing into action. It was time to become a brand new super-identity, one who could save boys, and already I could feel it beginning to happen. It was like that feeling you get when you notice that the street-fixing blokes have knocked off and accidentally left the key in the steamroller: on the one hand, you can see how what you have in mind might lead to enquiries and allegations, but on the other, there is a sort of realisation that it just has to be done. So I let the familiar strengthening power pour into me until I was as full as a goog. Then, carefully, so as not to leak any of the super stuff, I went to the mirror. Easy does it, Blayney, I thought. Easy does it. My new super-identity had come to me in a flash of light. I had pinched it from a train I’d seen a few times — a little ripper of a diesel — but what the hell: finders keepers. In the mirror I saw a new me. I had become: The Spirit of Progress!

Yes, the Spirit! A strange being from South Richmond with powers and abilities far beyond those of ordinary kids, more like Kim the Spy. The Spirit! Who, with his faithful companion, Zac the Wonder Dog, chases pyromaniacs and rescues them, eavesdrops on old ladies and witches, tells porkies to coppers, and generally laughs at danger.

Like Flame Boy, the spirit had got into me, not the spirit of fire but the spirit of action, into which I now swung like there was no tomorrow.

After visiting Zac around the back of the Sandersons’ house, I found the Sandersons resting in their cool living room with an electric fan going, the only one I had ever seen apart from the one at Mrs Morgan’s place.

The Sandersons were always happy to see me, which was a very mysterious thing, as Granddad once told me that if a bloke is pleased to see you then it’s eight to five that he’ll touch you for a dollar. But the Sandersons were living the life of Reilly, so I reckoned there must have been another reason. Anyway, it wasn’t long before I was sitting in front of the fan, drinking a glass of Coke with an ice-block in it, and wondering what the poor people were doing.

‘What’s new?’ said Mrs S, bunging on a voice like she couldn’t care less, but really meaning: If I have to spend another five minutes in this swine of a place without hearing any news I’m going to commit hari-kari. Besides, I know these two, and it’s when Mr S pretends that he has lost interest in the world outside his gate, and looks half asleep, and lets Mrs S open the conversation, that I know I’m being set up.

‘Let’s see. I could tell you that I saw those blokes you get around with down at the old Kavanagh place digging it up, but something tells me you know that already.’

‘Well done,’ said Mr S, suddenly coming to life like a spider when you touch its web. ‘Though they weren’t my people.’ He had a funny look on his face, as if he was waiting for me to do another magic trick.

‘And I could tell you that there’s a cop— policeman from out of town down here asking questions about this and that. He’s staying at the Bakers Arms up in Victoria Street.’

Mr S turned to Mrs S. ‘What did I say?’

Then to me. ‘You never cease to amaze me.’

I was on a roll. And I was hoping that under the rules of the game, they might give me some news back. But they said nothing. I decided to push on.

‘And I had a visit from the police.’

‘Ah, yes. Well, that was bound to happen sooner or later. I hope you gave them your full assistance.’

I considered reminding him that hope springs eternal, something Barney once told me the beak said to him after he entered his usual plea, but thought better of it.

‘Course.’

‘Glad to hear it. You know, I can’t believe it took them all this time to figure out where Kavanagh’s family used to live. They must be slipping.’

‘What are they looking for?’

‘Like you, they went there in the hope of finding buried treasure, that’s all. Just searching and hoping.’

‘So they were police?’

‘Of a sort.’

‘What kind of treasure?’ I sucked my drink noisily in the hope of showing that I really couldn’t have cared less what treasure, but really, I was burning with curiosity.

‘That’s rather a long story, and one that I can’t tell you. You could say that they’re raking over the remains of the past.’

‘They’re looking for something to do with Mr Kavanagh?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t discuss that — official business.’

‘Was it something he actually buried?’

‘No more questions. And I think it would be a good idea if you stayed away from the Kavanagh house.’

But I didn’t need to ask any. I had a sudden sensation as if a sherbet bomb had gone off in my brain, and it was delicious. I knew what it was they were digging for! And for the Spirit, there is no finer feeling.

Now I needed to be alone for a while. I wanted to ask the Sandersons about the Larsons, but if the Crawleys were right, that might not be a good idea, so I would have to dream up another approach. There’s more than one way to skin a bunny.

However, I knew even before Mr S had finished speaking that the Sanderson platoon would soon lapse into a coma, which was their way of telling the young visitor that the station had ceased transmission for the day and now broadcast only the test pattern.

I went out to the deserted studio.

I might as well come out and say it, because I’ve said it before: I had always wanted that little house for myself. I decided to sleep there, as an adventure. A quick phone call to Mum, and it was all over bar the shouting. As for the Sandersons, they were happy for me to doss down in the Little House with a mattress they took out for me. I didn’t need anything else, as it was still as hot as buggery. As I lay awake in the Little House waiting for the mozzies to finish eating me alive, a plan formed in my scone, a fiendish one, as they are the best kind.

A long time ago, when I had first visited the Sandersons’ back yard and found the Little House, I had thought it a perfect place for a clubhouse. But the Commandos already had one in Charles’s garage. Then I remembered when I went to Raffi’s place for the first time and got that strange beginning of an idea. I felt it again now, only stronger. I would start a club of my own, and invite the Commandos to be members, all except Matthew Foster, who wouldn’t even know it existed, because it would be a secret society and all the members would have to take a blood oath, though I wasn’t too sure about that bit. The secret society was going to be called the Larsons. I liked that name very much, and I think Larry Kent would have liked it too.

School holidays were soon going to be over, so I headed over to James’s place next, in spite of his mother being a lady who possessed frightening magic powers, though, apart from the Lasso of Truth thing, nothing I could put my finger on. But despite this, the main reason for my visit was Mrs Palmer herself: she was an old friend of the Sandersons’, and they were as thick as penguins. I had planned the visit carefully, and even practised in front of the mirror. For once I was going to get the better of Wonder Woman, instead of being her helpless victim every time I saw her (because of her feminine charms, which she had about half a ton of).

Basically, I was keen on getting the lowdown on these Larson people because the Sandersons’ house was a very mysterious place, and despite having the appearance of a couple of self-propelled lounge chairs, the Sandersons themselves were very shady and clever people. So I thought I’d practise my detecting skills by finding out more about these Larson mates of theirs. I knew that Wonder Woman would know all about them, as she was practically a member of the family. But I also knew that if I tried to get the information by torturing her she’d never tell, and only get upset and tell her husband, who had a violent streak in him, and by rights should have been living on our side of the river. Also, I didn’t want to torture her. I had a much more fiendish plan than that.

I waited until James and I were in the living room and Wonder Woman was in the kitchen doing something terrific with food, then I pounced, which is what secret agents do.

‘So, Private Palmer’ — we were being Commandos that morning — ‘have you ever been in Mr and Mrs Sanderson’s back yard?’

‘Couple of times. Why?’

‘Did you notice a little house in your travels?’

‘Just the one down near the back gate, the smelly old shed.’

He was talking about the old stable, as I’d since discovered it was. Right now, I’d prefer not to say too much about that as, until recently, I was pretty sure it was an old torture chamber. A natural mistake. As I said, I’d rather not go into it.

‘Oh yeah, that’s the old stable. No, I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about the little house up near the big house, with the window in the roof and paint all over the place.’

‘Nope. Didn’t see it. What of it?’

‘I’ve formed a secret society, and that’s going to be our new headquarters.’

‘Wow! Am I in it?’

‘You bet. You’re the first member. And I’m going to ask all the other Commandos to join — all except Matthew Foster. And he must not even know the secret society exists. No one must know. If anyone cracks under torture and spills their guts they will have to die. Sorry.’

‘You know me. Anyway, I don’t even like Matthew Foster. I think it’s his purple shorts.’

‘He’s the same without the shorts. So, are you in, Secret Agent Palmer?’

‘Am I! Terrific!’

‘I’d shake your hand, but I haven’t invented a secret handshake yet.’

Now, all of this was said in a voice loud enough for Wonder Woman to hear. I knew she wouldn’t give a continental about the foregoing conversation, which we could just as easily have had in the privacy of James’s room, or out in the back yard, where Zac could have joined in. But I wanted her to accidentally on purpose, if you know what I mean, hear what was coming next.

‘So what’s our secret society called?’

I raised my voice just a shade, so it would carry to the kitchen.

‘It’s called the Larsons.’

‘The Larsons! Terrific!’

And for James that was that. Curiosity was not his strong suit.

‘Cool. Now, Secret Agent Palmer, let’s go up to your room and write out a secret oath, and take it.’

We walked up the stairs and into James’s room, and I closed the door with a bang. James bustled around and started organising the paper and pencils.

‘Back in a sec,’ I said, and quietly let myself out and headed for the top of the stairs to listen. What I heard was the sound of a phone number being dialled. I snuck back into James’s room. If it hadn’t been for ladies, the phone would never have caught on.

The advantage of actually living in your granddad’s house is that he can’t get away from you.

‘Hey, Granddad,’ I asked as soon as I got home. ‘You know everything.’

He gave me one of those looks you give a Salvo lady when she rattles her collection tin in your fizzog.

‘What about it?’

‘I was wondering, you being a bloke who gets around a bit, and knows this and that, and even picked the winner of last New Year’s Eve’s Brighton Street Dog Race, though I still think Patch was nobbled —’

‘What is it, for Gawd’s sake?’

‘Who were the Larsons?’

Granddad rubbed his chin, a sure sign that I’d caught him off guard. He wouldn’t have let anyone else see him rub his chin in a fit. You’d think I’d just asked him which jockey was going to lose his concentration on the home turn in the next race at Moonee Valley and start day-dreaming about his upcoming trip to Surfers. In other words, it was as if he wasn’t sure whether to tell me a porky or a giant fib, which you will notice are pretty much the same thing. It was a question of which lie to tell, really: a feeling I’d had many a time. But he knew that when it came to fibs he was looking at the Jack Brabham of fibbers. In fact, Sister Valerian had once sent a note home to Mum telling her that I was a compulsive liar, though I think that was going a bit too far, as I just can’t help myself.

‘What d’ya know about them?’

Hello!

‘They stayed at the Sandersons’ for a while. Mrs Larson was a painter and Mr Larson was a bit of a handyman, and did some work around the place.’

He just nodded. ‘They came and went, and that’s that. Didn’t know ’em myself — didn’t want to.’

‘Where’d they go?’

‘Oh, back to Sweden, I reckon. They were only here on business, selling cars or something. Not a big market for Volvos.’

I had hit pay-dirt.

‘Mm, Volvos, I don’t know that type.’

‘Oh no you don’t! No more questions. What’s so important about the Larsons?’

‘Nothin’. I was just wondering.’

‘Anyway, Sandersons or no Sandersons, I think it’d be best if you forget all about that name. They might have stayed there for a while, but that was years ago —’

‘Year before last —’

‘Don’t be cheeky. And don’t let anyone else hear you mention them — I’m not kiddin’: not a word.’

‘But my secret society, um —’

‘What about it?’

‘Nothin’.’

It was a secret society, after all.

‘What was that all about?’ said Mum, when Granddad had gone off to see a man about a dog. I nearly fell over, and was tempted to look around to see who had come into the room behind me, but I knew she was talking to me because she wasn’t looking anywhere in particular, which was usual when she was talking to me.

‘The Larsons, from down Kipling Street.’

‘Never heard of ’em.’

Serves me right, I suppose.

Next stop was Barney.

I found him down at Church Motors, which was just a large, dark room full of grease and tools and bits of cars at the back of the local petrol station. There was no church, and there were no motors. There was just Barney under his new second-hand Ford Consul, wearing a pair of blue overalls. This was where Barney spent a lot of his spare time, when he wasn’t in the pub or lending a hand to Granddad.

‘Hi, Barn,’ I yelled, as he banged something under the car.

He stopped banging.

‘G’day, nipper. What’s up?’

‘What’re you doin’?’

‘Making it go faster, that’s what.’

‘What for?’

‘So the local lads can’t catch me, that’s what for.’

‘What local lads?’ I thought he might have been talking about Gazza Turner and his mates, and I was suddenly very worried, though I didn’t know which one I was more worried for, as they were both friends of mine.

‘The bloody p’lice, ya flamin’ nana.’

‘Oh yeah, the p’lice. Course.’

He slid out from under the car and wiped his dirty face with an even dirtier rag.

‘I don’t think that worked too well, Barn.’

‘No, it never does. So what can I do for ya?’

‘Ever heard of the Larsons?’ I was sure that Granddad’s ‘not a word’ wouldn’t include Barney.

He looked at the dirty rag, then at the car, then down at the floor, then up at the ceiling, then back at the car. Then he scratched his head.

‘Nope, can’t say’s I have, young feller. Now the Lawsons — I know them all right. Monk Lawson owes me two quid. Thanks for reminding me. There’ll be a deener in it for you when I collect.’

‘Thanks, Barn. But not the Lawsons: the Larsons.’

‘Sure you don’t mean the Carsons? Everyone knows them. I still owe that Jimmy Carson kid a thick ear for painting that dragon on me car. What’d he want to do that for? Took me ages to get it off.’

I wasn’t game to tell him it had been me who had done that. It was in my dragon days. I couldn’t help it. I suppose you could say, at a pinch, that I was a compulsive dragon painter. It’s just that once you learn how to draw something cool, you have to keep drawing it until it’s out of your system. That’s how it was with Uncle Ivor: he just had to keep drinking until it was out of his system, I reckon. He’s still drinking. Dad’s the same. And all those people who barrack for Footscray. Don’t get me started on them. The only good things ever to come out of that place were Zac and Biscuit. Apart from that, niente, as Luigi Esposito says (his whole family says it).

‘No, Barn, not the Carsons. They lived across the road from us: I know who they are. The Larsons.’

‘Ah, you’d be thinkin’ of Old Man Ferguson, from the newsagency. You wouldn’t know it to look at him, but before you were born, when I was just a lad, he used to be a driver for the mob.’

Suddenly, I thought I’d have to settle for some interesting tale about the Richmond criminal element, which was everyone who’d been in jail, or knew someone who had, which I realised included me.

‘Which mob?’

‘The Eastern Hill Mob.’

‘Don’t know ’em, Barn. The only mob I know who hang out in Eastern Hill are the Fire Brigade.’

‘That’s them. Fergo used to drive for them. He was a bloody maniac. He used to go out of his way to run over old ladies and stray cats.’

‘Bull.’

‘Well, p’raps not cats.’

I was getting nowhere, which was pretty hard to believe, as he had been hanging around Granddad for a long time, and made a career out of keeping his ear to the ground — and donging people, of course.

‘Swedish couple who stayed with the Sandersons in Kipling Street.’

‘Let’s see: Kipling Street, Kipling Street …’

That settled it: he’d been nobbled.





12 The Olympians

I had only intended my mission — I call it the Larsons Caper — to be a kind of training run; I hadn’t expected all and sundry to react to my enquiries as if I’d asked them what happened to their last dog. But I could see that I wasn’t going to get anywhere, so decided to drop it for the time being, and concentrate on tracking down my nemesis (we superheroes always have nemesises), Flame Boy.

I had one last job to do before the first meeting of my secret society. I went down to Raffi’s and knocked on the back door and yelled, ‘Hello-o,’ the special way you have to do it through flyscreen doors.

I heard Mrs Radion yell: ‘Raffi,’ then she said to me: ‘Come in if you’re dry,’ which was a little bit of the Mrs R humour, as it had suddenly started raining bats and frogs (that was one that Tom invented), even though we were still in the middle of a heat wave. So I just stood on the back porch, listening to the rain killing itself against the corrugated-iron roofs all around me, and waiting for Raffi. He came out with a large black umbrella that had a carved handle like a devil’s head, which worried me a bit, as the weather was bad enough as it was, and God and I had stopped talking.

‘You remember that time down the baths Tom and I asked you if you’d like to join our club, the Commandos?’

‘Yeah. You said I had to jump off the diving tower before I could join.’

‘That was a joke. Anyway, I’m forming a new club, and we’re having our first meeting right now up at the old Sanderson place. What about it?’

‘What kind of club is it?’

‘A secret society for spies.’

‘What do I have to do to get in?’

‘Nothin’.’

‘Okay.’

The first meeting of the club was not held in the Little House, or GHQ, to give it its correct name, because the rain was coming down so hard you couldn’t hear yourself think out there. The Sandersons therefore invited us to come inside and use the library for our first meeting, and promised to leave us alone to get on with our secret conversation. Before the meeting was due to begin, I introduced Raffi to the Sandersons — I had been a bit worried that when they saw him they might have a heart attack, like everyone else in Richmond, but they didn’t seem to notice anything strange about him.

Then we waited for the others to turn up and take a seat. When the new club members were all assembled, Mrs Sanderson stuck her head around the door and asked if she could interrupt us with some fruitcake at some stage, and we agreed after taking a vote at which James voted no thanks, just to be polite.

I noticed that they all had the excited look of kids who had initiation on their minds. They had been keen on devising an extremely evil initiation for Raffi.

‘Now, fellers, a rule before we start: no initiations. This is Raffi, and his mother has already said he can only join if he doesn’t get initiated.’

‘Suits me,’ said James, who I happened to know had been terrified.

The others just shrugged: Richmond kids take life as it comes.

‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘secret agents don’t have to be initiated. If they fail in their mission they’ll probably wind up dead, so it really doesn’t matter.’

They all smiled their agreement and nodded. This was standard gang talk.

‘So,’ said Charles, sticking to the procedures to be followed by kids when inventing new clubs, ‘what’s this club —?’

‘You mean secret spy society —’

I had some heavy-duty spying to do, and I needed a secret society to do it. It was the old Tom Sawyer trick.

‘Oh yeah, secret spy society — what’s it going to be called?’

This was the moment I’d been thinking about since Granddad warned me about mentioning the Larsons to anyone, because he meant it. So I had dreamt up a better name, and now announced it to the expectant hush.

‘The Olympians!’

I liked saying it out loud. The idea for the name came to me when I saw the picture of Ron Clarke over at Raffi’s place. Then, it was fuzzy; now, it was clear.

‘Terrific!’ said James, who had clearly forgotten the original name I had come up with.

‘Fantabulous!’ said Charles.

‘Ace!’ said Johnno.

This was one of those times when you had to use your special word.

‘Bewdy, Blayney!’ said Douggie.

‘Shit-hot!’ said Luigi, who was going through a swearing phase.

Everyone looked at Raffi.

‘Um, I like it.’

They kept looking.

‘… like hell.’

That did the trick.

I was glad they liked the name, as any kind of disagreement would have made me look a bit of a nong.

The meeting began with the customary interrogation of the new member, as no one had a clue who Raffi was, and clubs always submitted new kids to some kind of ordeal in the absence of an initiation. Raffi was a big hit with the Olympians. For a start, there was his distinctive hair. There had been a lot less of that around since Tom died, and I guess the time was right for some more of it to turn up. I had been a bit worried about how the meeting might go, because I thought they might take one look at him and run like mad because he looked so much like me. But they didn’t. I’m not even sure they noticed. Also, there was something else about him that was far more interesting to them.

‘Hey,’ said Douggie Quirk, who had been the most disappointed by the ‘no initiations’ rule, ‘if you just live around the corner, how come we’ve never seen you around?’

‘I’ve had a contagious disease ever since we moved here from Queensland two years ago, and I haven’t been allowed out of the house.’

When they heard this they all moved back a little.

‘It’s cured now. It’s only a problem when someone worries me.’

‘Oh yeah, I forgot to tell them about that,’ I said. I was full of admiration for this born liar, who obviously had a special talent of some kind, like Harry Houdini, only with words. I had always fancied myself as a fair starter in the Bullshit Stakes, but now I saw that here was a kid you could bet your Coca-Cola yo-yo on.

As the crowd remained stunned, Raffi carried on, obeying one of the rules of being a kid: Never quit while you’re ahead.

‘In Queensland, the whole town caught this disease, and most of them died. It was only because we moved to Melbourne that my mum and me survived.’

‘What was the name of this town?’ said a wag, exposing a common weakness in the amateur liar: lack of preparation.

‘Burra Burra.’

They all nodded, even me, amazed at the hide of this kid. Plainly, he was no amateur.

‘What happened to your dad?’ Same wag.

‘One night he disobeyed the doctor’s orders, and kissed me good night. Next morning he was dead.’

Death in the family was a subject that kids avoided, so the questions dried up on the spot, which was clever, I thought. As Granddad says, if there’s a Smart Alec in the audience, best to call it a day and go home with your winnings.

‘We buried him on the golf course where he once got a hole in one.’

None of us knew what a hole in one was; none of us would have spoiled this deeply personal moment for Raffi. It was an intimacy for a kid to treasure.

‘Now,’ says I, after a respectful pause, ‘the Sacred Oath.’

Everyone took the sacred oath that James and I had drafted, and swore on my dead cat’s skull. I made sure that the oath included the words: ‘And not tell Matthew Foster about the Olympians, on pain of death.’ There was an uncomfortably long discussion — Mum would have called it a debate, but there was no debate, just discussion — about whether the oath should be a blood oath, and in the end the members decided by a vote of five to one to do it. I voted against the motion — someone had to. But as no one wanted to go first, we postponed the pin-sticking.

Next we had a discussion to see if dogs could be members. It was decided in the end, by a vote of four to two, that they could. The catch was that they couldn’t be little dogs, and Johnno Johnson’s dog was a smallish bitzer, and Douggie Quirk’s dog was a foxy, and as noisy as two galahs in a biscuit tin, to boot. So they were ruled out. Also they couldn’t be cocker spaniels. In fact, you couldn’t even join the Olympians if you had a cocker spaniel. Matthew Foster had two cocker spaniels. They had learnt from our other club, the Commandos, that once you let Matthew Foster join your club, everything goes to the dogs.

Finally, we had a discussion about St Dominic’s, up on the Hill, the school most of us were going to attend this year.

For this bit, James was allowed to go for a wander, and have a chat to the Sandersons, so that he wouldn’t get bored, but he decided to have a look around the library instead.

The question we wanted to discuss was: What have you heard about St Dom’s? We shared what we had heard from our parents and from the big kids around the neighbourhood: that it was a horrible place, with guard dogs and Gestapo dungeons, and special torture rooms where the teachers were allowed to do anything they liked to you, as long as you didn’t actually buy the farm, and they didn’t have to go to Confession or worry about God giving them the flu or anything, because they were officially in his secret society: the Brotherhood. And if they went too far and you did happen to croak no one would do anything about it, as the police had all gone to the same school, and couldn’t give a bugger what happened to you.

James couldn’t stand missing out on all this, so he came and sat in an armchair and listened with his eyes big and round, like the time both of us had seen his Aunty Maude naked at the same time. (I think one of my eyes is still crook from that.) Anyway, none of us was looking forward to going to St Dom’s.

‘Sounds terrific,’ said James, after hearing all about it, which made me wonder what was happening to the word terrific.

Everyone looked at him.

‘So what school are you going to?’ asked Luigi.

‘St Kevin’s.’

‘Never heard of it.’

‘It’s in Toorak.’

‘Never heard of that either,’ said Luigi, and we all laughed, because everybody knew that Toorak was one of the posh places across the bridge.

‘So, are the teachers allowed to kill the kids at St Kevin’s?’ asked Luigi.

‘No,’ said James, sounding a little disappointed. ‘But I think they’re allowed to torture them,’ he said, chirping up.

The fact is that it was known far and wide that St Kevin’s was a bit of a girls’ school compared with St Dominic’s, who regularly beat the crap out of them at footy. At least that’s what Johnny De Coney told me, and he was the one big kid I knew who I trusted. Especially since I had seen his sister, Mona, who was always smiling at me, and was not skinny everywhere like most girls her age. I would have asked Johnny to join the Olympians, except he was a big kid, and I would have asked Mona, except she was a girl. But she was the first girl I ever thought of as being different from the rest.

She was not as beautiful as Josephine Thompson, but she stuck out in more places. I made a mental note to find an excuse to visit Johnny De Coney. If I was desperate I might even ask Barney how to go about talking to her. On second thoughts, that was no good. I had never seen Barney with any girls, so he probably didn’t have a clue about them. But Granddad would. He knew more about girls than Larry Kent and Superman (who was always avoiding them like they had school sores) rolled into one. He knew everything.

‘What school are you going to?’ Charles asked Raffi.

‘City Boys High.’

‘Why?’

It was an odd question, because boys do not have to explain themselves to each other, and can’t possibly explain the decisions of their parents.

‘Dunno. S’pose because I went to the state school.’ He had a think. ‘S’pose.’

We all stared at him. The only thing we knew about the state school was what the nuns told us: that the kids who went there would probably end up in Hell. We tried to imagine Raffi on fire. All I could think of was his hair on fire, because I had seen that happen to the Harrigan kid the year before. I had to say something.

‘Did the teachers give you the strap for messing around and making mistakes?’

‘Not on your life: you’d have to murder the Queen before they gave you the strap. City Boys High’ll be the same, they reckon.’

‘Maybe I’ll change schools.’

‘Did you get the strap?’

‘Not on weekends.’

Finally, just as the meeting was about to break up, and as a sort of afterthought, I asked my fellow Olympians to keep reporting fires and any information about Keith Kavanagh, who had shot through, and whose parents were worried about him, and whom I wanted to see safe and sound at home again. I got out my class photo from last year, and pointed out young Keith, who had his mouth open, as if he was telling the photographer to wait because he wasn’t ready. They all studied the picture. Raffi looked at me with a question in his eyes.

‘We haven’t seen him for ages,’ I said, in a worried voice. ‘Have we, Raffi?’

‘Nuh.’

The Spirit secretly chortled.

So that was the gist of our first meeting. I could see that everyone was happy to hear James’s contribution about St Kevin’s, even if it was generally known as a school for rich kids from the other side of the river, the kind of place where boys took ballet lessons and played tennis. I was relieved that no one asked James about these things, as he was as honest is the day is long, and might have made himself look bad. Not to mention me.

As for the main reason I had formed the Olympians in the first place — to find out about the Larsons — that had gone nowhere, and now I could see that it probably never would. But a dedicated group of secret agents, who would stop at nothing to stick their noses in where they weren’t wanted all over Richmond in order to find Flame Boy and his filthy briefcase: that was another matter.

After the meeting, when the crowd had dispersed, the Sandersons asked me if I wanted to stay for lunch. I knew what was coming, of course, and was all ears.

‘So you’ve decided to call your club the Olympians. Has a certain ring to it, doesn’t it?’

‘Dignified yet dramatic,’ said Mrs S.

‘Classical yet cool.’

‘Strong yet spirited.’

‘That’s right. I wanted a name that was cool. And speaking of names’ — the Spirit can be as smooth as Gravox when he wants to change the subject — ‘I met the Crawleys yesterday.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Mrs S. ‘I haven’t seen Flo for a while now. How are they?’

‘They’re terrific. They were telling us all about the people who stayed here, the Larsons.’

‘Us?’ Mr S said it quietly, but it made me remember that he was really a copper of some kind.

‘Me and Raffi. He lives down around the corner. His mum knows them.’ You can get out of heaps of situations by mentioning someone’s mum. Hitler should have tried it.

‘And what did they say about them?’

‘They were talking about the little house out the back, and about how Mr Larson sold Volvos and Mrs Larson was a painter.’

‘That’s right,’ said Mrs S. ‘They stayed with us for a while when they were looking for a new home. Mr Larson was a bit of a handyman; built most of the shelving in the library as well. Lovely couple.’

‘Yes, well, I’m sure the Crawleys meant well, but they are getting on, and really, they had no business talking to you about our visitors.’

Mr S was looking over his glasses at me, which is a way adults have of telling you you’re either in strife, or bloody close to it. It was actually the only way a lot of nuns ever looked at a me, even when they weren’t speaking.

‘And we would have told you that yesterday, if you had come straight to us, instead of using Mrs Palmer as bait — nice try, though. Now, how’s your Coke going?’

I had given the Sandersons my listening-to-adults look, but really, I thought I was onto something. Mr S’s little speech had let me know three things: one, he was not a happy little Vegemite, but not too unhappy; two, he had secrets, and I love secrets; and three, there was more Coke in the fridge. Part two was so delicious that it made me feel like inventing a deliciousness scale and giving it a ten. Oh, what the hell, I did. I then put two other things on the scale, just to get the ball rolling, and because scales have to have a bottom, a top and a middle:
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	5 Vegetable soup



	1 Cod liver oil




Also, I didn’t believe a word they said about the Crawleys being past it. Weird, yes; past it, no. There might have been ample evidence of clockwork failure, but I could detect no bats in the Crawley belfry.





13 Mona De Coney

I now had lots of leads — that’s what we detectives call them — and went home to have lunch with Granddad and think about them. I also wanted to get Granddad’s advice on the Mona de Coney situation.

But what happened, just as I was settling in to a lovely Akta-Vite sandwich and wondering how the hell I could get my foot into the De Coney door, was that Granddad suddenly short-circuited the whole wondering process by speaking as follows:

‘Do you know a boy called John De Coney?’

It was like a penny bunger going off in my hand. The old codger had been mind-reading, and not for the first time, either. But he knew me inside out, and knew I wouldn’t dong him or anything. And besides, if I did there would probably be undesirable consequences, like getting donged back.

‘Yeah, he lives over in River Street.’

‘Well, I was talking to his mother the other day, and she told me that you can have all of his textbooks from last year, practically unopened, if you like. Same books you’ll need for this year.’

‘Gee, what was the damage?’

‘There was no charge. John is apparently happy to see the last of them.’

I was not supposed to know it, but I heard one bit of the grapevine (Mum) telling another bit (Dad) that Johnny had been done for something that was so bad they wouldn’t even say what it was, but something that had caused the brothers to instantly inform him that he had changed his mind about going to St Dom’s and would henceforth be a feature event at the Tech, and the only reason he wasn’t going to jail was because Granddad had had a word in somebody’s shell-like.

I couldn’t for the life of me work out why Granddad would be interested in the welfare of a De Coney, but I knew that sooner or later some kind of connection would crop up; it was the story of my life.

‘You saved Johnny from going on a holiday, didn’t you?’

He made a face like corrugated iron, and sighed.

‘I heard Mum and Dad talking about it.’

‘Well, I suppose I did help him out. Santo De Coney is a mate, and he knows I’ve occasionally helped a few people around the place, that’s all. So if you go round, you can pick them up. I’d take my billy-cart if I were you.’

‘Roger.’ I was trying out my Biggles talk. He didn’t smile — I would have fallen over backwards if he had — but I think he got it.

‘So what’d Johnny do?’

‘Never mind what he did. And I don’t want you repeating what I just told you.’ He sighed again.

‘It’s okay, Granddad, I won’t.’

My billy-cart was still over at the Sandersons’, where I took it loaded with my treasures after Flame Boy burnt his house down and moved into ours, just before Christmas. Call me psychic.

When I got there I heard Mrs S messing around in the kitchen, and stopped by the window to say hello so she wouldn’t think she had burglars, then, after collecting my billy-cart and Zac the Wonder Dog, I defongulated. We took the long route over to the De Coneys’, because Peanut had rung me that morning (they had a phone because his dad worked at a phone factory) to tell me that they had just finished laying a brand new cement footpath down in May Street, and I’d better hurry if I wanted to drag my billy-cart over it, to make a permanent impression of its wheels — it was practically a rule down our way. Well, I made the tracks, and Zac even made a few himself, and I even signed my name in the cement: Matthew Foster. You’d think that would settle me down for the day, but no.

By the time I turned up at the De Coneys’ I was as nervous as a racing pigeon. What if I bumped into Mona — frontwards? What if I didn’t? What if she wasn’t even there? What if she’d heard that I was coming over and shot through like a beauty? What if she hated me? These questions and others along the same lines may have passed through my mind once or twice on the way over. By the time I got there my feet were so heavy I felt as if I was wading through quicksand with a man-eating anaconda wound around one leg. I reminded myself to get the Olympians to invent a medal for Actions Beyond the Call of Duty (I was thinking of something simple, like the Secret Agent’s Medal, 2nd Class).

The door was opened by Mona De Coney, who was wearing a yellow T-shirt and some other stuff. She smiled at me, but forgot to open the door wide enough for the two of us, so I had to squeeze past. It was already about ninety-five degrees, so I nearly passed out. I’m a bit funny about enclosed spaces — at least I am now.

Mona took me into the lounge room, where Mrs De Coney had organised a stack of textbooks, then ran upstairs, probably to check on her gollywog’s birthday party.

Granddad had been right: they looked in mint condition.

‘Where’s Johnny?’ I said.

‘Off with his friends somewhere,’ said Mrs De Coney. ‘I think you’ll find them all there. John did use them. He’s just very careful about his books — very neat.’

She laid an unnecessary stress on neat, so I guessed it was a bit of an issue in De Coneyland, though I could have told her that it wasn’t in Blayneyland.

‘How are you going to get the books up the hill?’

I hadn’t told her where I was staying, but I suppose a sheepdog could have worked it out, seeing as our house had burnt down, and she seemed to know Granddad.

‘Billy-cart.’

‘I’ll help you take the books out.’

We each grabbed a pile of books and took them out to the billy-cart. I noticed that the top book on my stack said A First French Reader. I opened it up and looked inside. What I saw was not good.

She had a bit of a look round, as if she half expected a policeman to appear and ask her if the books had fallen off the back of a truck.

‘Mona!’ she called.

‘Yes, Mum,’ came a distant reply.

Satisfied that Mona had not run off to become a nun or anything, and, what’s more important, I think, was not standing right behind her, Mrs De C turned quickly to me and leant close enough to be touching me, so that I thought it might run in the family.

‘Will you please tell Mr Taggerty that my husband and I thank him again. We’ll never forget his kindness. Can you remember that?’

As I reached the gate I looked up to the first-floor windows and saw Mona De Coney looking down at me. She wasn’t smiling, for the first time ever, but had a look like Jane Wyatt in Father Knows Best, when she’s just remembered that Father does in fact know best, which is every week. At least I hadn’t had to squeeze past her on the way out, which was just as well, as I was getting that funny feeling again.

Now, I don’t know about you but when someone gives me a message to repeat and looks around first, then tells me afterwards not to forget, I begin to wonder what that message really means. And I thought it might be a secret signal.

Granddad told us that when he was in the desert during the First World War, they were always posting picquets at night to stop the Thievin’ Bloody Arabs knocking off their supplies and cutting their throats into the bargain. And if the picquet thought he heard someone in the dark, he was supposed to say: Halt, who goes there? And when the other bloke told him who he was, he was supposed to say: Advance one and be recognised. And when the bloke did, he was supposed to say: Password! And the bloke was supposed to tell him. And if he didn’t know it, the first bloke was supposed to shoot him. But Granddad said they never did what they were supposed to. They just said: Who the bloody hell is that? And the other bloke would say something like: Turn it up, mate! And that would be that. But that would be their secret signal, because your average Arab doesn’t know it.

Tom and I’d had our own little code words, which no one else knew, mainly various forms of warning about what mood Mum was in, or what to eat and what not to risk. We could have a whole conversation without anyone having a clue what we were on about, though I think Granddad always had some idea. But Tom was the worse of the two of us, and was always winking and elbowing me, and generally giving the game away like mad. Well, now that Tom was gone, and when no one was looking, I sometimes played the Secret Conversation With Tom game by myself, and did both voices, because then I didn’t miss him so much, at least not at the start of the conversation. So that was what I did while I was taking the books over to the Sandersons’, from which I planned to carry them home bit by bit. I only lasted a few minutes, then I had to stop.

When I got to the Sandersons’, I started unloading the books straight away and stacking them on the living-room table so that I could have a closer look at them. Mr S came in and opened and closed them one at a time, and gave every second one a bit of a chuckle, though I couldn’t see anything to laugh about.

‘These books’ll keep you off the street.’

‘They certainly will,’ I replied, making it sound a bit, but not too much, like Stan Laurel.

Mr Sanderson puffed away for a while at his pipe, and I could just about hear the wheels going round in his head, he was thinking so hard.

‘Penny for ’em, Mr Sanderson.’

This was a special thing I sometimes said to Granddad to try to trick him into spilling his guts about stuff. Sometimes, it actually worked.

‘Oh, I was just wondering if this scheme of yours for tracking down the Kavanagh boy was going to bear fruit, that’s all.’

I knew that Mr S had just said that to throw me off the scent of whatever it was he was really thinking about. And I knew I wouldn’t be able to work that out in a thousand years.

Meanwhile, I had a mission to carry out.





14 The Shamrock Street fire

After getting the books I was flat out like a tapeworm at a factory picnic getting my life organised before school was due to start. I had been down to Rooney Park every day since Flame Boy and I agreed to meet. I had discovered that if I pretended Tom was waiting for me it wasn’t so bad at all. Flame Boy was never there, yet I always had the feeling he was watching me. This went on for a week, and generally didn’t do a lot for my image as a reliable and helpful kid. In the end I decided to check out his special entrance to the underground drain, in the bushes.

There were tell-tale signs that he’d recently been there: a scrap of greased paper from the bottom of a piece of cake (some kind of vanilla and coconut thing) and a banana skin. He had feasted only recently, probably had a chuckle at his cleverness, and disappeared down the drain, perhaps while watching me. Fortunately, he was playing the game I had perfected when I was known far and wide as that devilishly tricky superhero the Cartographer, and sometimes as the Outlaw. Next minute, I was into that drain like a girl into a new tea-set.

Though it was pitch black, I knew exactly where I was. If I went in the direction of the fence I would end up under the power station, where I had never been. I made a mental note to fix that sooner rather than later. If I went in the opposite direction I would come to the main drain that ran from the river up to Eden Hill, and probably further, all the way clear to Collingwood, for all I knew, where I imagined the rats were black and white. I had come prepared for this, and had my explorer’s bag. I pulled out my torch and went in the direction of the power station. Niente. I doubled back and went up to the main drain, and down to the river. Still niente. I climbed up to the bottom of the street and started walking. It was a long way to Eden Hill, and I knew there were no interesting places in the main drain until you got there, so I decided to go back and ride my bike up from the Sandersons’ place.

I had just collected Zac and my bike when a very funny thing happened: I heard the bell of a fire engine coming from the direction of Swan Street. I had not had Zac for very long, but being a Labrador, and having attended two house fires already, and having been awarded the House Fire Medal, Third Class, which all the Commandos’ dogs had (bar MBF’s, of course), he knew exactly what was going on, and looked like he was keen to get a whiff of toasted house. As for me, I knew that Flame Boy would hear that bell, and react the same way Zac had. For a split second there was a kind of kid-and-dog-shaped blur, then we were off.

We found the fire up in Shamrock Street, at MacMurrays Panel Beaters, a place that fixed cars that had been in bingles, something at which Richmond drivers excelled, as they were always drunk as skunks. When we arrived, the place was going up like a Roman candle because of the stuff inside, and there were already lots of kids hanging around keeping an eye on proceedings, though I didn’t recognise any of them.

As everyone knows, it is the job of kids at fires to give advice to the firemen, who can’t be expected to know everything. The kids who were already there knew this, and had the situation more or less in hand, this being their part of Richmond. Zac was more concerned with making the acquaintance of the other dogs, though personally I wouldn’t have been caught dead with any of them. My job, which I gave myself, was to climb up the ladder on the back of the fire engine to get a better view.

At the top I found a couple of souvenir fireman’s helmets, which had no firemen under them. I took off my bloke’s hat and shoved it in my bag, and put one of the fireman’s helmets on my noggin, and apart from it weighing about half a ton, it fitted. I was just about to get down when I looked up at the second floor of the East Richmond Chinese Church and Mah Jong Centre across the road, and saw a pair of bright, beady eyes peering at me and the fire, by turns.

I knew — am I a mind-reader or what? — that the owner of those eyes was torn between the vision of me, a fellow doer of daring deeds, wearing a fireman’s helmet, and the cause of all the excitement, which he probably had something to do with anyway. I was particularly struck by the look he gave my new helmet: it was the look one superhero gives to another. But before I could decide on a course of action, he was gone. And I knew that he had probably taken some carefully planned escape route, and that he would disappear into the world beneath the City of Richmond once again.

But he was close, so close, and I had to try to find him. So I clambered down from the fire engine and squeezed my bike and my dog past it, as it was taking up most of Shamrock Street, which was really no more than a lane, and headed for home.

All the way home, Zac kept looking at me and laughing his head off, because I was still wearing my new fireman’s helmet, which was made of sparkling gold. But when I got to the Sandersons’ I stashed it around the back in the Olympians’ GHQ. No sense in inviting awkward questions.

When I went inside I found the Sandersons listening to the news on their flash new Philips wireless, which they were glued to as if they’d just heard that a giant octopus had eaten Luna Park and was last seen paddling up the Yarra towards Richmond. It turned out that the fire that was going so well had now turned into what the bloke on the wireless called a conflagration. Just my luck. Oh well, at least I’d got a souvenir. The Sandersons turned to me, and looked in my direction without really seeing me. And that is because the bloke on the wireless was now talking about Mr Kavanagh.

‘There is reason to believe that the escaped convict, Fergus Kavanagh, may be behind the inferno, which is threatening the whole of Richmond.’

What he meant was that it was threatening the Temperance Hall up on Church Street, which, according to Dad, had nothing much to do with temperance in any case. It was also threatening a pub, the King Brian, which, I’m sure Dad would have said if he was there, was the worst thing of all, especially as he had taken me to the Brian on many a Saturday morning and shouted me a lady’s waist of raspberry cordial and lemonade, my favourite drink of all time, while he caught up with his burpy mates.

‘Fergus Kavanagh,’ said the geezer on the radio, ‘recently escaped from Kew Mental Hospital after being declared insane and transferred there from Pentridge’s notorious H Division. He was to remain there at Her Majesty’s Pleasure. It is still not known how he escaped, but it is believed that he started a fire in the building in which he was being held.’

‘How could they give him an opportunity like that,’ said Mrs S to Mr S, ‘after what he did?’

‘What did he do?’ I asked, always keen to listen to a story, even if a couple of old fogeys were telling it. What I really meant was: What did he burn down? Much more juicy.

Mr Sanderson had a go at putting on a fatherly voice, which was a complete failure, first because, as far as I knew, he was not a father, and second because his voice was clear and firm, and your average dad’s voice was generally tired and slurred.

‘They say he burnt down an important building. A man died in the fire.’

‘So what was he put in Pentridge for: lighting the fire, or killing the bloke inside?’

‘Neither. He was put in jail for treason.’

Now, I wasn’t born yesterday. I knew that for treason they don’t put you in jail: they shoot you.

‘You mean spying or something? Then why didn’t they shoot him?’

‘They don’t shoot people for treason. They just lock them up and throw away the key.’

‘’Cept they didn’t.’

‘Didn’t what, dear?’

‘Throw away the key, Mrs S. They kept it.’

‘It’s just a figure of speech, dear.’

‘So what did he do, give secrets to the Germans?’

‘No, to the Russians. It was well after the war.’

‘What kind of secrets?’

‘No one knows. That’s why they’re called secrets.’

‘I see. Well, it seems to me that this bloke’d have to be a drongo to come back to Richmond, and start lighting fires as if nothing had happened.’

‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But he didn’t come from Richmond — never lived here, in fact. Never started a fire here, either, as far as anyone knows.’

‘But that bloke on the wireless said —’

‘They’re just guessing. Don’t know what they’re talking about. No, I think this fire was an accident. Happened in a panel beaters’, didn’t it? Full of paints and solvents, those places. Death traps.’

‘But I saw —’ Too late. The words were out, and Mr S pounced like a lady on a knitting pattern.

‘You saw Keith Kavanagh, didn’t you?’

‘He shot through when he saw me. He’ll be halfway to Woop Woop by now.’

Damn! I would never make that mistake again. And just to make sure, I was going to swear an oath on my dead cat’s skull as soon as I got my hands on it.

‘It would be much better for Keith if he were found, if he wasn’t running.’

I didn’t have a reply to that. I wanted to find the kid too, more than anything. But dobbing him in was not part of my plan. Despite it being an Olympic sport with your average kid, I’d never dobbed on anyone in my life, no matter how rotten they were — apart from the time I dobbed on Matthew Foster when he blamed me for pulling Margaret Ryan’s hair at the end of play-lunch; and Jimmy Carson, for drawing dragons in red pencil all over our house (except that was me); and that bloke who kidnapped the Harrigan kid and set fire to his hair down the drain, though I don’t want to remember that, so don’t ask; and a rotten copper that Granddad used to know for doing something very nasty to a bloke in our neighbourhood, the bloke who used to own my bloke’s hat, which just goes to show what a funny world it is. And a few others who deserved it. That’s all.

And Tom. I was always dobbing Tom in, and he was always dobbing me in, but with us it was a game, and we played it all the time.

‘All right,’ Mum’d say. ‘Which one of you two little swines pinched my last cigarette?’

‘It was Tom.’

‘Oh yeah, sure. Blame Tom.’

‘I saw him.’

‘And I saw him.’

‘Wait a minute, you’re not Tom, I am.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Nope.’

And so on. We got the idea from Who’s on First, which was Tom’s favourite funny thing, he being a fan of Abbott and Costello (while I was more your Laurel and Hardy kind of kid). Our secret was that there were only a couple of ways to tell us apart, and we knew them all, so we could easily pretend to be each other. But not for long periods, as Tom always ended up laughing loud enough to wake up next door’s dog, Buster, who had a bark like a nun. Next door named him after Buster Keaton, which didn’t make sense, as I knew he was only in the old silent movies. Anyway, Tom and I only wheeled out our twins act when Mum’d had a few too many sherbets, otherwise she could tell us apart easily, just like the queen ant can tell all the other ants apart. It’s a mystery. But get Mum on the turps and she was a pushover.

So that’s why I wasn’t going to dob Flame Boy in: because of Tom. His death had made me do some crazy things — superhero things, but still crazy. And Dr Dunnett (Good Old Who Dunnett, we used to call him) had said I had epilepsy and put me on pills that made me vomit blood, and had wanted to electrocute my brain. And he thought I had problems.

I suppose he was right. I did have a few problems: I’d seen my brother die right in front of me, and times were tough without him. He was always the gamer of the two of us, and it was now extra hard trying to get into trouble without him, not that I didn’t bust a gut trying, which was the main reason why Old Man Dunnett wanted to have my brain fried. But they did it to Flame Boy, who had no mother to put her foot down like mine did, as Mrs K was blind, as well as being practically a metho and blind drunk from one Sunday to the next, only sobering up long enough to change flagons. But if Tom was still alive, he’d rather be dead than dob on Flame Boy. Besides, it was early days; he’d want to see a few more fires first. Flame Boy might have been a bit short up top, but he was still one of us. In the end I couldn’t do anything for Tom, but I was determined to make up for that as much as I could, which is why I had to find Flame Boy.

And that’s why I was having ‘fits’, as Mum called them, because of what I saw at Rooney Park. Before that I was completely normal and had never done anything strange in my life. (I paused just then to see if I would be struck by lightning or anything, but nothing happened, which just goes to show that God really hasn’t got a clue what’s going on down here.)

My head was in a bad way: I’d lost my house and, by the looks of it, my mum; and Granddad wasn’t his usual communicative self, and hadn’t even looked like taking me to Flemington the week before (though I’m sure he went). Richmond had suddenly turned into a giant fire trap, and a lot of people were mentioning my name in association with a certain kid I’m not sure I even liked. It was a long time since I’d felt that my life had gone bung like this — weeks, in fact. I needed to consult someone; and Aunty Queenie was that someone.

When I say Aunty Queenie, I don’t mean that she was a real aunty or anything; she was actually a friend of Granddad’s, his special, secret friend, who only I knew about. I knew that she was Granddad’s greatest secret, and I was under strict instructions not to tell Mum (who hated all of Granddad’s friends like the plague).

Tom and I had met her a few times when we were out and about with Granddad, doing this and that, and occasionally had a raspberry vinegar and lemonade with her in the beer garden of some pub that was off the beaten track. Not that Aunty Queenie drank cordial: her poison was always top shelf, as she said with a wink. We weren’t allowed to tell anyone about these get-togethers, especially Nanna, and Granddad told us why straight out: because Nanna would put her foot down if she knew, and that would be the end of all our shenanigans, and we were partial to the odd shenanigan.

I had seen Nanna Taggerty put her foot down a few times, mainly where it concerned Granddad being friendly to Mrs Morgan next door, who I think was the best friend he’d probably ever had, and to Mrs Carruthers, across the road from our place, who had a soft spot for him, and given half a chance would have taken him home and kept him there for good, like a pet guinea pig.

But we didn’t really get to know Aunty Queenie until after Nanna died, when we got to visit her South Melbourne home, which was the same size as Buckingham Palace. Then we found out why Nanna hated her: Aunty Queenie had known Granddad since they were kids and thought he was the bee’s knees. But Granddad didn’t relax his rule about mentioning Aunty Queenie to Mum even then. Mum was a chip off the old block. She did not approve of the women who liked Granddad, and that was all of the women in Richmond bar none. Even the nuns at St Felix’s liked him. Once, when Mum couldn’t bear to face them one more time — I think it was after the unfortunate incident of the convent’s washing-machine mangle — she conned Granddad into talking to them instead.

‘G’day, Reverend Mother,’ said Granddad, not just doffing his brown fedora but removing it altogether. ‘Are they your lovely roses over at the convent gate?’

‘They are indeed. Are you a rose lover yourself?’

‘Well, Mother Sylvester’ — one of Granddad’s two rules of conversation: use their name — ‘my dear departed wife, Mrs Taggerty, was, may she rest in peace, and Our Blessed Lord has left me with the pleasant duty of tending them.’ That was Granddad’s other rule: mention something you have in common.

‘Mr Taggerty, I was just about to have some tea and biscuits. Would you care to join me? Taggerty — you wouldn’t happen to be Archie Taggerty the boxer, would you?’

‘I would. Do you come from a sporting family yourself, Mother?’

‘I do indeed. My late mother was the Thornbury Housey Champion five years running — not that she approved of gambling, mind you — and both my brothers played for Collingwood.’

‘What a team from Heaven, Mother. They should have named them the Angels.’

And so on, till you felt like throwing up on something white and lacy.

By the time they got around to Tom and me, who were left standing there like two stale bottles of beer, it was all over bar the changing hands of money, to cover the cost of the convent’s mangle (which, I have to tell you, was not as sturdy as it looked).

Granddad might have been a bit of a chicken when it came to women, but it didn’t matter much, because he had more charm than Errol Flynn and David Niven put together.

I was always welcome at Aunty Queenie’s, and had even created an escape plan that ended up at her house, in case one of my adventures went horribly wrong, which did tend to happen. I had not had to use this plan, though I had come within a whisker of it last year, when I was being chased by a very angry bloke (I gave him the slip, as Larry Kent would have done). But the last time I had seen Aunty Queenie, she had been very worried about me, and had told me to come to her if things ever got really crook.

That settled it. I was off to South Melbourne. And besides, the longer I hung around here, the more hot water I would get into.

Mr Sanderson was still looking at me: it was one of those looks. But he knew that even if he gave me the Chinese Water Torture to get information about Flame Boy, it would just be a waste of water. Finally, he slapped his thigh.

‘Who’s for a walk in the park? Lottie?’

I almost fell over — I had never heard Mrs S’s first name before, but I could see they hadn’t thought of that. Now I had the complete set: Russell and Lottie.

‘Count me out,’ I said. ‘I’m off to check the traps.’ I had no idea what that meant, but it was something I’d heard Rex say when he came visiting from the other side of the black stump, and it sounded cool.

‘Your loss,’ said Mr S, as they went in to get their hats.

I waited until the Sandersons had gone for their walk in the park across the road, then got on the blower.





15 Noddy goes to town

‘Hello, Queenie Brennan speaking.’

‘H’llo, Aunty Queenie. If Granddad’s there, don’t give me away.’

‘Oh hello, love. Don’t worry, he’s not here. Just getting on with me knitting. What can I do for you?’

‘You know how you told me I could always come over and see you?’

‘Ye-e-s. What have you done now?’

‘Not much, just the usual. It’s just that … um —’

‘Yes, I heard: lost your house and were forced to live out in the cold, cold snow.’

Sounded like Aunty Queenie had been having the odd snifter of Gilbey’s, which was her poison.

‘Um, something like that. Anyway, I just wanted to visit for a little while, to get your advice ’n’ stuff.’

‘Oh God, if only I had a quid for every bloke who’s told me that. Wait a minute — I have!’

‘Pardon?’

‘Oh nothing. Come over, love. I could do with a bit of cheering up meself. I don’t suppose this visit has anything to do with two Johnnies who just came making enquiries at my fabulous residence?’

I swallowed, as my mouth had suddenly gone dry, and probably yellow inside. How could the police be one jump ahead of me? Was I that notorious? It was that bloody helmet! God had probably nodded off for a while, then woken up and spotted the absence of the helmet on top of the fire engine. After all, being up high, he would have a bird’s-eye view of these things.

‘No. Just a visit.’

‘Then come on over!’

So, after first stashing the helmet in a place no one would go in a month of Sundays — the old stable down the back — I grabbed a tram to the city.

Aunty Queenie had a mansion in Dorcas Street, my favourite street, as it was also the home of HSV7, the best television channel in Melbourne. Her house was full of amazing stuff: huge rugs from India, pot plants from all over the place, all of them bigger than me, and pictures of strange things – ladies wearing nighties, soldiers with huge moustaches, and kids looking like angels without wings and halos (the kind of kids who wouldn’t last five minutes in my neighbourhood unless their big brothers were bodgies). Apart from having everything that opens and shuts, or switches off and on, a bit like Mrs Morgan’s place, it had three storeys, which made it the tallest house in the street. Half the things inside the house were red, like Charlie Wing’s casino, and the other half were made of wood, which reminded me of the inside of a castle, or the State Theatre in town.

The house also had a bar in the living room, like a little pub, with every kind of grog you could think of, from bottom shelf, a fridge full of beer, to top shelf, a row of bottles of coloured grog. Aunty Betty, who liked to wash her Dubonnet down with a glass of liqueur, would have been as happy as a budgie. Out the back were a couple of rubbish bins that were always chockers with empty gin bottles, and every time I saw them I thought it was a shame they were going to get thrown out, they were so beautiful, being frosted, like Christmas decorations. These bottles had been emptied by Aunty Queenie herself, who lived by the rule: a full Gilbey’s bottle is a bad Gilbey’s bottle. She thought the same of full Bex bottles too.

This was the place as I remembered it from my last visit, when I was with Granddad. I rang the bell, which is something I didn’t usually get a chance to do, as most of the houses in Richmond either had knockers or nothing, and waited. Aunty Queenie, who was what Larry Kent would have called a dame, always looked a million bucks, and on the smell scale got about a seven — I would have given her an eight except she smoked. She opened the door, hauled me in like a gummy shark, and hugged me, all in one complete movement, like Margot Fonteyn rounding up a couple of swans. The hugs were bad enough — a bloke could smother — but what was worse was that Aunty Queenie was always wearing lots of sharp glass jewellery with pins and things, and you had to be careful not to get a nasty wound. She also kissed.

Once the hard part — getting through the door — was over, I headed for the comfiest chair I could find, and it was not an easy choice. Aunty Queenie asked me if I’d like a cool drink of something, and I said okay. After a few minutes, the Blayney life was no longer chockers with potholes, but as smooth as Nat King Cole, and I was beginning to wonder if Aunty Queenie had ever thought of adopting me, or making me a real nephew. But then I thought Granddad might have something to say about that, this place being his secret hideout that no one on earth knew about, except me and Tom — I mean, me.

‘So, my lad, what kind of trouble are you in?’

‘What makes you think I’m in trouble?’

‘Listen, my boy, I know you and your granddad well enough to know when you’ve been up to no good. What was it: B&E? The old “finders keepers”? Car theft? Murder?’

Actually, it hadn’t been any of these, though I made a mental note to check the cars around the place later to see if any of them had been left unlocked, and also to get Barney to show me how to drive, maybe in his new second-hand Ford Consul.

‘Nope. None of them. I did find a fireman’s helmet recently, one that no one wanted.’

I had told her this as a test, to see if she would chuck a wobbly, like Mum would. If she did, it was: thanks for the Coke and I’ll see you in the soup.

‘Come on, you didn’t come round here to sell me a hot fireman’s helmet.’

She was dead right about that: I had no intention of selling that helmet, not even for twenty quid.

‘A friend of mine — really just a kid I know — is in strife, and is wanted by an assortment of blokes —’

‘Coppers —’

‘Yeah, and others as well.’

‘What others?’

‘Special rozzers, plainclothesmen and stuff.’

‘How do you know these blokes were coppers?’

‘They were digging up his house, or rather the spot where his house was before he burnt it down.’

‘We’re talking about the kid they call the Torch, aren’t we?’

Her eyes were glistening and she leant forward in her chair. All I could see was her chest, which she never really covered up, as Granddad said she was susceptible to heatstroke. Tom would have been as happy as Larry to see the look on her dial.

‘Yeah, ’cept he’s not the first person to be called the Torch.’ A part of me was still fighting against his new super-identity.

‘That’s right. The original Torch was his old man.’

‘How’d you know that?’

The trouble with being a kid is that you’re always the last to know. I swear I’d be the last to know if I had a flamin’ toothache.

‘Little bird told me. Also, you know those two blokes I told you about on the phone? They knew. Wanted to know if I’d heard anything on the grapevine. I hadn’t, of course. They also wanted to know if I knew where Archie was. I said Archie who?’

‘I better find him and give him the tip.’

‘Archie knows what day it is. It’s you I’m worried about. If I know anything about the Gestapo, and I do, these blokes are outside as we speak and planning to follow you when you leave, so if I were you I wouldn’t lead them to your granddad. Or to that mad mate of yours.’

‘He’s not my mate.’

‘Wasn’t he living at your place when it went up in flames?’

‘Yeah, but that’s only because my mum knew his mum … from the war, I think.’

‘Listen, stay away from him. His old man got himself into a hell of a lot of trouble; every cop in Melbourne will be after him. Now, I suppose you’ll have to go home eventually, but just don’t go looking for Archie. If he wants the coppers to find him, they will.’

‘He hasn’t been around for the last few days.’

‘He’s taking care of business, that’s all. Is Jean worried?’

I tried to remember the last time I had seen Mum worry about Granddad. Nothing happened.

‘Nuh.’

‘There you go, then.’

‘I don’t have to go home. I can stay with the Sandersons.’

‘Yes, Archie told me about them. He said you know what they are. Just be careful. They’d sell their own mothers, that lot.’

‘No, Aunty Queenie, they wouldn’t. They’re like you.’

‘God love you, dear. Now I’ve heard everything. Just mind what you tell them.’

She went to the front window and peeked out into the street, then came back.

‘Must be a hundred and twenty inside that black car of theirs. What d’ya say we make ’em sweat for a few hours, eh?’

Aunty Queenie had a distinctly evil side to her. She patted the couch, and I moved over beside her with my cold drink. She turned the TV on, and we kicked off our shoes, put our feet up and watched Noddy get into strife with Mr Plod.

Aunty Queenie gave me a nudge.

‘Fancy another Coke, Noddy?’

When I finally left, it wasn’t by the front door but through a gate in the back fence, one that opened into a tiny lane too small to get a car down but wide enough for me to get back to St Kilda Road. Aunty Queenie’s place was the perfect hideout.

I spent the trip home and the rest of the night thinking about what had happened to Tom, and how it had just about driven me crazy, despite me working out how to flick a switch in my head and turn myself into him so that he would come back to life for a while. In the end, though, even that hadn’t really worked, and I had to let him go. I could do the voice, but I couldn’t do the Tom thing. The only good that came out of letting him go to Heaven (where I hoped he was giving God the shits like a beauty) was that I felt different than I had ever felt before. I felt like a me, instead of an us. It came and went, but when it came, I didn’t feel guilty for a while.

The problem was, I didn’t know if I was missing him properly, or if I was missing him not enough or too much. It didn’t help that no one else seemed to miss him at all, except Granddad of course. Granddad was always in our corner. The only thing I had to keep me from going nuts was my mission: to stop all those bastards out there catching Flame Boy and frying his brain. Tom would have wanted that.

It was Barney who made up my mind what to do. I didn’t take Aunty Queenie’s advice, but went home to Granddad’s place. I was worried about Mum, though I hated to admit it, as I was pretty sure she wasn’t too worried about me. She didn’t care, really, whether I lived at the Sandersons’, or at Granddad’s, with her, or nicked off and joined the Navy, which had crossed my mind, as I’d heard that the tucker was pretty good and I liked the uniform.

I found Barney at home, bending Mum’s ear about Granddad’s whereabouts. Where Granddad went on these occasions was a bit of a mystery, but I had a feeling that certain people could track him down if the urge took them, especially Aunty Queenie. It’s just that she was one of those people who knew what was what. That’s why she was my emergency person, like Guran, the Phantom’s boyhood friend, who lived deep in the jungle.

‘Hello there, young feller. What’ve you been up to — no good?’

I had to be careful what I said, because Mum was there, and while I didn’t mind discussing my adventures with Barn, who knew most of my secrets, and had taught me a few of his own, like what to do if you’re pinched by the coppers, which hadn’t exactly happened to me yet, though I’d come close once or twice (and though I would never tell him so, his advice wouldn’t have helped me at all).

‘You know me, Barn: the Pope’s thinking of making me a saint next week.’

I got that one off Spider Webb’s old man one night when he was legless, just before he was sent on a holiday for being in possession of something that fell out of the back of a van. Spider’s dad had a million of them.

Barney laughed one of his chesty cackles, and Mum gave me one of those looks.

‘Don’t encourage him: I’m trying to get rid of him.’

‘Yeah, okay. But before you shoot through, Barn, I need a bit of advice.’

I looked at Mum. She looked at us, the same way she’d look at one of those envelopes that has a window in the front.

Barn tapped the side of his nose.

‘Bloke’s stuff, is it?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Say no more. You’ve come to the right place. I was just leaving, so let’s talk about it out on the verandah. Hooroo, Jean.’

Outside, we sat on the seat that had been Nanna Taggerty’s special bench.

‘So, young Blayney, someone owe you a quid and won’t cough up? Barney’s your man.’

‘No, Barn.’

‘Someone been moving in on your girlfriend behind your back?’

‘No, not that.’

‘You have got a girlfriend, haven’t ya?’

‘Course I have.’

‘Well, that’s a relief. So, what is it?’

‘I miss Tom.’

‘Ah, hell. Tom. I miss him too, you know. Remember that time he went to the fancy dress ball dressed as one of the nuns? I wish I had a photo of that.’

‘Mum has. The nuns didn’t laugh, except for Sister Bernadette, the one who left. Sister Malachi told him he was going to Hell. Father Hagen gave him a special prize, for bravery.’

‘That Tom. You wouldn’t get me in nun’s clothes for all the money in the DLP campaign fund.’

‘Barn, why do we hate the DLP — I keep forgetting?’

‘Never you mind about them rat bastards. You just concentrate on missing Tom. Nothing wrong with that. Here, why don’t you go over to Parkville and visit him, you know, where he’s buried. They never did take you, did they?’

‘Nah. They left me at Mrs Carruthers’ that day. She was half stung, to make matters worse.’

‘Now, now. Ladies don’t get half stung.’

‘What do they get?’

‘Rotten flamin’ drunk!’

He laughed until he started turning blue, so I slapped him on the back a few times, the way I did with Granddad every now and then.

‘Ta. Ya saved me life.’ He got up and started rolling a smoke. ‘Don’t forget: Parkville cemetery. I think you’ll be a new man.’





16 Confession

Barney gave me a pretty good idea how to find the Parkville cemetery, and it turned out to be not far from the Carlton footy ground, which I’d been to on many a Saturday, with Dad, to watch the Blues get done like a dinner by the Mighty Bloods. First thing in the morning, I grabbed a bit of change from my secret stash and caught a tram to the city. There I asked a clippie with hairy legs where to catch the tram to Parkville. Half an hour later the tram was trundling past the Royal Dental Hospital.

I shivered when I saw that place, because the last time I had been there, I had been held down while some Nazi torturers filled my teeth with more fillings than a pie shop. The whole dental hospital trip had been carefully planned by the nuns for weeks. Just before the big day, they gave us prison-grey forms to take home for our parents to fill in. The forms gave the school permission to torture us in any way they liked. Mum filled in the forms — I could swear she didn’t read them — during a cuppa and a fag and handed them back to Tom and me as we left for school on the day of the torture.

The whole class was loaded into buses and Sister Malachi got on and told us to fork over our permission forms. Naturally, the kids were all so scared they just did as they were told — that’s what prisoners do. But I was so terrified I only knew one thing: if I forked over, I was going to be tortured. The way I looked at it: no permission, no torture. Right there, I crumpled up my form, shoved it into my mouth, and started chewing like there was no tomorrow. Tom was watching me with a big smile on his face and, catching on, did the same thing himself. By the time the Nazi torture nun reached our seat, we were chewing for all we were worth, though I’m here to tell you that the forms the Royal Dental Hospital issue would probably not taste good even if they were boiled for two hours then dipped in chocolate.

Of course the kids down our end of the bus went crazy, being always ready for an opportunity to dob in the Blayney twins. So Sister made us continue to chew, then to swallow, by smacking us over the ear every few seconds. Then calm as you like she went back to her seat.

At the hospital, a bloke with a white coat came out and collected all the forms.

‘Sister,’ says he, ‘we’re two short.’

‘Oh no we’re not,’ says she, and points to our stomachs, she being one of those nuns who is short on words but long on actions.

‘We have a rule for youngsters who pull that old stunt,’ says the white Nazi. He pauses and leans forward as if he is going to tell us a ghost story, then says, ‘They go first.’

Tom put up a fight, but was overpowered and dragged away by the Death Squad. I, who did not put up a fight, the strength having left me altogether, was dragged away just on the off-chance that I might. I thought I was never going to see Tom again, and I cried all the way to the dentist chair. I admit it.

The tram carried on to Parkville and did a few twists and turns, and I got off at the Melbourne General Cemetery. At the cemetery I went to the office and told them what I wanted and I was given a rough map and the bloke marked the spot for me. I found Tom’s grave. It had a bunch of fresh flowers on it, with no label or card or anything. I wondered who might have put them there, and felt guilty all over again because I hadn’t thought of it myself. But some of the graves nearby had flowers on them, so I visited them, and looked at the details, and as soon as I came across a grave that wasn’t for a kid, I took the flowers back to Tom. I knew he wouldn’t mind, as he was always pinching things.

There was nothing to do, no one to do it with, and nothing to say. I had come all this way, and on the inside, I felt as if I had caught a case of death from one of the graves. I wondered if Tom had turned into a ghost or a zombie. I think he would have preferred to be a zombie, so he could scare the living daylights out of bad people like coppers and kidnappers — not nuns, because everyone knows that nuns aren’t scared of anything, not even blood and guts.

I didn’t want to leave him there, but I had to go. It was as hot as Hell, and there was no shade, and the whole place was not the sort of place you’d want to be buried in, if you were a kid. So I left, feeling that the both of us had been badly short-changed.

I wasn’t sure if I’d ever come back. It didn’t feel as though Tom was there. It felt more like he was at Rooney Park, or the Tea Tree Paddock, or our secret place that used to be on our roof. It felt like he was with me, but just not there. So I went back the way I’d come, and when the tram went past the Dental Hospital, I looked the other way. Bugger ’em.

At Lonsdale Street I got off and walked down to St Frank’s Church. I had to see a man about a dog. No, that’s not true: I had to go to Confession. Whereas most churches were dishing out the Sacrament of Penance only one or two hours a week, St Frank’s was open for business all day every day, mainly due to a general lack of self-control in Melbourne’s Catholic community, many of whom had gone over to the DLP, and could no longer look their own dogs in the eye, to say nothing of their children.

St Frank’s was one of those churches that looked like what I imagined the inside of Noah’s Ark must have looked like. It had a lot of wood all over the place, and it had ribs like a boat, except they were on the ceiling, if you see what I mean. Anyway, as soon as I walked into the cool gloom I realised that all churches smell the same: damn good. It must be the holiness, I thought to myself. Holiness is a top smell. I gave it eight, but to be honest, I was overrating it a tiny bit on purpose, because I wanted God to be happy with me before I even got into the starting gate, and there were starting gates — confessional boxes — all around the walls. And I could tell by the little red starters’ lights on them that the Blessed Sacrament Fathers were doing a brisk trade in forgiveness that day.

The church was chockers with sinful Melburnians getting their sooty souls made snow white again, and I felt in the mood to join them. I reckoned that if I had to go one more day with the twisted guilty feeling inside me I’d scream. I was pretty sure I had done, or at least thought, a lot of bad things, which is why I was feeling so awful. According to the whole range of nuns and priests I had come across in my miserably short life, it is pretty much impossible if you are a kid to have any kind of feelings without them being sinful. And I had been having a cartload of feelings about all kinds of things apart from not having saved Tom: especially stuffing my face at the open day while Flame Boy was hungry. Then there was Josephine Thompson. But really, Mona De Coney.

I needed to get my soul clean so that I could carry out my mission. So off I went to a confessional that had FR BURKE on the door. I thought to myself that a priest who was probably related to a famous explorer would be just the thing for a young explorer-detective-superhero type like myself.

I watched the people as they came out of the confessional to see if they were okay, because Sister Bernadette always said you could tell if a person was truly penitent by the look on their dial — you know, whether they were holy-looking or just plain relieved that the horrible ordeal was over, which meant that they had been pulling God’s leg wholesale.

I thought these people were looking reasonably penitent, and one lady actually was crying, which I took as a good sign. So in I went.

‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has only been four days since my last Confession, because I’m one of the altar boys down at St Felix’s and Father makes us go to Confession every time we make a mistake, and I’m always making —’

‘For God’s sake, will you shut tup and tell me whoy it is yo’re here, young man.’

Oh, God, an Irishman, I thought. Probably just had a sherbet or two as well.

‘Well, Father, lately I’ve been having a hard time. See, our house burnt down, and now everyone is looking for this kid’ — I felt a need to keep names, addresses and so on to myself ‘— who might have started the fire, and that’s because he —’

‘Is this Confession going somewhere, or have you got something wrong wit’ your brain, son?’

I swallowed. He had touched on a delicate subject, but I didn’t want to go into that just then. I decided to give him a throwaway sin, which is one that you confess when you want to stall for time, or when you want to build up to something serious, both of which were the case.

‘I pinched a fireman’s helmet.’

‘You ort to be ashamed of yourself. But Oy’ll give you absolution on condition that you return it. Is that it, then?’

Time to come clean.

‘My brother died about a year ago — he was my twin. You see, I miss him a lot, and I was frightened because —’

‘Is dis goin’ t’ tehk long? It’s just dat Oy have a lot of real sinners to attend to.’

‘I do have a real sin, Father.’

‘Will, ote wit’ it, den.’

‘Oy, I mean, I … I … my brother … Tom, he died. And I couldn’t help him. I let him die. I should have tried harder. I should have helped him more.’

‘Will Oy’m sorry t’ hear about yor brother; it’s a croyin’ shame, that’s what it is. But not a sin.’

‘Well, there’s this girl —’

‘Oy see. And have you touched each other?’

‘Um, not yet.’

‘See that you don’t.’

‘And, see, there’s this other kid.’

‘A boy?’

‘Yes, Father.’

‘So have you touched him?’

‘No, Father. I’m not even sure if I like him.’

‘Just remember, you can’t get into trouble with boys.’

‘Yes, but —’

‘Look, this is the busiest chorch in Melbourne, and we have all toypes of desperate criminals — murderers and d’ loik — coming here seeking Our Blessed Lord’s forgiveness; and all yo’re doing is wasting moy time, to say nottin’ of the Lord’s. So get tout.’

‘Did you say murderers, Father?’

‘And worse.’

‘Firebugs?’

‘Boy the dozen.’

I looked at the door.

‘Jesus.’

‘You Godless heathen blasphemer! You’ll apologise to me and to the Lord, or Oy’ll come in there and give you the rounds of the chorch!’

‘I’m sorry, Father.’

‘Now, for wasting my time you can say three Hail Marys. For taking Our Blessed Lord’s name in vain, you can go straight down to the altar and receive the Blessed Sacrament. And don’t forget the helmet. Ego te absolvo …’

As he muttered his part of the deal in Latin I repeated the ‘O my God I am very sorry’ prayer out loud. Finally we dead-heated in the dark.

‘Now get tout.’

Outside, I went down to the altar, wondering how many of the people in the church were actually murderers and firebugs, and keeping my eyes peeled for Mr Kavanagh’s duck-like head. At the altar, I knelt at the rail and waited for the priest to turn up with his altar boy, who was actually another priest, as they had more priests living there than you could kick gravel at. As they stopped in front of me the priest began to whisper his little Communion prayer, which I knew in both Latin and English from my years on the altar. However, I was still thinking of the words I knew he had just spoken from the altar:

‘Domine, non sum dignus …’

Lord, I am not worthy.

He waited for me to take Communion, but I froze. I felt as though to do so would be more than a white lie. This would be a biggy.

‘For God’s sake, stick your tongue out,’ said the priest.

Still I froze.

Suddenly there was a sharp smack across the side of my head from behind. My tongue shot out and I was given Communion, and the two Blessed Sacrament fathers moved on, as if nothing surprised them.

Without a word, Father Burke — it was he — dragged me to the side door, in front of half the hardened criminals and firebugs in Melbourne, and thrust me out into the heat and glare of the city, where I finally wilted, still unforgiven.





17 Ghosts in the head

The city is a small place, measured in tram trips, and I should know, as Tom and I made a kind of hobby out of taking trams here and there, usually without paying.

We did this by spinning yarns, and we got pretty good at it too. On the few occasions when we were asked for money, we said: ‘Our father is out of work,’ which wasn’t true, but usually worked. If it didn’t, we’d say: ‘A bloke bailed us up and pinched our money,’ which did sometimes happen. (Though if it did we only had to say to anyone who tried to do us over: ‘Our grandfather is Archie Taggerty, so I wouldn’t do that, if I were you.’ Unless the bloke had no brains at all, he would then say: ‘Sorry, son; didn’t know. No harm done, eh? Give my best to Archie. Or maybe not, eh? Here’s two bob for you. Get yourselves an ice-cream.’ We could probably get more by mentioning Blarney Barney, but we didn’t want to scare anyone to death, just make them squirm.)

The fact is we always kept a few bob hidden in our socks, as advised by Granddad, so we could pay our way if we felt like it.

But the city is not a small place when you’re walking, and that’s what I did after I was thrown out of St Frank’s.

I had ghosts in my head. I heard Granddad say that once to Aunty Queenie, when he thought no one could hear him, and now I knew what he meant. I don’t know what kind of ghosts he was talking about, probably the ghost of Nanna, who was soft and lovely, and would probably make a rotten ghost, but a pretty nice fairy, not that I believed in them anymore — it’s just a way of speaking of people. When I mentioned it to Mum, she just sighed and shook the scone like Mr Squiggle, only in slow motion, so I knew I was onto buried treasure.

‘Is it Nanna Taggerty, Mum? Is that who the ghost is?’

‘Nanna Taggerty’s not a ghost; she’s in Heaven.’

I decided to bring up a matter that Barney mentioned to me once, but in such a way that Mum wouldn’t go troppo at me.

‘Barney told me that Granddad once killed a bloke … when he was a boxer.’

‘You can forget that kind of talk, for a start. I never want to hear you mention that again, d’ya hear?’

Crikey!

‘My lips are sealed.’

‘Who taught you that?’

‘Television.’

‘Bloody television.’

I wouldn’t have put it like that, but mums have a way of making mistakes over the simplest of things, and that was a good example. Mud was another one. And dogs.

I had a ghost in my head, and he looked just like me. When I stopped at a shop window and looked in, I saw him looking back at me with his hair sticking out, and his bloke’s hat, except that Tom hadn’t had a bloke’s hat, only a battleship-grey baseball cap with the flags of Olympic nations stuck all over it. I ended up with it, but I didn’t have it anymore because I gave it to Granddad, just in case I died, so he’d have something to remember us by. Anyway, the point is, when Tom wasn’t laughing he looked exactly the same as me. That’s how he looked in the shop window.

‘I’m sorry, Tom,’ I said into Myer’s window, which was his favourite.

‘It’s all right; I don’t mind being dead.’

‘How come?’

‘They give you free ice-cream.’

That Tom was a bit of a kidder. But I made a mental note to ask Father Hagen about the ice-cream. I didn’t want to die the way Tom had. I wanted to die while pushing Mona De Coney out of the way of a runaway tram, except that I wouldn’t die, I’d be rewarded with a kiss. But then I realised that I had always wanted to be kissed by Josephine Thompson, and felt guilty all over again. I wondered if I had committed a sin just then. I had discussed this with Barney once.

‘Hey, Barn, according to Father Hagen, practically all my thoughts about just about every girl I ever met or ever will meet, bar Mum and Nanna, are sinful.’

‘Ah yes, the evil, dirty mind of the celibate. That was bound to happen sooner or later. When did he tell you that?’

‘In Confession. I was telling him about Josephine Thompson.’

‘Is this the girlfriend, then?’

‘Um, yeah.’

‘My advice, for what it’s worth: don’t give those blokes the time of day when it comes to the gentler sex; they don’t deserve it. Let them go and get their own girlfriends, eh?’

‘Makes sense.’

‘Next time he asks you about girls tell him you’re rather partial to the boy across the road. That’ll shut him up.’

‘But I’m not.’

‘Glad to hear it. Just do as I say.’

‘Right. Thanks, Barn.’

Barney was doing all right there for a minute, I thought. But he plainly knew nothing about the perils of going to Confession.

So there I was, complete with my own ghost, not that Tom wasn’t a good ghost. I mean, he didn’t give me a hard time. He just kept smiling at me non-stop, like the time he got drunk on Father’s sacramental wine. We knew that Father thought he had none left, and we, the altar boys, had found an unopened bottle, which we decided to knock off. Valentine Popovich went first, and immediately decided it was too strong. Matthew Foster went next, but said it wasn’t as good as his dad’s, and stopped — I’ve been wondering about that ever since. Tom hopped in like a kid with a mighty thirst, and insisted on drinking twice as much as me. In the end he got the Smile of Doom. We thought it was funny at first, but then we realised that his face was stuck, as if the wind had changed, and he was probably going to be like that for the rest of his life. When we went home we crept in and went straight to Dad, because Mum would have killed us without a second thought. Dad never killed us for any reason, because he had been a boy once, even an altar boy, and he knew that there is a kind of rule that if you are an altar boy you are supposed to knock off the priest’s grog. He just looked at Tom and said: ‘Best you go and have a lie down.’

Tom smiled and winked at him, and pushed off.

Dad turned to me.

‘And what’s your story?’

He was wondering why I wasn’t drunk too, as Tom and I always did the same thing.

‘Tom liked it more.’

‘So where’s mine, then?’

‘Sorry, Dad. Ran out.’

I walked a lot that day, in spite of it being hotter than a ditchdigger’s armpit. After I left Myer’s I went up the street to the museum, which had always been one of my favourite places. I remembered a conversation Raffi and I had with Mrs Radion about the picture of Ron Clarke, on the day I met her.

She had flopped on the couch with a coldy, and wouldn’t have moved if I’d thrown a stick of dynamite at her.

‘I wonder what they did with that Torch,’ I said.

‘It’s in the museum,’ said Mrs Radion. The things adults come out with when their guard is down.

I was stunned. I’d been wondering about that for years, and all the time the answer was just a few streets away, scoffing lager.

‘I thought maybe it was in a safe somewhere.’

‘No point: they made over a hundred of ’em.’

‘Mum, they only made one — she’s kidding, aren’t you, Mum?’

‘I never kid about Olympic torches,’ she said, having a sip. ‘Get my smokes, will you, love?’

Now I was at the museum. I was going to visit that Torch. I was going to see the thing I’d only seen once, when I was eight. For Tom. And me. And maybe for Raffi. But I couldn’t ask the guard, or I’d be turfed out on my ear — that’s what happens when you’re a kid without an adult.

On the way, I was sidetracked by the inventions gallery, which had machines in glass cases that you started by pushing buttons. After a couple of experiments, when I discovered that the machines only ran for about half a minute, then conked out, I could see that the trick was to push every button in the place before the first machine you’d started stopped, or before you were thrown out. If a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth getting told off for, I always say. Well, I’m here to tell you it can’t be done, at least not on the first try. But then I remembered the mission, and reluctantly had to settle for vowing to come back one day, possibly after adopting a suitable super-identity with powers of invisibility.

So I walked around until I just sort of discovered it for myself. It looked very lonely, plain, used. Famous, but forgotten. There was no one looking at it but me; no one else cared. I looked at the Olympic things all around it. They did nothing for me. But the Torch seemed to recognise me. Standing there, I took an oath — it wasn’t solemn, because I didn’t have a skull to swear on — that I would not forget it, like everyone else had. I was, after all, an Olympian.

I ran out of puff down by the river at Prince’s Bridge, which I would have thrown myself over, except with my luck I reckoned I would’ve landed on a rowing crew and got an oar up my bum. So I walked down the steps to River Walk, and down to Ryrie’s Gym.

Ryrie’s Gym was one of the places Nanna Taggerty (and Mum) had banned Granddad from taking Tom and me, though it was one of our favourite places. Nanna also banned him from taking us to the races, which was a fate worse than death for us, because we’d already had one Spring Carnival under our belts and had even learnt to read the bookies’ Tic Tac. In other words, we had racing in our blood. She also forbade him from taking us to the local fan-tan rooms, which was all right with us, as we weren’t interested in gambling anyway. Granddad had told us on many occasions that punting was a mug’s game, but Barney said that he was involved in the game in a way that did not make him a mug. It wasn’t until Nanna actually died that we knew the complete list of the places he wasn’t allowed to take us, because the first thing he did was take us to all of them.

I stepped inside, where it was cool and dark and smelt a bit like my favourite smell: nun’s clothes on a Friday afternoon, but chalk-dustier and sweatier. I gave it a nine on the Blayney Scale of Smells and Pongs. As soon as the door closed behind me I heard the familiar clang of Ryrie’s voice.

‘Out you go, son.’

I was very popular.

‘It’s me, Mr Ryrie.’

‘Oh, so it is. Where’s Arch?’

I was ready for that. ‘Went mad and we shot ’im.’

‘Another bloody comedian.’

‘He said to meet him here. I thought he was inside.’

‘Sorry. He’s not here, and I haven’t seen him for weeks, if anyone asks. Now, no kids allowed. So off you go.’

‘It’s okay, Dave, he won’t blab. G’day, nipper.’

Granddad came out of the shadows and ruffled my hair.

‘What brings you here? Come for a boxing lesson?’

‘G’day, Granddad. Won’t blab about what?’

‘I’ve got a few things to attend to that require a bit of peace and quiet.’

I nodded and winked. A nod’s as good as a wink to a blind man. I gave him both, as he wasn’t blind.

‘Someone after you?’

Ryrie laughed like a bomb going off.

‘That’s a good’n, Arch! He’s got your bloody number, mate.’

‘No, it’s just that I’ve got some business to take care of. I won’t be home for a few days. Nothin’ to worry about. If anyone asks, you haven’t seen me.’

‘Barn was looking for you.’

‘Barney can look after himself. Got it?’

‘Yep. But I was hoping you’d be here. I wanted to ask you about a few things.’

We sat down and watched a couple of lightweights spar for a while.

‘That bloke holds his left too low,’ I said.

‘I know. He’ll learn the hard way. So what is it, your mum all right?’

‘Yeah, s’pose.’

‘How’s Daphne settling in, good?’

I nodded.

‘Hard to see that woman as an officer. She’d’ve made a good sergeant, though.’

‘Or a race caller,’ I chipped in.

He chuckled.

‘Mum seems to be swearing more, all of a sudden.’

‘That’ll be Daphne’s influence. They go back a long way. Her own mum was never like that, you know.’

‘Granddad, do you miss Nanna?’

‘I miss her the same way you miss Tom, boy. She was a rare beauty in her youth. You know, she hated the fight game. Hated it.’

‘Why would anyone hate boxing?’

‘People get hurt, that’s why.’

‘Was she worried you’d get hurt?’

He had to think about that.

‘Nah, not me: it was the other bloke she was always worried about. I was a sneaky little bugger.’

‘Not like now.’

‘That’s right, not like now. Look, don’t you worry about Tom. I know what you think, but you couldn’t have done anything. His number was up; it was his time. That’s all. I wish to God it wasn’t, but it was.’

‘I went to Confession, to St Frank’s, and told the priest I was worried. I couldn’t find you.’

‘What’d he say?’

‘He told me to bugger off. He threw me out of the church … in front of everyone.’

‘What was this bloke’s name?’

I was a bit worried about the direction this conversation was taking. But it was hard to slip one by Granddad: he was as cunning as a kelpie.

‘Burke, like the explorer. ’Cept he was Irish. It’s okay, Granddad; he was prob’ly having a bad day.’

‘I might just go down to St Frank’s and go to Confession meself. Then he’ll really be having a bad day.’

‘Don’t kill him, Granddad.’

‘What makes you think I’d kill him? — Bloody Barney! Off you go and don’t worry.’

‘But it feels like Tom’s a ghost. He’s not, is he?’

‘No, he’s not a ghost.’

‘They said in the paper that Mr Kavanagh is a ghost.’

‘That’s because he hasn’t been seen since he escaped, that’s all. But he’ll turn up. And if they get their hands on him he’ll wish he was a ghost.’

‘He was a traitor, wasn’t he? That’s what Mr Sanderson said.’

‘Strike me handsome! That Sanderson’s got a nerve fillin’ yer head with all that rubbish. Fergus Kavanagh was a lot of things. Mostly, he was a fool. He’s got a lot of enemies — I was one meself once, so I know. But that’s in the past, and anyway, it was all a bloody mistake.’ He sighed. ‘One that’s got nothin’ to do with you, boy.’

‘I’m worried about, um … his son.’

‘He’ll turn up.’

‘You remember that time Dr Dunnett wanted to give my brain ’lectric shocks?’

‘Don’t you worry, we won’t let him do that.’

‘They did it to Keith, but. And if they catch him they’ll do it again.’

‘Whatever they decide to do, it’s out of your hands. He burnt your flamin’ house down, for Gawd’s sake. He could have killed you and your mother.’

‘But what about Aunty Daphne? She might put him in a home too, just like everyone else.’

‘No, I don’t think she’d do that, boy. She’s the only one who cares. Apart from you.’

Granddad settled in to staring past me at the wall. I knew that gym well, and I knew that he was staring at the picture of him when he was a boxer, in his boxing stance, looking like he’d just heard that someone had sat on his favourite hat.

I turned around and followed his eyes. The question was right on the tip of my tongue.

Granddad must have read my mind, because he gave me his ‘time you were off home’ look.

Just then, there was a loud thump in the ring. The fighter with the low left glove was on the canvas.

Granddad and I looked at each other.





18 Uncle Seamus

At that moment, the door was flung open, revealing a tall, thin silhouette that hesitated, as if he might have walked into the wrong place.

‘Ah, here he is,’ said Granddad. Then I saw who he’d been waiting for. It was Uncle Seamus.

‘I’m dying of the t’irst.’

‘Seamus, my son. Come in and for Christ’s sake close that bloody door before we all fry.’

Seamus closed the door and ambled over, like a man on stilts.

Granddad turned to Ryrie and spoke in a low voice.

‘Give him nothing but water … or tea, if you’re puttin’ one on.’

‘Aha!’ said Uncle Seamus, spotting us in the dim light. ‘Yon the Terrier and his tyke!’

Uncle Seamus was as nutty as a fruitcake. Just a few years before, they took him away in a paddy wagon, screaming and bawling like a frightened toddler, just for being touched. That and for being a public nuisance. And for donging a bloke at the entrance to the Burnley Railway Station — some poor bugger who was making a speech about the plight of the Richmond working man, though that was definitely a contradiction. All those who witnessed the incident were happy to let the police know that Uncle Seamus’d had no problem with the man’s arguments: it was the shouting that had done it. He had been frightened, and had panicked. He was only in the lock-up for an hour before Father Fitz from St Dominic’s was summoned and went across the road to get him released, which the police were happy to do as they were sick to death of his moaning and weeping, and besides, as Father Fitz had reminded them, in the end he had only assaulted one of his own.

Uncle Seamus was a common sight about Richmond, walking tall and thin with the dignity of a man who knew things, and swaying like the mast of a yacht. He tipped his hat at dogs and horses pulling carts, and passed ladies with a wink.

When we were little, Tom and I used to pray as we knelt by our beds at night that God would save Mum and Dad and our dog Menzies, and that he would preserve His Holiness Pope Pius XII and give him life and make him blessed upon the earth and deliver him not unto the will of his enemies — and that he would not let us end up like Uncle Seamus.

To make matters worse, Uncle Seamus was a poet, a bit like Granddad, though Granddad had his poetry published in newspapers and books, something he liked to keep to himself, while Uncle Seamus preferred to shout it to the world. I don’t know which was the greater embarrassment, but there it is. He couldn’t hold any grog at all, not a drop, which Dad said was a strange thing for an Irishman, and as a consequence only drank sparingly and became instantly crazed by the stuff, so that we all had to run around hiding the bottles whenever he came to visit. This was of course the reason for Granddad’s hurried murmur to Ryrie.

He had been shell-shocked during the war when, according to his own version of events, which no one disputed, he had beaten Rommel so badly in an arm-wrestling contest that the field marshal had killed himself. Tom and I had always thought that there were a few problems with this story, especially when the contest was sometimes described as a drinking contest (because we had seen the effect the grog had on Uncle Seamus, and we could see Rommel wiping the floor with him, all other historical flaws aside).

But the fact was that he was, as Mum said, born with the demon already in him, and probably needed no shell-shocking to make matters worse. In my neighbourhood, no one was game to mention him in front of my parents, who were united in their shame. And my parents spoke of him in hushed tones, and only when they thought we were not listening. But Granddad liked him.

Uncle Seamus scribbled poetry with dirty pencils that he was forever paring with a pocketknife. His scribbling could be silent, or accompanied by dramatic booming mumblings that rose and fell like the revvings of a big truck carrying a load of bricks. He always carried a newspaper, not to read but to write on, and God help us if he ran out of paper. I saw that he was carrying one now.

It was never clear which side of the family he belonged to, as no one wanted to claim him. But Tom and I were always excited when he turned up, which was usually out of the blue. He was full of stories, and often had large sums of money, which was something that surprised everyone except Granddad, who kept whatever he knew to himself. On the other hand, he was clearly a pest to the adults in the family, and took every opportunity to wind them up, which pretty much guaranteed that he would eventually be thrown out.

Though he had not come to Tom’s wake, I heard that he turned up at the funeral and cried so much that he had to be moved to someone else’s funeral where the crying was a bit thinner on the ground. Since then I had seen him several times around town, and once in Mass, though he did not live in our parish. On that occasion, he was wearing a suit and looked (and acted, I noticed) like a normal person, so much so that I thought it was someone else, until he answered the prayers, and I heard his distinctive voice. Whenever I saw him out and about I gave him the Big Hello and asked his advice, which he was always happy to give. It seemed to me that he was doubly happy to see me now that Tom was gone.

But for me the main thing about Uncle Seamus was that he was the only uncle in the family — the only man in the family — who was not sneaky. He therefore reminded me of that stuffed Tasmanian tiger in the museum: he was a piece of history.

‘Hullo, Uncle Seamus. What’re you doing here?’

‘Sorry, young relative, but Archbold would have me for dinner if I spilled the beans, which makes sense, when you think about it. You had better be off, and find a more wholesome haunt.’

I looked at Granddad, who gave me a nod, a wink and a scrunched-up mouth, which meant: The less you know, the better.

Mum had narrowed down her hellos to two types: ignoring me altogether, and going crook.

‘And where the hell have you been?’ Type B.

‘I went to visit Tom.’

‘Don’t talk rubbish. I told you: Tom’s buried in Parkville.’

‘That’s where I’ve been — on the tram, a couple of ’em, actually.’ I thought it was time to spread the blame to someone who wouldn’t mind too much. ‘It was Barney’s idea.’

‘Well, I’m going to give Barney a few ideas of my own when I see him. And I don’t want you going near that place again. Bloody Parkville! Jesus Christ, it’s on the other side of Melbourne!’

‘It’s near the Carlton footy ground. Dad used to take me there all the time.’

I knew I was taking a big risk, saying that, but I thought it was worth a smack in the ear to have my say.

‘And you can forget that kind of talk, as well.’

Now I knew: talking about Dad was no longer on.

Next afternoon I attended a meeting of the Commandos. The meeting was to take place just after the end of the day shift at the Bester’s biscuit factory, as that was when the local kids would be allowed to invade the dark and clanky premises and get free bikkies off the workers. On a good day, you could get a bag of cream bikkies, even chocolate ones. You always got more bikkies from the blokes; the ladies would only ask you if you had a home to go to. They didn’t get it: the factory was our home.

The Commandos were all there, and happy to see me, and we had lots of goodies to share, as Mrs Dixon had come home the night before with an ice-cream cake which Charles said her boyfriend gave her — when it comes to ice-cream cakes, the motto of the growing boy is: Ask no questions and you’ll be told no lies.

Charles, who was a keen reader of The Sun, reported that there had been a fire in a fish and chip shop up in Carlton, and he wondered if we should put it on our sketch map. The others agreed that we should, until I pointed out that Flame Boy barracked for Richmond, and wouldn’t be seen dead in Carlton, the Kavanaghs being a proud lot, an explanation that they found logical.

‘But that’s nothin’,’ I said. ‘They had a conflagration up in Shamrock Street. It started out as a fire, and turned into a flamin’ conflagration.’ I sure did like the sound of those words, which belonged together. ‘You should’a been there.’

‘I was there,’ said Matthew B Foster.

‘Didn’t see you.’

‘I was in disguise.’

‘Yeah, and if you pull this leg, it plays “The Happy Wanderer”.’

‘I was. That’s why you didn’t see me.’

‘So what were you disguised as?’

‘A fireman.’

There was one of those silences that can make a good story (because he wasn’t doing too badly up to that point) start smelling like a pile of horseshit.

Granddad always said: ‘Never kick a bloke when he’s down: he might get up.’ So I thought I’d let well enough alone.

‘So anyway,’ I said, taking command of the situation, which is what your Commando corporal does, ‘the fire was here.’ And I made a mark on the map.

‘Do you think that loony kid started it?’ asked Luigi.

‘Dunno: I missed the start.’

I wasn’t going to dob Flame Boy in to these blokes. I mean, Matthew Foster would tell his father, the baked bean tester, in nothing flat, and Charles would tell his mother even faster than that, as the two of them were like that, and he told her everything. I reckoned I would have too, as his mum was the most beautiful mother I had ever seen, even more beautiful than Wonder Woman, that is, James’s mum, who any private detective would say was a dame (though not the same kind of dame as Aunty Queenie, who was more like two women rolled into one). She worked at Darrods in town, which was a big shop that sold ladies’ stuff. And she was on television all the time, on In Melbourne Tonight, spinning the Darrods wheel when the Darrods Girl was on holidays. But she did like her Bex and snifter, and when it came to pills, powders and snifters, she’d probably beat Aunty Queenie over six furlongs.

Luigi, who came from Roma — that’s in Italy — could only keep his mouth shut for about two minutes. I didn’t think James would blab, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Besides, his mother was Wonder Woman, who could hold grown men in her Lasso of Truth, and who could scare me any time she liked with one of her dame’s glances. As for Johnno Johnson and Douggie Quirk, I had never seen either of them speak to their parents, but there was always a chance that they talked in their sleep. I know I did, because one morning Tom told me.

‘Hey, you said something in your sleep. You said “Josephine”.’

‘You mean like this: “Jo-seph-i-i-ne …”? Or like this: “Josephine!”?’

He munched his Weet-Bix. ‘Dunno, somewhere in the middle. It was more like: “Josephine: … loves … Tom-m-m”.’

I don’t know why I asked, really.

I suppose I could only trust two kids completely: I was one, and the other was Tom (even though he was, technically, not a kid anymore, but probably an angel or a zombie). I was thinking of including Raffi, even though I hadn’t known him very long, which was funny, because I’d known some of the other kids all my life. In fact, Mum had a photo of me and Peanut Hobson in a playpen together.

I wanted to discuss the next meeting of the Olympians with those Commandos who were members, but Matthew Foster was hanging around like a cold sore, so I had to give it a miss. I had also intended to disband the club altogether, but the way Matthew was raving on about being a fireman, I didn’t want to take the moment away from him. He wasn’t going to have another. I didn’t hate him: I just couldn’t stand him. In the end, I couldn’t stand it any longer — none of us could — and I shot through.

As I turned the corner at the top of Charles’s street, who should I catch a glimpse of but good old Flame Boy himself, scuttling along Balmain Street like some kind of stray cat, which is pretty much what he was. I followed him, and saw him duck into St Felix’s Church. Everyone knows that the police can’t touch a crim while he’s inside a church — I saw it in The Hunchback of Notre Dame.

When I crept up to the door and peeked in, the church was empty. I quietly crept all over the place, but there was no Flame Boy. I even crept up into the balcony and sat there for a while, looking down on the quiet church, awash with light the colour of honey. Nothing. I went down to the altar and tried the sacristy door. It was unlocked. I went in and looked around. These rooms were part of my territory: the grog cupboard, the vestments cupboards, and all the other cupboards, I knew them all inside out. But Flame Boy wouldn’t, as he was never allowed to join the altar boys, not with all those candles and matches all over the place. Father Hagen might have been a little bloke, but he wasn’t born yesterday.

I went back out into the church, which was cool, and dead quiet despite the noise and heat outside. I stayed for a while, sitting in the altar boys’ pew in the sanctuary, and thought about my life. On the whole, if you didn’t count the time Tom and I took a chook to the pictures and threw it off the balcony in the middle of Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy, it had been a quiet life. And if you didn’t count the time Tom and I pinched Melbourne’s smallest riverboat, The Little Lonsdale, and floated it all the way from Burnley to Cremorne (where we jumped off and let it go on down the river to Tasmania) while the bloke who ran it was wetting his whistle up at the General Gordon. And if you didn’t count the Street Sweeper Incident. And if you didn’t count everything that happened to me in the past year, when I set a new Australian record for getting into trouble without any help from Tom at all.

I became aware that I was not alone when I heard a little sigh to my right. Because I was in my own territory, I felt safe and peaceful, and experienced no surprise. I turned my head and saw that it was Father Hagen. He was standing in the sanctuary doorway, wearing his warm-weather shirt: short sleeves and an open neck. His eyes were closed, so I guessed that he was praying, as the only other time he closed them was when one of the altar boys had done something so bad that he didn’t know what to say or do, a problem the nuns never had. I just got on with thinking about how quiet my life was if you didn’t count certain things. Finally, Father blessed himself and turned to me.

‘Ah, young Blayney. While it does me heart good to see you here, shouldn’t you be out and about enjoying the good weather with your friends?’

‘Been doing that, Father. Just thought I’d drop in here for a while. I wanted to think.’

‘Yes, well I heard about the terrible accident at your house. I’ve been remembering your family in my prayers. Please give my regards to your parents.’

‘They’ve split up, Father.’ I don’t know why I said that, but it was always okay to tell Father Hagen what time it was. He wasn’t a blabber-dog.

He got that look you get when you strike a vanilla jelly bean.

‘Well, fire is the devil’s own instrument, it is. I’ll pray that they find their way back to each other. Now I’ll leave you alone.’

He sort of disappeared like the ghost in the Mrs Muir movie, and I heard him close the outer door behind him (not that he would if he was a ghost).

No sooner was I alone again than I heard a noise from inside the altar. At first I thought it was God, you know: sick of me being there and getting ready to throw me out. Then I thought it was a church-rat, not that I’d ever seen or even heard of one. Then I suspected that it was my nemesis. I went round to the back of the altar and found a little door I had never noticed before. I opened it. Inside was a small room, the inside of the altar itself, and under that an opening leading to a larger space, the raised area that was the bottom of the sanctuary, and beneath that a large trapdoor that led to the area beneath the church. Flame Boy was not present, but his belongings were. And so was the briefcase. I undid the straps and started to open it. A hand stopped me.
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The hand had a Flame Boy at the other end. He had been there all the time.

‘That’s mine.’

‘What do you mean, yours?’

I said it but I couldn’t find a way to mean it, because he spoke with ownership in his voice, the way I would have said: ‘Zac is mine.’

‘I mean mine.’

‘What if I say it was just lying there? What if I say you shouldn’t have let go of it?’

I was trying out the old ‘finders keepers’ rule that kids live and die by — well, live by.

‘What if I say if my dad finds out that someone touched it, he’ll burn them alive then eat their guts for fun.’

He looked at me with bright, gleaming eyes, and I imagined that his father, who was probably a bob short of a quid, would look at his victims the same way as he made a pile of Australasian Posts around the chair they were tied to, just before lighting the blue touch paper and standing back. I couldn’t as easily imagine the guts part, but it made sense.

‘I saw the coppers looking for this.’

‘I saved it.’

I had a think: someone had to do it.

‘If the coppers get their hands on you, they’ll torture you until you spill your guts.’

‘They won’t get the time of day out of me. My dad’s coming back for this, and now that there’s no house, and Mum’s locked up, it’s up to me to keep it for him.’

It was so tempting to point out to Flame Boy that he was the reason for that whole situation, but the time and the place were wrong, as Dad said to Mrs Bentley one night when she asked him why he hadn’t told Mum about him and her. In fact, I’d heard him tell Mrs B that on numerous occasions, so I guessed it must be one of those sayings that’s hard to wear out.

I released the briefcase to Flame Boy’s grip, and sat back in the gloom of the sub-altar space, noting that it smelt the same as the above-altar space, up in the church: strange but not bad.

Flame Boy slowly closed the trapdoor in the back of the altar, and plunged us into the kind of darkness that has little arrows of light shooting through it, from holes and cracks. Luckily, I had never been afraid of the dark, something that may have saved my life once or twice when I was being chased around Richmond in the night, the town having more weirdos than the Yarra Bank on a Sunday morning. Flame Boy, on the other hand, was. I could see his beady eyes in the near-black, and I could tell it was an ordeal for him to be there, and it showed me just how much that briefcase meant to him.

‘Your old man won’t know how to find it now that you’ve moved it.’

‘I’ll find a way to let him know.’

I wasn’t sure whether to ask him the next question, but I figured it might be important, so I thought: Here goes.

‘Do you know about your dad, what he did, what he’s like … what people say?’

‘I know all about him, ’cos when Mum’s had a bit too much to drink she talks about him all the time, and even tells me as well. She told me about all the places he torched, and how he was the best torch in Australia. She always said that I would have been proud of him, and how no one could hold a candle to him, ’n’ stuff like that. She said he was the Devil incarnate.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Dunno. Sounds shit-hot, but.’

I had to agree. I mean, my old man had his faults, but he didn’t come anywhere near being the Devil incarnate, whatever it was. But now I knew that Flame Boy had completely swallowed the popular story about his old man, and wouldn’t be talked out of it, so that saved me the problem of breaking the truth to him gently. But I still felt obliged to remind Flame Boy about certain rules of etiquette regarding his superpowers.

‘You can’t burn down the church.’

‘Why not?’

I could see what was going to happen before the next words were out of my mouth.

‘Because you’d go to Hell.’

‘They have fire all day and all night in Hell. They issue you with a big box of matches when you turn up. And everyone gets a tin of kero and a free copy of the Saturday Sun. My dad’s going to Hell — that’s what Sister said — and so am I.’

I could see he had his heart set on a blissful afterlife, and I could tell that he’d be nothing but trouble in Heaven, which was chock-full with fairies and angels, who had long dresses and fluffy wings, which were bound to be highly flammable.

‘Anyway, if you burn the church down you’ll have to move the briefcase again. And sooner or later you’re bound to be spotted. I spotted you a mile off.’

‘You were just lucky.’

‘Lucky nothin’. Father’ll find you eventually. Probably in the middle of Mass, in one of the quiet bits … there are lots of quiet bits.’

‘Keep your shirt on. I’ll move, maybe back to the underground hideout.’

It was the first sensible thing I’d ever heard him say.

Suddenly, as if he had made up his mind, he got up and pushed the trapdoor open, then, thrusting the briefcase before him, climbed out, looking a lot like a chimpanzee on his way to the office. This time I was determined not to let the briefcase out of my sight, but before I could follow, he slammed the outer trapdoor shut and snibbed it. I could tell even without there being any light down there that I looked like a real idiot.

Try as I might I couldn’t break open the catch — don’t let anyone tell you Catholics can’t build trapdoors — so I had to bang on it for half an hour before I finally heard someone fiddling with the snib. The door was opened by a lady with eyes the size of saucers, like in The Tinderbox.

‘Hello, Mrs Foster.’

‘What are you doing in there?’

They should have a special name for that kind of question.

I climbed out. ‘Just checking for mice. It’s one of the altar boys’ jobs.’

‘But you were locked in.’

‘Altar boys’ joke. We do it to each other all the time.’

She made her voice soft.

‘Was someone being cruel to you?’

What an opportunity. I looked at my feet.

She hugged me to her with one arm, and buried my head in a big bunch of flowers with the other. I didn’t know what to do with my hands. I prayed like hell she hadn’t brought MBF with her. Then the moment passed. Mrs Foster was definitely one of your lovelier mothers. I wanted to tell her so, but all I could think about was hiccups — I had them.

Mrs F made me sit down while she got me a glass of water from the sacristy. I had never seen a lady go into the sacristy before, and I wondered if she was committing a sin, then I realised that she had probably been in there a hundred times, to get vases and water. And besides, most ladies I knew didn’t really give a stuff about sins as, unlike the rest of us, they weren’t afraid of God. After all, Jesus probably copped a rap round the earhole from Mary every five minutes when he was twelve.

‘It’s almost tea time,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you have tea with us? You could call your mum and ask her if it’s okay.’

I realised two things: first, that she knew I now lived up on the Hill, and probably knew a lot more about my life than I thought, and also that I wanted to say yes. There was something about her that was different from the other mums and aunties I knew, and even from the Sandersons. For a split second, I envied Matthew. I was confused. I wanted to get away, back to my secret lair in Kipling Street.

‘Thanks, Mrs Foster. But I’m staying with Mr and Mrs Sanderson over in Kipling Street tonight, and I probably should get over there.’

Mrs F leant over as if she had a secret — I thought she leant over way too far.

‘If you’re ever passing our house, feel free to drop in. Mr Foster and I know you’ve had a hard time. And Matthew talks about you non-stop. Just remember that you’re always welcome.’

On the way out I suddenly remembered that Flame Boy was still around somewhere, and as I dipped my fingers into the holy water I said a little goodbye to the church, in case I never saw it again.

Mum had told me that I could stay at the Sandersons’ for the weekend, but she reminded me as I went out the front door that I had to be home at a certain time — I missed what she said — on a certain day — I missed that too. I was going through the screen door at the time, and she was down in the kitchen yelling, which is the worst way to tell someone something, unless you are telling a girl that you love her, when it is the safest, except that you don’t want to yell, of course. Anyway, I’d had the Commandos meeting on my mind, as I was wondering how to break up the club without MBF wanting to form a new club. I didn’t have to wait long for the solution.

Later that night, after I had done the dishes, and the Sandersons had settled in to their television for the night, I went out the back to make sure Zac had enough water and hadn’t finished his bone. It was while I was peeing on the lemon tree to make it grow that I was hit by an idea that would have just about blown my socks off, except that the last time I’d had socks on was the Sunday before, when I was serving at the seven o’clock Mass, the best Mass to serve in the middle of a heat wave. I was always glad when Mass was over, despite Luigi being in my altar boys’ group, because Matthew Foster was also in it, and once during the sermon he even waved to his parents, though they didn’t wave back. Now you know the sort of thing we have to put up with. I decided to call my brilliant idea The Destroyers Caper.

I shot upstairs to the library, where there was a typewriter, and typed the following:


DECLARATION OF WAR

To the Commandos

The Destroyers hereby declare war on the Commandos. From now on, any Commandos we see will get bashed up and their bikes will get smashed up as well.

Yours Truly

The Captain of the Destroyers



I folded it up and put it into an envelope and typed on the front: To the Commandos Club. The Destroyers was a club over in Balmain Street. Their captain was Leo Thompson, Josephine’s brother, and someone who was known to hate anyone who liked his sister. I had therefore never made friends with him, as I didn’t think I could pretend not to like her, and I knew that if I ever ended up in his house and saw Josephine, I would never get out alive. Apart from all this, I had nothing against any of the Destroyers, who included some of my friends, like Christopher Muldoon, who was in my altar boys’ group, and Shane Purvis, who was Peanut’s over-the-back-fence friend, and could play the ukulele. Matthew would have known who Leo was, as their houses were pretty close together. I thought I would deliver the Declaration to Matthew’s house after dark, quietly. No sense in disturbing the inmates, who probably had enough on their plate, what with the mozzies and the quality of late-night television, which I imagined was probably not violent enough for Wozza, to say nothing of having to put up with young Matthew waving at them night and day.

As soon as it was dark, I stuck my head into the living room and announced that I was going over to Matthew’s house to tell him there was a Commando meeting in the morning, a fib that really didn’t count as one at all, if you see what I mean, and took off on my bike. On the way over I was so excited I could hardly breathe. Tom would have been proud of me, not only because it was a cool idea, but because he had never seen me use a typewriter. I’m pretty sure that if he’d ever got his hands on one he would have given up handwriting forever. I know I was thinking of it. I always had the most wonderful feeling whenever I used that typewriter, like I wanted to kiss it. Oh hell, once, I did kiss it. Rem-m-i-ng-ton-n …

I knew the Fosters would not check the letterbox next morning, as tomorrow was Saturday, so I pushed the gate open, already being aware that it moaned loudly, and slipped the envelope under the front door. Then, just for good measure, I knocked and ran like hell to my bike. The Phantom couldn’t have done it better, except he would have run to his horse. And no matter how you get on a horse it doesn’t look as cool as getting on a bike, because you can’t do the double scoot.

We hadn’t even started on the toast and Vegemite when the phone rang. As expected, it was Charles. Matthew would have only known his number.

‘Hello, Sanderson residence. Jack Sterling speaking.’ I always got a big kick out of saying that: everybody knew it was my secret name.

‘Hi, Jack, guess what!’ said Charles, who loved playing the Secret Game.

‘Okay, let’s see: there’s been another flamin’ conflagration.’

‘Nope.’

‘Your mum was on TV last night.’

‘Um, I don’t think so. She would have come home with cakes ’n’ stuff.’

‘Well, I give up.’

‘Matthew Foster just came over and he had a Declaration of War stuck under his door from the Destroyers and they said they were going to bash us up and smash our bikes and he was practically crying because he had to run past Leo Thompson’s house to show me.’

‘I think the Commandos will have to swing into action, Sergeant.’

‘Well, I’m not swinging into action.’

‘Then there’s only one thing to do: break up the Commandos.’

‘I s’pose you’re right, um, Jack.’

‘Get the others; we’ll have an emergency meeting right now. Can you get Foster?’

‘He’s in the lounge. He’s scared to go home.’

‘Wonderful, Charlie, wonderful. Just don’t tell him about the Olympians. Tell the others to keep their traps shut. The penalty is worse than death.’

‘What’s worse than death?

‘Matthew Bloody Foster joining the Olympians.’

‘Ye-e-ah.’

I didn’t ride my bike over to Charles’s place as I wanted to savour the looking-forward-to part of the Destroyers Caper. I wanted time to imagine Tom being part of it, and laughing his head off all the way through the last meeting of the Commandos because he knew what was going on. And Johnno Johnson saying, ‘This isn’t funny, Blayney.’ And Tom saying, ‘Wanna bet?’ And Johnno seeing what he meant, because we had a spare club up our sleeve, and MBF didn’t know. And Tom and I looking at each other in the special way we had when we were putting one over some drongo. I loved remembering that look, and I was suddenly glad I had dreamt up the Destroyers Caper, just so I could remember it.

But then I started crying, and I thought: Bugger it! But I didn’t stop crying, because there was no one around, and anyway, it was holy crying, like when you look up at the monstrance above the altar during Benediction and see the Light of God coming from it and you think it’s the most wonderful thing in the world, and any tick of the clock you might fly right up to it like an angel — but you don’t — and you cry hot tears, and your chest jerks, and the other altar boys think you’re a girl and tell Father: ‘Hey Father, Blayney was crying.’ And Father says: ‘He’s allowed to cry,’ without even looking at me, because he knows me, from all the confessions.

So here I am, walking, crying and feeling as though Tom is with me like the ghost in Myer’s window in town, telling me it’s okay being dead, because you get free ice-cream, and me not knowing whether to laugh and cry at the same time (which can kill you) or just keep on crying, when I suddenly realise I’m right outside the house of Leo Thompson, Captain of the Destroyers.

The first thing that happened was that I experienced a shock as if I’d just been hit in the guts by a grenade, because I had forgotten for a split second that the Declaration of War was a fake, though I remembered just in time to stop having a heart attack.

The next thing that happened was that I straight away got another shock that was ten times worse, because what I saw was Josephine Thompson, the most beautiful girl in Australia, bar none, wheeling her bike out the front door. I couldn’t move. It was like when the gangsters put you into a pair of concrete galoshes just before they throw you off the pier. I stared at her, and she smiled at me, and wheeled her bike — a shiny green bike, the most beautiful bike I had ever seen — the seven feet or so to the front gate. I was hoping she wouldn’t ask me who I was, because I couldn’t remember. But I had forgotten that I was crying and suddenly made a big sob. Naturally, I could have killed myself.

‘Are you all right?’

I nodded.

‘You’re one of the Blayney twins.’

It was news to me.

She opened the gate and I stepped aside. She stepped through with the bike and smiled.

‘If you’re looking for Leo, he’s not home.’

I wondered who Leo was.

She rode off down Balmain Street. She was wearing shorts.

The meeting was a bit of a blur, though I gather it went as planned. Charles moved that we break up the club to avoid war, and we all agreed. I said I would tell Leo. Afterwards, James invited me to go to the Prahran Swimming Pool with him and his mum. I said okay, and went home to the Sandersons’ to get my swimming stuff. On the way home I stopped outside Josephine’s house, to see if she would spot me and come out if she was home again, but she didn’t. I would have prayed to God to make her come out, but I forgot he even existed. I don’t even know how I got back to Kipling Street, because I had turned into a living zombie. Lucky I didn’t walk under a tram, I reckon.

That turned out to be the best day at the baths I had ever had, better than the day Tom and I put a Polly Waffle in the water at the Richmond Baths. Better than the day the peanut machine busted and you didn’t have to put any money into it. Better than the day Peanut Hobson was thrown out for accidentally on purpose going into the ladies’ dressing room (though I didn’t believe him when he told me what he saw).

When I showed up at James’s place in Chapel Street, I discovered that the cast of characters for the day was to include Mrs Palmer and two new girls. One I knew instantly was James’s sister, Veronica, for two reasons, both due to my sharp training as a superspy: she looked a lot like James, and also I’d seen her photo around James’s house. I don’t know why I’d never met her before, and I’d never given the matter any thought, but I suppose I would have assumed that she was off playing hoppy or swap cards somewhere. Veronica was very happy to see me, and I thought at first that it might have been because her mum had told her what an idiot I was, something that mothers take lessons in. But it turned out she was just a happy person, like James, and as I settled in, I got used to her smiling at everything I said, and sometimes laughing her head off, especially when I said something that was not funny. In the end I had to face the fact that she knew all about me, probably from Wonder Woman, who I realised would not want her daughter to get too attached to a kid like me. The other girl, who I noticed James could not take his eyes off, was called Barbara. She in turn paid no attention to James at all, so I thought he was barking up the wrong tree. I know all about girls.

When we got to the pool James and I instantly peeled off our shorts and shirts and dived in. For a little while, the only major decisions to be made involved when to piss in the pool (because it tends to be yellow at first) and when to attempt my backflip off the edge (because it never works). But then the girl three-fifths of the expedition turned up at the edge, already wet (girls have showers before going in), looking down at us as if we were trained Pomeranians, and laughing.

I noticed that James was looking at Barbara as if he was a Labrador and she was a bone. I made a mental note to pull James’s leg about this as often as possible — it’s the Code of the Kids. But looking back, I didn’t do any better. Not only was Veronica a knockout, but Wonder Woman, who was dressed in shiny blue bathers, like the evening sky, looked twice as good as she ever had — I gave them both nine on my scale of Beautiful Girls and Ladies. It was like magic: I could see what Wonder Woman must have looked like when she was eleven, and beside her, what Veronica was going to look like when she was old. Coming on top of everything else that had happened to me that day, I’m surprised I didn’t drown on the spot. To make matters worse, when they asked us to come with them and have a drink, neither of us could. The girls promptly shot through to the kiosk, but WW said she’d bring our drinks to us in the pool. That’s why they call her Wonder Woman.
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By the time I got back to the Sandersons’ house I was in a daze. Basically, my brain hadn’t really been firing on all cylinders since I set off on Part B of The Destroyers Caper at the start of the day. It had only been firing on the cylinder that makes you walk and swim and say yes to stuff, like Eskimo Pies, and look dumb in front of beautiful girls, which has never been hard for me at all. Funny, I had never noticed a lot of the bits of girls before, and now I couldn’t stop thinking about them. I was glad they didn’t know about the bits of boys. That wouldn’t work at all. Mr and Mrs S were dead keen to find out how the day had gone in the hope that I’d slip up and give them valuable intelligence about Flame Boy — I know how their minds work — but I’d rather be dead.

Once we’d settled on the front porch in the shade of a big tree, the interrogation began. It’s not as straightforward as being interrogated by the Gestapo, you know. With them, the procedure is: they torture you, you blab, then they shoot you. Simple. With the Sandersons it’s far more tricky, and always starts with the lady’s half of the tag team.

‘How did your swim go?’

I stuck a straw into a bottle of Passiona.

‘Ten out of ten.’

‘Did the Commandos swallow that war declaration?’

I got a fright in my feet when she asked that because I thought that if she knew about that she might also know what I’d been thinking about some of the other people I’d met that day — girls and stuff. I felt my face go red, and I hoped Mrs S would think it was because of her question.

‘How did you know?’

‘You left your drafts in the library.’

‘Oh, yeah. Well, the declaration did the trick. The Commandos voted to break up the club.’

‘So why did you go to all that trouble? You’ve never mentioned that other club, the Destroyers, before.’

I sucked on the Passiona and hit an extra fizzy bit.

‘It’s because we were sick of Matthew Foster.’

Suddenly, Mr S came to life. ‘Ah, the boy with the spaniels. Hence the Olympians’ rule about dogs.’

‘Tom would have done it.’ I said that to shut them up. But what I really wanted to say was: ‘It was only the Cleverest Bloody Spy Caper of All Time, that’s all!’

But Mr S stunned me with his next contribution, which was pure mind-reading. He looked over his glasses.

‘Clever.’

‘And what does your friend Charles think of all this — he was the head of the club, wasn’t he?’

I hadn’t thought of that. I felt sick in the stomach.

‘’Scuse me. I have to make a phone call.’

I called Charles.

‘Did you tell Leo Thompson we broke up?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, it’s all taken care of. Um, Charles?’

‘Yeah?’

‘The Olympians need a Chief Spy, you know, to organise the men for meetings and stuff. Would you like the job?’

‘Would I what!’

‘Cool. Congratulations, Chief Spy Dixon.’

‘Gee, thanks … um, what do I call you?’

‘Special Agent Blayney.’

‘Ye-e-ah.’

Next, I thought I’d check in with Mum, see what kind of Saturday she was having without the young troublemaker hanging around.

‘G’day, Mum, what’s new?’

‘Where the bloody hell have you been?’

‘At the baths with James.’

‘I see. At the baths with James. You were supposed to get your St Dom’s uniform today. I changed shifts so we could do it. You’re just a selfish bastard, like your father.’

Mum’d had a few too many sherbets and wasn’t seeing things too clearly. I’d seen it before, of course. In the morning she’d remember none of it. Still, she was right. I had clean forgotten, and I felt bad.

‘Okay, Mum. I’ll come home. We can get the uniform on Monday.’

She was crying. This was a regular event now that she was pregnant, and Dad had shot through, and our house had burnt down. Girls can be very touchy about these things. (I once saw Miss Schaeffer, who was a beautiful, though skinny, teacher at St Felix’s, cry when her fountain pen exploded all over her dress. I could have told her not to worry, that down at Sax’s you can get a new fountain pen for seven and six.)

Jesus, I thought, you’ll have me crying any tick of the clock.

‘It’s okay, Mum, it’s only a uniform. How about I come home and get some fish and chips on the way; then you won’t have to cook dinner?’

That was me at my sneaky best, as I’d say and do anything to avoid eating Mum’s cooking, which was like an evil scientist’s experiment gone wrong, where The Blob emerges from the oven and devours the family, and can’t even be stopped by the whole US Army using bazookas.

‘You haven’t got any money.’

Yes!

‘Barney gave me some to go to Parkville, and there was lots left over.’

There was silence at the other end. You either loved Barney or you hated him.

‘I’ll be there in a tick.’

I hung up and went back to the Sandersons, who had overheard the call.

‘Sorry. Can’t stay tonight. Having fish and chips with Mum.’

‘Is your mother all right?’ asked Mrs S.

I wasn’t sure what to say. Is the worst thing that can happen to you that doesn’t involve getting your leg bitten off by a shark all right? Was it all right to tell them about Mum’s problem, and let them know that she was going to turn into a giant blob? No, it wasn’t. But they were going to find out eventually. Better hear it from someone who didn’t actually hate Mum.

‘I don’t know. She’s pregnant.’

Mr Sanderson was stirring his tea just then, and didn’t miss a beat. He had nerves of steel, that bloke, and would have made a good nun if he hadn’t been born a man. Mrs S was slicing something that I wasn’t going to get to eat, after all, and stopped slicing and put the knife down slowly.

‘Poor dear,’ was all she said.

Then the whole conversation with Mum hit me again, only this time I wasn’t ready, as I had been on the phone. I suddenly wished she hadn’t called me a bastard. It was just that Peanut Hobson had reminded me only the other day that a bastard was a kid without a father, like Jerry Wallace after his old man’s crane hit the overhead wires, so even though I realised Mum hadn’t meant it that way, and Peanut was talking about someone else, it was true. And if Tom was still here, he’d be a fatherless bastard too. I was thinking too hard and I felt my brain go all yucky, like fairy floss only brownish green. I sat down quickly and put my face on the verandah table, to cool it. It was that old feeling in my head, like the wires were loose. I always got it before a seizure. I knew I looked dumb, but it was all I could do.

‘Come on, dear. I think you should have a lie down,’ said Mrs S. They took me inside to the sofa, and put the fan on, and I lay still, waiting for something to happen, but nothing did; it was a false alarm. Still, I didn’t move for about half an hour, because moving is what causes it, and worrying, and other stuff that hasn’t got a name. Mrs S just stayed with me and held my hand. It was like having my hand eaten by a dumpling.

I wondered if I had fainted instead. I think I hadn’t passed out, but you never know. I’d seen a few people faint, and they always pulled up okay. There was Uncle Maury: he fainted when he saw Dad kill a chook for dinner. There was Aunty Is (who isn’t an aunty, but insists that I call her one): she fainted when she had to move from her house to the house next door to hers (it’s a long story). And there was that kid who fainted at the pictures from eating too many lollies — it was Audie Murphy in To Hell and Back, which wouldn’t have helped — a problem a lot of kids wouldn’t mind having.

Finally, I thought it would be safe to speak.

‘I thought I … maybe I just fainted.’

‘No, dear, nothing happened at all. You’ve just had a lot on your mind, that’s all. I think you should stay here and rest, where it’s cool.’

‘Are you sure I didn’t, um, you know …?’

‘Yes, dear, I’m sure. But I’m going to call your mother and tell her you’re not well. You can stay here.’

‘But Mum was upset.’

‘Don’t you worry, I’ll have a little chat with her. You just relax and Mr Sanderson will organise a cuppa and some cake for you, while I call your mum. In the morning we’ll drive you home.’

It’s funny how a little thing like feeling crook can come along and change your whole life. It was like that with Audie Murphy. There he was, down on the farm, growing spuds and shooting squirrels, when suddenly, World War II started, and he was in the Army killing Jerries like there was no tomorrow and getting more medals than General Eisenhower. Granddad was the same. One day he was sitting around wondering who to dong next — this is when he was a youngster — and the next he was in jail for something he probably didn’t do, according to Blarney Barney. Then, five minutes later, he’s the Bantamweight Champion of Australia, and laughing all over his face.

I didn’t go home that night, but stayed at the Sandersons’, which was pretty much my secret home, and they fed me twice as much ice-cream as usual — I made a mental note to get crook more often. Later, they let me watch Father Knows Best on TV, though it was the scary episode, the one where the Devil turns up and keeps setting fire to things. It was the strangest thing. But that was as much entertainment as they thought the young man of mystery could stand in one day, seeing as how I had almost passed out, and frightened the life out of them. So I was sent to bed.

Normally, I would have put up an argument against being treated like a twelve-year-old, but there was something going on, something that had nothing to do with me and my brain, which had never really got used to being born with the rest of me as it was.

And I was curious. Normally, the Sandersons gave me the run of the house, and let me stay up until I was knackered, they having no first-hand experience of kids, but living in a kind of fairy-tale world where kids are terrific and can’t possibly get up to no good. This was one of the first things I noticed about them when they moved into the neighbourhood only the year before. Mr Sanderson was a special copper, that was true, but when he was at home he wore tartan slippers of a kind that no bloke in Richmond would be caught dead in unless he was six foot eight and two axe-handles across the shoulders.

The best way to be a spy is to let everyone think you’re a brainless nong. So even though I felt much better, owing to a fresh supply of the Health Food of a Nation, I put on my tired dial and allowed them to send me to bed. And sure enough, after a while, I was rewarded with intelligence, which is what secret agents call information. After going to bed, but not being able to sleep, pretty much like everyone else in Melbourne, I heard a car pull up outside. My bedroom was in the front of the house, so I was able to creep over to the window and look down into Kipling Street.

You’re probably thinking that a car parking in the street would be about as interesting as yesterday’s episode of Bluey and Curley. But Kipling Street was one of the quietest streets in Melbourne, if you don’t count the odd murder, which happens occasionally in most streets of Richmond. As soon as that thought occurred to me I felt guilty, because, though I hated the truth like castor oil, the fact was only last year someone had been murdered in that very house, a special copper like Mr Sanderson, and I had seen it happen. I don’t want to say more than that right now because it gives me a funny feeling to think about the trouble being a witness caused me. But when the Sandersons moved in, their being there changed the house: made the ghost — that’s how it felt — disappear to wherever ghosts go after they’ve finished scaring the living daylights out of witnesses.

So when a car pulled up outside the house — a large black car — I immediately thought, Hello: visitors. This looks like a job for the Olympians. And as I was the only Olympian present and accounted for, I kept my eyes peeled. The car was driven by a man without a hat, who went round and opened the back door. A man with a large black hat got out. It was not your usual bloke’s hat, that’s all I could tell. The man came to our house.

In less time than it takes to sing ‘Lollipop’, I had crept down the stairs using the stair-creeping technique made famous by Larry Kent, detective, that is, walking close to the wall so there won’t be any creaking, because some of these big old houses were built when the Yarra was just a creek. The Sandersons’ house was one of the biggest houses in South Richmond, having three floors. Though my favourite room was on the first floor, the library as we called it, I knew that they would be talking to the mysterious visitor on the ground floor, where they kept the piano, the TV, the chess table and a lot of photos, which was normal. Basically, if you wanted to impress someone, you took them into the big room.

I crept down to the lounge room and waited, flat up against the wall in the bottom of the stairwell. They were still saying hello. It was ‘Mr Sanderson’ this and ‘Secretary Bobrov’ that, and so on. The conversation was mostly about the secretary’s trip and how there was a blizzard going on in Russia when he left, and how he had been given a nice house in Canberra, which was a delightful place, not that Melbourne wasn’t, and so on. Frankly, I hadn’t heard such drivel since the Commandos decided to see what would happen if we mixed Charles’s mother’s Vincent’s Powders with her gin, then drink it. But I could tell that they were leading up to something, and this Russian bloke didn’t come all the way from Canberra, which I knew was out past the black stump, to discuss the weather.

But Mr S was just chatting away as if his house was one steady stream of Russians, and he expected another twenty or thirty before cocoa time. I had seen this old trick before, of course, because Granddad used it all the time, when he was about to ask someone to repay a debt: put the punter at ease, then remind him who was paying for the petrol in his car. And, of course, Granddad wasn’t that interested in the money. It was all about who was boss. So both of these blokes were putting each other at ease like their lives depended on it. I had never heard Mr S sounding so cool. As for Mrs S, her presence seemed to be accepted by this Russian, who insisted on being called Viktor (so Mr S insisted on being called Russell, which almost made me fall down the stairs).

Finally, after a lot of conversation about the weather, they got down to business.

‘So, Russell, do you have the documents? I would like to be able to tell the First Secretary that full diplomatic relations may be resumed and the old, embarrassing days are behind us.’

‘We still have not located them, Viktor.’

‘And you’ve been looking for how many years?’

‘It was thought that the briefcase containing them had been destroyed in a house fire. You will recall that your man —’

‘Yes, yes — old, embarrassing history, as I said. But it was not destroyed, was it?’

‘We now believe that the fire was lit so we would stop searching.’

‘But you did not.’

‘That is correct.’

‘They told me you were a plain-speaking man. So here is some plain speaking I have been authorised to make. When you find the briefcase, you may keep the official documents it contains. It is the packet of letters we seek. They cannot affect Australian national security.’

‘We have not found it. However, we believe that the last man to see it may lead us to it. I can tell you no more.’

‘You have released him?’

‘He escaped.’

‘Ah yes, of course. If there’s anything my people can do —’

‘I am authorised to remind you that full diplomatic status has not yet been granted —’

‘Da, da.’

‘You must let us handle this; otherwise it’s back to the blizzard. Sorry, Viktor; not my words.’

‘And the letters?’

‘Not my call.’

There was the sound of people getting up from leather lounge chairs.

‘You can get me on this number. I’m disappointed. I was told you were a friendly man, Mr Sanderson.’

‘No, Secretary Bobrov, you were not.’

‘Okay, I’ll leave it with you. Then we can all get back to spying on each other, like in the old days, eh? Now I must thank you both for your hospitality. I hope I haven’t been a difficult guest. And speaking of guests, please remember me to the Larsons when you next see them.’
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I was amazed that this Bobrov character, whom I don’t think Granddad would have liked the look of, and who was not very polite to the Sandersons, had heard of the Larsons all the way over in Russia. Then I realised that Volvos were probably popular cars over there – they certainly weren’t in Melbourne. But it didn’t sound as though he liked them very much, however: I knew sarcasm when I heard it – Mum practically invented the stuff. I had already decided that I didn’t like him.

But there were a couple of things about this conversation that struck me as very peculiar – not funny peculiar, like Uncle Seamus, but strange peculiar. One was that the bloke was Russian — not exactly a common sight in Kipling Street. And the other was the way Mr S spoke to him, the way Granddad spoke to renegers he met when he was out and about: calm and cool but not all that smiley. This was clearly some kind of secret men’s stuff, like when a copper wants a quid for looking the other way (and there were so many cops doing that in Richmond it’s a wonder they weren’t all ending up under trams or tripping over and breaking their necks).

But I’d heard about Russians. Father Hagen was always going on about them till he was blue in the face, as they were constantly upsetting God (it’s easy to do, believe me); and the Prime Minister, Pig Iron Bob (not his real name), apparently was likely to have an epileptic fit if you mentioned them. We also had a Russian lady living in our street, Mrs Bira, who was forever filling Tom and me up with cheese blintzes. So I suppose you could say I was an expert on Russians.

But the thing that really smacked me in the head like a grouchy nun was that the Russian geezer was after Flame Boy’s dad’s briefcase. It all added up: fire, Big Loony-Bin Breakout, briefcase belonging to the Torch, secret papers inside it. I had sifted through the evidence, like Larry Kent, and felt that I was getting to the bottom of the question of just how many people were actually after the damn thing and why.

I was disappointed in the Sandersons. All that stuff about how they were concerned for Flame Boy’s safety was bulldust. All they wanted was what everyone wanted. The number of people who gave a bugger about Flame Boy himself was steadily shrinking.

I would have loved to come down at brekky and start the conversation by asking straight away for the good guts about the Russky with the terrific hat, but I couldn’t, for two reasons. First, Mrs S brought me breakfast in bed (Kellogg’s Corn Flakes with tinned peaches, just like on the box, followed by scrambled eggs and toast that wasn’t burnt and was soaked in the old Western Star). She also brought me a new Phantom comic, which I thought was pretty incredible, because it meant that she had gone down to Corbetts newsagency before I even woke up. I made a mental note to make her an honorary member of the Olympians, like Zac. She didn’t have teeth like a watchdog, but she could read minds, and that was good enough for me.

The second reason I couldn’t ask about the Russky was because I’d overheard something I wasn’t supposed to hear, which is the best thing a kid can possibly hear, better than overhearing his parents discussing what he was going to get for Christmas (though that conversation had been absent last Christmas), or the girl he loved telling her best friend that she loved him and was planning to kiss him at the pictures next Saturday — that didn’t happen either: I’m just saying. So it was a case of keeping it to myself. It was one of those times when I would have given Baby Jesus a Chinese burn to have Tom back for five minutes. Ten.

Mrs S was casual and friendly when she entered with the brekky tray and reading material, and even sat on the side of the bed and watched me spoon the golden goodies down the corn-flake chute for a while. Now I don’t know about you, but when a lady comes and sits on your bed and watches you eat, it’s odds-on that this lady is trying to find a way to get something off her chest, usually something to do with where babies come from, which does not go down well with brekky, or at any other time, for that matter.

‘Mrs Sanderson, if you’re going to tell me where babies come from, I know already — everything,’ I added, quickly.

‘No, dear, I’m sure you do. No, I was just wondering if you slept well last night.’

‘Like a wrestler in a coma hold.’

‘And you weren’t disturbed by Russell and me chatting with our visitor?’

I was so tempted to say ‘You had a visitor?’ that my toes hurt. But Mrs S was not a dill. And Granddad told me that with the extra-sharp customer you had to show respect for their sharpness.

‘No, I’m used to you guys chatting.’ I continued to spoon in the corn flakes, wondering if, under the tit-for-tat rule, I was going to be let in on the secret. But I guess I hadn’t supplied enough tat.

I could see the Sanderson mouth twisting as if Mrs S was trying to imagine how many worms a person could put in his mouth before one got out (the answer is thirteen). Then she made her decision.

‘Good. Now I want to tell you something very important. Sometimes Mr Sanderson may have visitors on official business. It is important that you and I never mention them to anyone else. Otherwise …’

‘Mmm?’

‘Nothing, dear. That’s all.’

‘Fair enough, Mrs S. You can count on me. There’s more secrets in here’ — I pointed the spoon at my scone — ‘than a sheepdog can snap at.’

I know which side my toast is buttered on. However, I just had one more bit of fishing to do.

‘Your visitor mentioned the Larsons.’

‘Yes. Like you, he hadn’t met them. He was just trying to be funny. But it’s no laughing matter. And also, it’s none of your business, so please don’t ask.’

‘I’ve forgotten about it already.’

‘Good, though I find that hard to believe. Changing the subject, that nice young boy you’ve got in your club, the one with the unusual name … what was it?’

‘Raffi.’

‘Ah, the boy who knows the Crawleys. I was wondering if he was a relative of yours — a cousin, perhaps.’

‘Nuh. Why?’

‘No reason. Must be his hair.’

‘Yeah, same colour.’ I wasn’t falling for that one.

After brekky I heaved myself out of bed and dressed. When I got downstairs Mrs Sanderson made two phone calls. First, as she knew I was an altar boy, she rang the presbytery and left a message saying that God would have to get along without me that day. Then she rang Mum to see if she wanted Mr S to drive me home.

‘Don’t tell Mum I was crook,’ I whispered.

But she got Granddad. Quick as a flash, I grabbed the phone.

‘Granddad! What a piece of luck!’

Granddad said nothing, and that is because he was thinking: Hello. Now what? I know the old codger inside out.

‘I was just saying to Mrs S’ — I gave her a wink — ‘I’ll bet Granddad’s going over to see Nanna this morning, and could do with some company. After all, half the time a trip to Nanna’s is about as exciting as watching beer go flat.’

Still nothing. So much for the Blayney charm.

‘And also, last Sunday, Nanna invited me back.’

Still nothing.

‘Mum still under the weather? She could probably do with a break. Jeez, I reckon it’s hot enough to make a wharfie put ice in his beer. You could have a cold half-and-half over at Nanna’s, I’ll bet. Tell you what, I’ll meet you on your verandah in fifteen minutes … Granddad? Are you there?’

‘Don’t be late.’

Mrs Sanderson grabbed the phone back. ‘I’ll get Russell to drive him over, Mr Taggerty. It’s too hot for a tram, and he hasn’t been well.’

She hung up and looked at me for a while. ‘Did you ever consider a career in sales?’

‘I thought I might be a saxophone player.’

Mr S shouted out from the verandah, where he had taken up residence for the summer: ‘You could always sell saxophones.’

I had to have a think about that. I shouted back: ‘I think I know someone who could get ’em wholesale.’

But the fish weren’t biting.

I knew that Granddad was going over to Nanna’s place because he said he had to go over to see a man about a couple of crates of this and that, mostly that, as Barney says. But my real reason for going over was to let Nanna meet Raffi.

I hurried down to Raffi’s, which was just a few hundred yards away, and banged on the back door until he appeared, all ready to go. I had worded him up, warning him not to tell a soul (his mother) about our secret mission, which was really an Olympians thing. His mother came to the door, cast an evil eye over the two of us, as if we were about to break into a bank or something, and kissed Raffi goodbye. We slipped out the back gate and into kids’ territory, where our super powers immediately began to take effect — I could feel it. Five minutes later we were sitting in the back of a Humber Super Snipe, probably the best car ever built — except for Rolls-Royces, Jaguars, and Ford Customlines — and being driven by Mr S to Granddad’s. I was so busy pointing out to Raffi places where Barney told me people had been knifed, shot or run over that I forgot to tell Mr S how to get there; nevertheless, suddenly we were there. Granddad came out of the shade, and walked out to the car, and hopped in the front.

He shook hands with Mr S, and I half expected them to toss for who would kick to the grandstand end, and who would kick to the scoreboard end.

‘G’day, Arch.’

‘G’day, Russ. Pretty flash car.’

‘Come on, Arch, I happen to know you could have a Roller any time you like.’

‘What, me? I’m a man of the people.’

Mr S laughed. ‘Good to see you again, anyway. Long time. Imagine my surprise when it dawned on me who “Granddad” was. Suddenly everything made sense.’

‘Has he tried to sell you anything yet?’

‘It’s funny you should say that.’

The world of adults is a very dodgy place, a bit like the bottom of the sea at night.

Nanna’s morning tea was in full swing when we turned up, and there were a few faces I recognised, Barney for one, and Father Jackman, the gangster curate. A few of the members of the Hot Potatoes jazz band were also there, including their singer, Tops, which was short for Topsy, called that because his last name was Turvy.

‘That’s a terrific nickname, Uncle Seb,’ I once said. ‘But why didn’t they just shorten his first name, like you and Uncle Mick?’

‘Because his first name’s Dungannon,’ he said.

Tom and I dined out on that joke for a week.

The other member of the band who was there was their sax player, Dex Patterson, whose long, sad face was actually shaped like a sax, and who, Tops told us, he always introduced to the crowd like this: ‘And on treble sax, Sexe-e-e Dexy!’ Anyhow, he was my favourite, perhaps because he was by far the youngest, and wore the best clothes. He was cool. And then there were all those Xs.

This particular morning, when we walked in the door, the first thing we saw was Tops singing ‘I’m in the Mood for Love’, with Uncle Seb accompanying him on the piano and Dex on spoons, with everyone eventually joining in, even Barney, who was tone deaf, and a woman who dressed a lot like Aunty Queenie, and who was also tone deaf. We waited at the door until the song was over, with Granddad winking at everyone, which is a private way of saying hello, and with Raffi looking around like it was Luna Park. I noticed that Nanna kept her eye on him, even though she was smiling and singing along with the others. While we were singing and clapping, Nanna gave us a wave, and I took Raffi over to meet her. Nanna was sitting on one end of the sofa, because that was her throne.

Nanna made Raffi sit next to her, and sent me off to get some lemonade. I knew she was going to grill him, because that was the price of admission: news. When I got back, Raffi was spilling his guts about our secret club, the Olympians, and about how we were going to find Flame Boy by making a map of all the fires. Nanna had her talking-to-kids face on, which Raffi had never seen before and probably thought was her normal dial; but I knew that she couldn’t have cared less about what he was telling her, because she was interested in something else — with me she never used that face. Raffi sipped his lemonade, and Nanna gave me a wink.

‘So, Raffi, that’s a name I’ve never heard before.’

‘Me neither,’ said Raffi.

‘And what’s your mum’s name?’

‘Val.’

‘Hm. And what was her maiden name … before she was married?’

I could tell that Raffi thought this was your typical nanna kind of conversation, and hadn’t twigged that he was being interrogated by one of Richmond’s dodgiest lady customers.

‘Gartside.’

‘Ah yes. Gartside.’

Nanna looked at Granddad, who was talking to a bloke about the woeful state of tailgates these days, and Granddad turned slightly, still talking, and gave Nanna the glance that said nothing, but really, a lot. They knew something I didn’t know, and I wondered if Raffi’s mum was another war hero, like Aunty Daffy, because they were as thick as flies on a sausage sambo just then.

Next stop was Barney, who was arguing with Mr Wilmott from next door about the merits of the Ford Consul. When Barney saw Raffi, he looked hard at his cup of tea.

‘Christ, I’ll have to stop drinkin’ this stuff.’

‘This is Raffi. He lives down in Fawkner Street. Nanna wanted to meet him, so I brought him over.’

‘Strewth. You remind me of someone. Can’t quite put me finger on it — it’ll come to me.’

There was the possibility that Barney was sober, it being Sunday, so I decided not to have a lend of him.

‘Anyway, we just wanted to say hello. How’s the car going?’

‘Like a bloody rocket, fellers. I already feel sorry for the first copper who tries to catch it.’

‘Why’ll the police try to catch it?’ said Raffi.

We all looked at one another. Mr Wilmott laughed.

‘Jealousy, my lad. Your average copper is sorely afflicted with it. You’ll understand one day.’

I was a bit worried about all this, in case Raffi should repeat any of it to his mum, so after that I steered him clear of anyone who was wearing a hat indoors.

My next mistake was thinking that talking to a musician would be safe.

‘G’day, Mr Patterson.’

‘Dex. No one calls me Mr Patterson.’ He had a think. ‘Funny, that. Hello, Tom. I heard you were … well, I heard …’

‘He is. This isn’t Tom: this is Raffi. He’s never met a saxophone player. I told him I was going to be one when I grow up.’

‘My god! Can you hold your liquor?’

I thought of last year, when I got so drunk on a bottle of Osborne Solera Gran Reserva I found in someone’s cellar that I threw up all over Mum’s shoes when I tried to say hello to her. I suddenly felt queasy again. I thought I had better tell Dex the plain, unvarnished truth.

‘Can I what!’

‘Good, that’s all that matters — the music’ll take care of itself. Look at Seb and Tops over there. They were hard at it till four this morning. Now they’re up and about and ready for a matinee. That’s what keeps a musician going, mate: alcohol. Speaking of which, ’scuse me, fellers.’

And he was off for a refill, leaving me to wonder how useful that conversation was to my musical career.

‘Wow!’ said Raffi. ‘Have you seen him play his saxophone?’

‘Tons of times! He’s the best sax player in Melbourne.’

We hung around for a while to watch the adults enjoying their morning tea, then caught a tram down Victoria Street to the museum. I wanted to show Raffi the treasure I’d found. When he saw it his eyes practically fell out on the floor, rolled down the front steps onto Swanston Street, and got run over by a tram. Practically. Then it was down to the old Richmond Baths for a quick dip and, for Raffi at least, home.
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As for me, I took advantage of the heat, which was keeping the honest citizens of Richmond indoors, leaving the rest of us to get on with the business of doing what had to be done. For me that meant finding Flame Boy and taking the briefcase from him. If Mr Sanderson wanted it, I was going to give it to him. At least I finally knew where he stood on the question of Flame Boy’s welfare. Your secret agent likes to know what’s what. He mightn’t always agree with things, but he gets on with the mission just the same, like Bogey in Casablanca. Besides, I realised that once I handed over the briefcase, Mr Sanderson and his henchmen — I think that’s what Granddad would call them — would stop scouring Richmond for young Keith, and allow people who actually gave a bugger to see to it that he didn’t get arrested and have his brain cooked like a soft-boiled egg.

On top of everything, the big string of horrible surprises that had been happening for the last few weeks were starting to get me down. Tom and I had been used to making that stuff happen; now, I felt as though someone else was making it all happen to me.

I hadn’t thought of a plan, but I was hoping that Flame Boy would see reason, or be open to bribery. If I’d had Barney with me I know I could have made the kid see reason without it costing me anything at all, as Barney has a way of talking people into forking over that makes it hard for them to resist. Bribery was a different bag of dog food. Granddad took a very strong line on bribery, as it meant parting with readies, and that is considered by an Irishman to be a sin, as stated in the Bible. Barney told me that Granddad preferred blackmail, which worked like a charm every time and had the advantage that it was legal, despite the nasty rumours.

I certainly did not want to blackmail Flame Boy, as he was a fellow kid and superhero, and I think he knew that I had no intention of dobbing him in (we had been through so much together). On the other hand, I felt that I owed the Sandersons something for taking care of me when no one else did. And I couldn’t stop feeling embarrassed for Mr S for not being able to wave the briefcase in that smug Russky’s fizzog and make him sit up and beg like a bunny. Moreover, there was always the chance that Flame Boy would one day be responsible for the Great Fire of Melbourne, and I didn’t know if I could stand the guilt.

Finally, I thought of a plan that was acceptable to all present members of the Olympians: I would steal the briefcase from Flame Boy. No muss, no fuss. I just hoped that violence would not be called for, as Flame Boy looked like he had a few more muscles than me, no doubt from hefting all those combustibles.

Back in the Sandersons’ back yard, I found Zac knocking off a sleep sandwich, which made him look like his face had melted all over the ground, and took him down to St Felix’s Church with me, as I was expecting trouble. After telling him to stand guard I bowled in under the watchful eye of my other nemesis, God, who is, I think we are all agreed, a bit of a prick. But this was his house, so you had to be careful. I paused in the doorway to bless myself with holy water, just in case anyone was watching, and also to give myself a second to case the joint. Empty. I walked quietly up to the sanctuary and paused again, this time to listen. Nothing. Maybe Flame Boy was out and about setting fire to something he had taken a dislike to, just to keep his hand in.

It’s not all creamy soda and Ludo being a superhero; it requires dedication. Look at me: out and about, creeping up and down stairs, getting locked inside altars, consorting with known crims (that’s Blarney Barney, who probably wouldn’t hurt a fly); aiding and abetting a person of interest to the coppers (that’s Flame Boy, who wouldn’t hurt a fly either, unless some lighter fluid dropped on it); and miscellaneous stuff that I wouldn’t admit to under torture (unless that torture involved pain). What had that smarmy Russian bugger said about spying on each other? I’d give him spying on each other. I’d get that bloody briefcase and give it to Mr S and wipe the smile right off his flamin’ face — he was smiling in my version of the story.

By the time I’d opened the trapdoor in the altar I was all fired up with my new super-identity. Thus, the person who went through that trapdoor was no longer the same kid who, just a few moments before, had been cautiously blessing himself at the church door, but … the Spirit of Progress! I crawled into the space and whipped my torch out of my trusty superhero bag, and looked around. Flame Boy had long gone; he was not as dumb as he looked. I guess he hadn’t liked the way I’d grabbed his precious briefcase. Quick as a flash I was out of there and outside, where I had left Zac. Next stop was the underground hideout in the drain behind the old cemetery, the place I had taken Flame Boy when he had first nicked off.

I walked through the old cemetery called Bethstone, and made Zac sit and wait. He looked pretty happy to be there, and I made a mental note to check if he could see any ghosts when I came back, as that could be handy. Then I carefully slid down the drain and landed on my feet at the bottom, a trick I’d learnt to perform, even though there were little steps inside the shaft.

At the bottom I pulled out my torch and walked down to the secret hideout, the wide concrete ledge built high on the side of the drain. But Flame Boy had not been there, and nothing had been touched since our last visit. I went back to Zac, who looked pretty worried when he saw me climb out of a hole in the ground. I gave him a white jelly bean — I was trying to get rid of them — and we were off to my next port of call, and the only remaining place I could think of where Flame Boy might be.

I remembered something he said about a conversation I’d had with Granddad a few months earlier: that he had been eavesdropping at my window. He had followed me home. Now I wondered if he had been following me since I started staying at the Sandersons’. Flame Boy might have been a superhero, but he wasn’t the brightest penny in the till. He was the kind of kid who thinks that the capital of Australia is Essendon. I went back to the Sandersons’, which was a short walk, and entered through the back gate.

Their back yard was your basic Bengali jungle, like in The Phantom, complete with vines, shrubs and whatnot. The whole thing smelt of oniony, rotting green stuff, and it wouldn’t have surprised me if there had been wild animals in there still waiting to be given official names — possums with poison fangs was my guess. The old stable down the back had a door that you could open on the top or the bottom, depending on whether you were a dwarf or not, and chains and leather straps hanging up all over the place for God knows what. Inside was a loft, and propped up against it was a ladder. It was this ladder that I now climbed. At the top was Flame Boy’s new hideout.

You’re probably thinking that this was not only the find of the century, edging out of first place the discovery of the icy-pole stick, and that it solved all my problems, so that I could now go to bed at night and sleep soundly in the knowledge that the Keith Kavanaghs of the world were within arm’s reach and safe. If so, you’d be as wrong about that as you would be if you thought that Ayer’s Rock was in Hawthorn (it’s not: Peanut and I reckon you’d be able to see it from Richmond). And that’s because he was suddenly too close for comfort. Let’s face it: even if Flame Boy was living in the desert with a tribe of Aboriginals, he’d be told to live on the other side of the creek, and only to come over when someone’s mum needed a fire lit.

I was in a pickle, if that’s the right vegetable. Also, on close inspection of the stable, including the loft, I found nobody home, and no briefcase. I did find a box of matches, and confiscated them, but as I’ve said, we lived within a rock’s throw of Bryant & May’s match factory. This arrangement was what Barney would have called One of Life’s Little Mysteries.

In the end I decided to take up a position in the Sandersons’ library, from which I could observe Flame Boy’s arrival. It wasn’t long before he turned up, but I saw that he was short to the tune of one briefcase. Bugger it. I realised instantly that it could be in any house from Burnley to Cremorne, because if I was him I would be using my Ned Kavanagh superhero identity not only to bludge free dinners but to stash the odd piece of hand luggage. It could be in any one of a thousand old houses filled with aged ladies who made lamingtons or coconut ice. The Irish down our way have a way of banding together to protect the outlaw. I say nothing of your Maltese, your Italians, and your Greeks, all of whom hate the police like they hate polio.

I made my way down to the stable and climbed up to the loft.

‘You’ve been following me.’

I like to get to Item One with the minimum of fuss.

‘I was lonely.’

He was making it damn hard.

‘Don’t do it again.’

‘Okay.’ He looked at me the way Zac would.

‘You can’t stay here.’

‘You took my matches.’

‘You’ll have to leave.’ I decided to try a line from Father Burke. ‘It’s a crying shame, that’s what it is’ — it sounded damn good — ‘but you can’t stay.’

‘I’ve got nowhere to go.’

‘Yes you have. It’s time you went to Wodonga with your Aunty Daphne. Come with me. Now.’

It wasn’t much of a plan — hell, it wasn’t a plan at all. But it’s in the nature of the Spirit of Progress to take over in emergencies. And besides, I didn’t want to be responsible for some old lady’s house burning down.

His reply was an embarrassed silence. He could say nothing. A silent Flame Boy is a truthful Flame Boy.

I could see that threat was called for.

‘If you don’t leave I’ll have to tell the people who live here. They’re not very nice people, either. Sorry.’

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him that the inmates were some kind of special rozzer and his wife, but I thought he might suddenly grab the nearest two sticks and start rubbing them together at the prospect of scorching yet another copper’s house.

‘You wouldn’t dob on a mate.’

‘It wouldn’t be dobbing: it would be protecting them, and you too, ’cos I’d tell them everything.’

I could hardly believe that he was still hesitating.

‘You’d never see your old man or your mum again,’ I said, hating that I was saying it.

He didn’t speak, but climbed down the ladder and left me in the loft, feeling that doing the right thing has whiskers on it. I didn’t know where he’d go, but I knew he wouldn’t travel far from his precious briefcase, which must be close by. I thought of tracking him using Zac’s nose, but then I realised that wouldn’t be necessary, as wherever he went he’d stick out like a fairy princess in a wood-chopping contest. When I climbed down I half expected him to be waiting for me, but he had melted into the night, which is one of the things we superheroes do. I didn’t blame him.

Before I went inside, something made me look up at the Crawleys’ house. In the upstairs window, I saw Mr C staring down at me. His jaw was grim, and I wondered if that was to stop the clicking, or because he had recognised Flame Boy, and was contemplating a call to the police. I gave him a smile and a little wave — a smidgeon of the Blayney charm. He remained motionless, as if his big spring had wound down.





23 Sweethearts

Comic swapping was one of the favourite pastimes of the kids in Richmond, and when you got your hands on a new comic, your first thought after finishing it was how to get the best swap deal out of it. Not only did you have to consider the kind of comic it was — coloured, number of pages, name of superhero, and so on — but what kind of kid would be the best to approach. Ideally, you wanted a kid who had great comics and was short in the brains department, a bit like a cocker spaniel who could read. I had a few new comics, thanks to the Sandersons, and was in the market for a swap.

The Olympians were out of the running, because we’d read each other’s comics to death. What was called for was new blood. I remembered at Mona De Coney’s house in South Yarra seeing a few comics in a neat little stack, the top one of which was a Classic comic, my favourite kind, and the only ones I never swapped, it being my intention to devote my whole life to getting a complete set. I had even managed to convince James Palmer to part with the few he had, which included the hard-to-get Black Arrow, and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (which didn’t make sense). Anyway, the comic I had spotted was The Ox-Bow Incident, which was also a Henry Fonda movie that I had seen at the Gala with Tom. That was a great day; I remember because some kid chucked a wobbly, and they had to cart him out and give him some fresh air. We laughed then, but if I’d known that I was going to end up the same, I might not have thought it was funny. Now, I don’t laugh much anyway, because my laughing mate was always Tom, and it was hard to dream up a new act for just one person.

So, as it was the last Saturday before school was due to begin, I got a medium stack of my comics, including some of my best (Centuries), some of my mediums (Walt Disneys), and some of my worst (Sad Sack), to offer as what Granddad called sweeteners, and choofed off. When I got to the De Coneys’ house over in River Street, which was not far from James’s house, it was not as hot as usual, God having turned his attention to giving some other poor buggers hell that day. It was in fact one of those pleasant summer days when the sky is grey and it looks like rain, and there is a lovely breeze. I didn’t really notice the walk to the De Coneys’ place, and gave no thought at all to the comic swapping, because I kept wondering whether Mona De Coney would be home, and if she was, whether it would be her who would open the front door for me, and if she did, whether she would be wearing her yellow T-shirt.

When I arrived, I knocked on the door and waited, and got that housey silence, so I knocked again, louder. Solid silence. So I stepped back and looked up at the house, to the window where I had seen Mona De Coney. And sure enough, there she was. She shouted something to me, and I waited. There was the sound of someone bouncing down the stairs, though it sounded more like Roy Rogers and Trigger than a girl, and Mona opened the front door, dressed in a netball uniform.

I had never given much thought to netball uniforms, but now I saw straight away that I probably should have, and wondered what in the hell I had been thinking about all this time, but my mind went blank. Whatever it was, it couldn’t have been too important.

‘Hello. Mum’s not here. She’s at work.’

She was smiling, a good sign. I opened my explorer’s bag and showed her the comics. I remembered that I could speak.

‘I came to swap comics with Johnny.’

‘Johnny’s not here either. Want to come in? I s’pose you do.’ I went in, but the same thing was wrong with her door as last time, and I had to squeeze past her again.

‘Come on.’

She went up the stairs, and I followed, tripping over halfway up because I forgot to look down.

She opened the door to her room and I went in, though she made me squeeze by her again. I didn’t say anything. I had to hold my breath to get past, and forgot to let it out, so that I suddenly felt a bit faint.

‘Want to sit down?’ She patted the bed, always a bad sign, that being what people do when they have to tell you that your dog just died. ‘Of course you do.’

I sat down on the bed and looked around. This was the first real girl’s bedroom I had been in, if you don’t count Judy Pickles, next door to our old house, and that was only because I’d been in there a million times, so I don’t. This room was full of dolls and pictures of actors and singers, and smelt perfumey. I began to realise that Mona also smelt that way, only better — I would have to give it a ten — and felt my face go red. When I realised that I was staring at everything like an idiot, I turned to Mona and bunged on a look as though I was used to girls’ bedrooms. Mona was watching me with what I thought was an unnecessarily determined expression for a comic swapper.

‘I’ve got some comics to swap. Want to see them? I bet you do.’

I nodded the lolly. The Spirit of Progress is a man of few words when in the presence of dames, especially when those dames like to answer all their own questions. Mona came and sat beside me on the bed. The bed sort of bent in the middle, and made Mona lean up against me. Suddenly, it wasn’t cool. It wasn’t even warm. It was as hot as hell.

She started going through the comics. They had names like Bunty, Schoolgirls and Treasure, and every single one had a picture of a girl with a pet of some kind on the front, or a horse. I had no sisters, myself. In fact this was the closest I had ever been to a girl in my life, if you don’t count the time Tom and I kidnapped Christine Papadopoulous and locked her in the linen press at school, and I don’t, because that was like trying to wash golden syrup off a cat and besides there was so much trouble over that it wasn’t funny. But the truth is Mona wouldn’t have been able to give these comics to me, let alone swap them.

‘What about the comics I saw downstairs — can you swap them?’

‘No, they’re Aunty Lucky’s.’

She was talking my language, the language of aunties, because in Richmond aunties were as thick as hairnets. Basically, you couldn’t turn around without getting aunty lipstick all over you, as they were famous for kissing anything that moved. I myself had countless thousands of them.

‘So who’s Aunty Lucky?’ I said, wondering why a lady had a name like a cigarette.

‘She’s my mother’s little sister. Her real name is Luca Theresa Maria Helena Martello. But we all call her Aunty Lucky. She isn’t married, though half the men in Melbourne have proposed to her. She speaks English, Italian, French, German and Swiss, I think, and spends most of her time overseas. She has a job buying something to do with, oh, I don’t know. Dad says she calls herself Lucky because her legs are so skinny she’s lucky they don’t snap off. Mum says she’s lucky she hasn’t got Dad for a husband. Johnny thinks she’s lucky because she’s got her own car and can go anywhere she pleases —’

‘What kind is it?’

‘What kind of what?’

‘What kind of car?’

‘I don’t know: it’s dark blue.’

‘Is that it?’

‘You can put the top down.’

Getting useful information out of Mona was like getting change out of a Salvo.

‘And the thing she likes best in the world is comics. She’s got hundreds of them. Johnny never has to buy comics; every time Aunty Lucky comes over she brings a new stack.’

It sounded like heaven. I’d never met a grown-up who read comics.

‘When is she coming over again? Maybe I’ll come over.’

‘I don’t know. But you could always visit her.’

Sounded like the sort of thing I’d do.

‘She doesn’t live far away. Want me to give her a ring? I will. I’ll give her a ring right now and see if she’s home.’

That settled it. Turned out she was home, and yes, she would like to swap. Also, she lived just across the road. A part of me wished Mona had told me that straight away. But another part didn’t. However, Mona wasn’t finished.

‘Who was that girl I saw you with at the swimming pool?’

‘I’ve never been to the swimming pool with a girl.’

‘Well, I saw you talking to a girl at the Prahran Swimming Pool.’

‘That wasn’t a girl. That was my friend James’s sister.’

‘Hasn’t she got a name?’

‘It’s Veronica Palmer.’

‘So is she your girlfriend?’

‘No, I haven’t got a girlfriend.’

‘Good.’

I stood up to go. Mona barred the way.

‘Would you like to pash?’

‘Pardon?’

There was nothing wrong with my ears, except they were about to burst into flames along with the rest of my face.

‘If you want to, we could pash, like in the pictures.’

She had stopped smiling and got that look on her face like when you swallow a Dr McKenzie’s Menthoid whole.

‘Okay.’

It was like when Captain Video is half knocked out and the ship just flies itself.

She flung her arms around me and kissed me, a lot like an aunty, but on the mouth, and for a long time. I imitated her actions, so that she could see that we Blayneys knew our way around pashing. When we were finished, she released me suddenly, and stepped back to see if I was still alive. Now she was smiling. So was I. It was better than I’d expected. It helped that she stuck out in places.

‘Would you like to be my sweetheart?’

I wasn’t entirely sure I knew what a sweetheart was, or was supposed to do. If it involved kissing, I was all for it. I thought about the words of the song ‘Let Me Call You Sweetheart’. Nope, no joy there, though it was a lovely song. I decided that, on the whole, being a sweetheart was better than not being one.

‘Yes, I’d like that very much … Mona,’ I added, remembering Granddad’s rules of conversation.

‘I’m so glad: I thought you were going to say no.’

‘A guy would have to be crazy to say no to a girl like you,’ I said, like Larry Kent, Detective.

‘What do you mean, “like me”?’

What would Granddad say to that? I wondered.

‘I mean beautiful.’

That got me another kiss. I was starting to get the hang of it.

When I finally got across the road to Aunty Lucky’s place, I was pretty much all kissed out, and knew what it felt like to be made of floating cigarette smoke. Mona came with me, to introduce me to her aunty. All the way across the road she held my hand, I think because we were sweethearts, though I still needed clarification on this point.

When Mona knocked on the door she let go of my hand, and adopted the speaking-to-aunties thing that girls do, which is different to the speaking-to-aunties voice that boys do, ours being quieter and more like a basketball match, where you are allowed to dodge the other player, but you are not supposed to actually touch him. With girls it’s more like they haven’t seen each other for about twenty years. So Aunty Lucky opened the door and dragged Mona in, and Mona dragged me in after her. Then, after introducing us, she immediately ran off to visit Tiny Tim, who for some reason I assumed was a budgie. Aunty Lucky asked me to sit down and said she would get me a cool drink, it being suddenly warmish.

I had only seen a couple of female members of Mona’s family, and I had already decided they were all dames who might smoke, have guns, and kill men who done them wrong. They were also all more beautiful than any of the females I had ever seen, including Wonder Woman and Charles’s mother — and including Annette Funicello and Tuesday Weld (but not JT).

‘So, Mr Blayney,’ said Aunty Lucky when she returned, ‘what’s your story?’

‘I came over to swap comics.’

‘Handsome and doesn’t mince words. You’ll go far, though if I’m any judge of the looks on girls’ faces — and I am — you’ve already done that. Now, comics.’ She jumped up and started gathering comics from all over the place. ‘Comics … comics. This should do for starters. What’ve you got in there?’

I gave her a stack and she went through it like a twelve-year-old, even making all the appropriate comments.

‘Got any Classics?’ she asked.

‘I don’t swap ’em, ’cos I collect ’em.’

‘Bugger it, another bloody collector! Okay, I’ll take these.’ She spread her choice out on the floor. We played the swapping game for a while, and I could see I wasn’t going to con her, though, to be fair, she didn’t try to con me either. It was a fair swap. Finally I said, ‘Thanks, Mrs Martello,’ which made her laugh like a film star.

‘I’m not married — no fear! Just call me Lucky.’

‘You mean just like that?’

‘Yep, Lucky, just like that. So, who’ll you swap those new comics with?’

‘My friends in our secret society.’

‘What’s it called?’

I hesitated, but only for a second. Girls don’t know anything about secret societies, anyhow.

‘It was going to be called the Larsons, but then I decided to call it something else.’

Lucky got up and turned her back, and walked to the window. She spoke without turning around.

‘I think the Larsons would have been a great name. Where’d you get it?’

She was playing the old sniffing game that Granddad taught me at the track. If he wanted to find out if a punter knew anything about something, he’d turn away before he mentioned it, and I would glance at the punter’s face. If he made a face of any kind, I’d sniff. There were just the two of us, so I didn’t sniff — though she smelt nine out of ten. That turned back told me that Lucky knew a lot more about the Larsons than I did, and that made me want to know more. I thought I might get the Larsons Caper going again.

‘Dunno, just picked it up somewhere.’

‘You probably heard someone mention that there used to be a family called the Larsons just across the river.’

But she wasn’t going to get anything out of me, even if she stuck burning matches under my fingernails.

She turned around and read my face. I’d seen that done a million times at Flemington. It was a case of nothing doing, sister. Then she smiled and asked me to come back in a few days with more comics.

When Mona reappeared, she dragged me to the door by the hand, and opened it for me. Then Lucky and I shook hands, and I was off. Mona held my hand all the way back to her place, where she insisted on kissing me goodbye. Twice.

All the way home, a little voice was telling me that I had completely worked out the detective’s greatest mystery (and obstacle), dames, and I had plenty to feel good about. However, there were two little voices, and the other one was frantically calling the running of the Ladies’ Handicap (for which I still hadn’t properly worked out the form):


And first out of the home turn is Mum, half a length to Aunty Queenie, Mrs Morgan, and Mrs S, three wide is Wonder Woman, boxed in is Lucky Martello, bunched up are Mrs Radion, Aunty Betty, Mother Sylvester, Mrs Dixon, and Nanna Blayney, a length to Annette Funicello, Tuesday Weld, they’re followed by Mona, Veronica, Josephine, Barbara, and last of all, Lorna the Clippie.



Oh, I dunno anything anymore.





24 The Russian flag

Saturday the 30th of January 1960 was turning into one of the best days in history. Next was a quick trip to James’s house, then we were off with Granddad down to Port Melbourne to join every other kid in the metropolitan area who wasn’t down with prickly heat to visit the Lena, which was a scientific Russian ship that had been in Antarctica, and had dropped in to Melbourne to get some decent beer before shooting through to Russkiland — at least that’s what Granddad said. The captain had decided to open up his ship to the public — that means kids — which immediately told me that he couldn’t have been a parent. I made a mental note to say to him that he would be lucky if he still had a ship at the end of the day. Wonder Woman was not crazy about James going, for reasons that were not explained, and only agreed because I told her my grandfather was running the show. I used my talking-to-adults voice: it’s a winner.

Ships are like other kids’ parents: you can imagine what they’re like till you’re blue in the face, but it’s not till you meet them that you understand what their kids were talking about. With ships, it’s not till you actually get on them that you appreciate their loveliness. They are a mass of secret passages, hatches and ladders, like a steel snakes and ladders game that you can play inside. And Granddad loved them too, having been to Egypt and back in ships during the Great War, which was a lot more fun than World War II, as a lot of blokes got to ride horses and camels, and they didn’t expect you to jump out of aeroplanes, or be tortured by the Gestapo. Biggles had definitely picked the right war.

Granddad loved the sea. Or, rather, he loved visiting ships that had been at sea and were shortly to be going back there again. He liked to leave each ship he visited with a package. This is not just a granddad thing: it is something that superheroes do all the time. Only we call them souvenirs. Same thing.

‘So what’s in the package, Granddad?’ I asked, after my first trip to a ship.

‘Supplies, young feller.’

The only supplies I knew about were military supplies, and I told him so.

‘Nah: you’ve heard of supply and demand?’

‘Course.’ (He may as well have been speaking Chinese.)

‘Well, I heard that there was a demand for what’s in here, so I decided to come up with the supply. Business, in other words.’ He tapped the side of his nose, which is the signal for: Not a word, mind you.

But Granddad liked to keep his visits to the ships pretty much to himself. He took me along on the odd visit, but only on the condition that I promised not to spread it around town where we’d been, and by that he meant Mum, as she disapproved of everything he did except, perhaps, getting a haircut. Once, he even stopped me doing a drawing on my map of one of the ships we’d visited. He was very careful.

All the way down to the ship, James and I kept an eye out for Flame Boy and his old man, the Torch, whose newspaper pictures all the Olympians carried on pain of torture. All we saw were people who wished they had stayed home and had a coldy or two. Granddad didn’t seem to mind the heat at all, and I guessed that was because he had once fought Abdul in the desert. James and I didn’t mind, because boys will put up with anything to get a close-up look at a ship.

When we got to the Lena, there were kids crawling all over it like maggies at a picnic. Granddad had explained that it was visiting to fly the Russian flag. I took a shifty at the flag when we got to the ship: it was pathetic. But the Russians let us go crazy and check out everything we were able to open, including the kitchen cupboards.

But I wasn’t born yesterday; I reckoned Granddad just wanted to keep us busy so he could collect one of his famous packages. Only it turned out I was wrong, because when I asked him where he’d been, he said he’d been on the bridge talking to the captain, as they were old mates. When we left the ship we stopped in to see a bloke on the wharf who had a large office — a very important bloke. James stayed outside to watch the ship being loaded with supplies. I went in with Granddad.

‘Much as we’d like to put your mate on this ship, it can’t be done. We’d never get out of the bay. We’ve had ASIO all over it like a coat of paint.’

‘They can be got at.’

‘Not this lot. I think you better tell your mates at the co-op it’s off.’

‘He’s all ready to go.’

‘How long can he wait?’

‘A few weeks.’

The bloke took down a clipboard and looked at it.

‘The Volga will be here in a fortnight. I can get him onto that. But he’ll have to go on at the last minute. And no luggage of any kind.’

‘That’s a long time. A lot of things could go wrong.’

‘The Volga’s your best bet.’

‘The bloke’ll have a package.’

‘No luggage, mate.’

‘It’s part of the deal.’

‘How big?’ I saw the bloke nod a question in my direction.

Granddad gazed out at the Lena, which was now looking more like a Moomba float for the Boys’ Brigade than a research ship.

‘No, not him. It’s small; he’ll be carrying it.’

This whole conversation was strange, because it was kind of in code so that I wouldn’t understand it. But your superhero knows all and sees all, so I had an idea that it was all about mates with packages, and also that Granddad was not going to send me to Russia for the rest of my life, though no one would have blamed him if he had.

On the way back, Granddad was a bit more quiet than usual, not that he was exactly a chatterbox or anything.

‘Penny for ’em, Granddad.’

He had a quick look at James, who was giving all his attention to a Peters Kreem-B-Tween that was threatening to disintegrate.

‘I might not be around much for a day or two here and there for a while. Nothing to worry about. Have to take care of a few things.’

‘Like the bloke with the package, the one that might be a briefcase.’

He gave me a sour look. I could get away with murder with Granddad.

‘Granddad, what’s the co-op?’ I asked him, on the way back.

‘Your ears are too big for your boots.’

‘Okay then, what’s the Volga when it’s home?’

‘It’s a passenger ship, but I don’t want you to mention that name to anyone. Okay?’

‘Okeydokey, daddy-o.’

Granddad looked at me.

‘77 Sunset Strip.’

He didn’t get it.

‘It’s a TV show. You know.’

I started singing and snapping my fingers.


‘77 Sunset Strip (snap, snap)

‘77 Sunset Strip (snap, snap)

‘77 Sunset Strip (snap)’



I did the voice:


‘Starring Efrem Zimbalist Junior! ’



I was glad he let me get as far as the voice: I’d been practising it for months.

‘Just don’t mention the ships.’

‘Okey—’

‘And don’t call me daddy-o.’

‘Cool, man.’

Anyone else would have donged me by then.

Lucky Martello had frightened me, and I didn’t know why. The way she had reacted when I mentioned the Larsons was just the way Granddad reacted when some geezer mentioned that he knew where certain things could be found in unmarked crates, should a bloke happen to be interested, not that we were. In other words, I felt that I was in the presence of a beautiful young female version of Granddad, not that I’d put it that way in front of him.

I remembered what he told me: to forget all about the Larsons, and get on with being a budding superhero detective (or superdetective hero — take your pick), but I was never one to take the advice of the first person who came along (and that advice came from Granddad too). I would have liked to ask him about it in person, but he had as promised made himself scarce, for business reasons. I therefore went back to the Sandersons’, where it had been decided by the mysterious powers that organised my life I could spend Saturday night.

There are some things a superdetective should never do. I had to learn these as I went along, so of course I was bound to make mistakes. But had I known the complete procedure, had I had a manual of some kind, for example, the conversation that took place the next morning would have been cunningly avoided.

The Sandersons were having a leisurely day when I returned after Mass and, despite it being nearly lunch time, were still recovering from the effort of pouring milk on their corn flakes and finishing Saturday’s papers, Mr Sanderson at the classifieds, and Mrs Sanderson at the comic strips because she was an enormous fan of Bluey and Curley.

That was how I found the two of them, sitting around like a couple of walruses watching an ice-skating contest, and drinking tea, probably their seventeenth cup for the day. They nodded to me as I settled in with them on the front verandah, their favourite spot, and showed them the comics I had got from Lucky, as I had decided to join them in a bit of a quiet read. They took a great interest in comics, those two, what Mum would call a morbid interest, one of her favourite words, especially in relation to some of my uncles, though really I suspected that the Sandersons were just trying to stay informed about what their comic-loving guest liked to read. I won’t deny that I never tried to talk them out of this. It is a well-known fact that old people need something to keep them busy, and to stop them from wandering off. In Richmond there were a lot of wandering people, and I had seen Dad, and even Granddad, ask one or two of them if they needed a hand, and even put them on a tram, which I suppose they eventually got off.

It was but the work of a moment to adopt the super-identity for which I would one day be famous. In a flash, I had become:


The Spirit of Progress! Who gets chucked out of churches, forges Declarations of War, eavesdrops on Russian bastards, and (sort of ) falls in love with beautiful Italian girls.



Without my super-identity, I would have been like so much baker’s dough in their hands when they interrogated me in their fiendish way.

‘So, young man. What kind of superhero are you being at the moment?’

I was not upset at the way they spoke to me, as they weren’t taking the mickey, but simply asking a civil question that they knew I’d have an answer for.

‘Superspy. It’s easy on the feet, and doesn’t require long periods underground, not that I’d be bothered. It’s Zac I’m worried about. He needs to be above ground to see what’s going on, sniff people ’n’ stuff. Otherwise he’ll think everything’s terrific and everyone’s your friend, which is definitely not true, in my experience.’

‘I think if you spent less time hanging around with that Barney person, you might see things in a different light,’ said Mrs S.

‘That’s what Mum says.’

I didn’t want to talk about Barney, because he was one of those blokes that no one could say anything good about, and I couldn’t say anything bad about. Besides, Nanna Blayney often invited him to her house for morning tea, and she was a pretty normal kind of person, apart from having more husbands than the CWA.

‘My nanna likes him, you know.’

‘I’m sure he’s got his lovely side,’ said Mrs S, but using her speaking-to-kids voice. ‘So what does being a superspy involve? Nothing, um …’

‘Illegal?’

‘Oh no, dear. We know you’d never do anything like that. No, I was going to say dangerous.’

‘Danger is my middle name, Mrs Sanderson: Spirit of Progress Danger Blayney.’

‘Now, you do know there’s a train called the Spirit of Progress?’

‘Not anymore. They’ll have to find a new name for it, like the Cannonball Express, or something. I happen to know that name is up for grabs.’

I was being especially chatty on this day, because I wanted to bring up the subject of Lucky Martello knowing about the Larsons, to see how the Sandersons took it. I wasn’t expecting them to spit out their tea, like Lou Costello, but I did expect some additional information for my intelligence collection. I was just about out of clues. But I remembered what they had said, so I wasn’t expecting to get off that easy: it was going to cost a few seconds of their disapproval. So, as casual as a koala, I changed the subject.

‘So what d’ya think of the comics? Pretty cool, huh?’

I was using some of my 77 Sunset Strip talk on them, just trying it out.

‘Yes indeed. You did well there. Even I can tell these are a good swap. Who did you swap them from?’

‘John De Coney’s aunty. Her name’s Luca Martello, except she likes to be called Lucky.’

‘Martello … that name rings a bell.’

‘Funny thing: it turns out she’s heard of the Larsons. I mentioned them by mistake. It’s a small world.’

As soon as I said it a chill ran down my spine, changed its mind, and ran back up again. I had gone too far.

‘What did we tell you about that? Oh, well, what else did she say?’

‘Um, sorry. It just slipped out. I was telling her about my new club … She knew they used to live over here. But I don’t think she knew them.’

‘Yes, well, that was ages ago, and it was just a visit. In fact, we don’t even know what happened to them, do we, dear?’

‘Haven’t heard a peep out of them,’ said Mrs S, looking bored stiff.

‘So how did you meet this Martello woman?’ said Mr S.

‘She lives across the road from Mona; and Mona told me she’d like to swap comics with me, because she’s got hundreds of them.’

‘Then you must keep in touch with her; she could turn out to be a gold mine.’

‘Yes. She invited me back when I’ve got something to swap.’

‘Sounds like you’re both in luck. But mind, no more talk about our business, please. We trust you.’

‘I’m sorry; I won’t.’

‘Good. However, should she ask you any more questions that aren’t about these matters, we’d like you to tell us, just us, and nobody else. All right?’

‘All right.’

But as much as the Spirit was keen on being interrogated by flabby old people and beautiful women from the Gestapo, he had other fish to fry. With no new fires in the area, and Flame Boy off somewhere frightening the locals, I was able to turn my attention to school.





25 The education of young Blayney

There are some things you can never remember not having, like your navel, your teeth, and your teddy; feeling both good and bad at the same time about going to St Dominic’s is another. It would be good because most of my friends would be going there. On the other hand St Dominic’s was a De La Salle College, and I’d heard that the brothers were not like the nuns at all, but were impossible to con, trick, charm or get around in any way unless you had either been canonised, or knew Archbishop Mannix personally. I mentioned my fears to Granddad when I first found out that my entry into the St Dominic’s stakes had been accepted.

‘Then you’re halfway there, boy.’

‘What are you talking about, Granddad? Are they going to make me a saint?’

‘I doubt that very much, with your family background — you’d never get past the application form. No, it’s Mannix I’m talking about. Me and him are like that.’ He crossed his fingers. ‘We’re like Amos ’n’ Andy.’

‘’Cept they’re black.’

‘All right, like Batman and Robin.’

‘So which one are you?’

‘Starve the lizards! And they say you’re the bright one.’

I didn’t mind this reference to Tom, and Granddad would have known that.

‘Okay, so you, being the bantamweight, would be Robin, I guess.’

‘Right you are.’

‘Who’s Daniel?’

‘His Grace. ’Cept I call him Daniel. We met way back in my fighting days, inside St Dom’s Church. He was a bit of a fighter himself in those days, a real tearaway. He would have made a great boxer. He would have scared his opponent out cold.’

He laughed a coughing kind of laugh, and I had to bang him on the back a few times to settle him down.

‘Thanks, boy. Saved me life. Where would I be without ya?’

‘Prob’ly next door having a shandy with Mrs Morgan.’

He scratched his chin.

‘Yeah, well, that’ll have to wait for a little while. Your mum and her never did see eye to eye on the matter of the care and feeding of Archbold Taggerty. Ancient history.’

‘The Archbishop …?’

‘Ah, yes. If you have any trouble with those brothers just tell them your grandfather is Mannix’s mate. That’ll make ’em think twice.’

‘And if that doesn’t work?’

‘Then you’re buggered.’

Basically, the only good thing about Tom being dead was that he had got out of going there.

The Olympians had agreed to meet on the first day of school at St Dom’s and stick together all day. We could see no flaw in the plan, and that should have told us something straight away.

All the kids at the school, or college as they called it, were divided into these things called houses, and the new kids were placed in different ones, though, owing to some things I might have said about God in the past without properly thinking it all through, I found myself in the same house as Matthew Bloody Foster. Matthew thought it was ‘wonderful’, and said he could hardly wait to tell his father, the baked bean tester. However, Charles was also in my house, so I had a friend and ally to help me cope. During the morning break (they did not call it play lunch) Charles told me secretly that as far as he was concerned, if he couldn’t be in the same house as me, he didn’t want to be in a house at all, which I thought was a very nice thing to say.

The only good thing about day one was it was so busy there was only time for one lesson, and that was the first one, Christian Doctrine, though it was really just a short history of the Brothers themselves, who sounded like a cross between the Mafia and the police, which in Richmond are practically the same thing. Brother Gabriel, who took the class, took the opportunity to tell us about the horrible tortures and deaths some of the Order’s members had endured so that we, ungrateful little buggers that we were, could sit there enjoying ourselves that morning. In other words, he was one of those blokes who called a spade a bloody shovel. After that came various administrative things that had us filing from one room to another and having things done to us, like being divided into houses. By the time the Olympians met at lunch I was ready to call it a day.

As it turned out, the first thing that happened to me after lunch was also the last thing. My name was called out at assembly, in front of the whole school, and I was told to report to Brother Ignatius in the office. The office was a busy place that day, and there were blokes dressed in black, and people who generally got in the way of these blokes, all over the place. It was a bit like looking at a Collingwood versus St Kilda grudge match.

Brother Ignatius had his own office, to which I was taken.

He was a big bloke, and looked a bit like Ward Bond in Wagon Train, but without the horse, gun and moustache. Even his voice sounded like Ward Bond’s, with one difference: he was obviously Italian. I didn’t know what to make of this bloke, who had asked to see me for some reason — I hoped to congratulate me on my smart marching into class earlier in the day. But no.

‘Blayney.’

I started shaking. It was my experience that people who skip ‘hello’ and go straight to ‘Blayney’ are usually on the way to an unfair accusation or two. I could hardly believe I had been at St Dominic’s long enough to get into trouble. It just shows how messed up my beliefs were.

Brother Ignatius sat down, leant back and put his feet on his desk, so that the soles of his shoes were pointing towards me.

‘I have here a letter from Mother Sylvester at St Felix’s.’

I had his number: he was a smart-arse. Granddad and I had come across a few of these blokes, mostly losers at the track, and tough-guy coppers. This was another one. He produced a sheet of paper and proceeded to read:


‘Dear Reverend Brother,

First, let me congratulate you on your appointment to the position of College Disciplinarian. I am sure you will have the boys eating out of your hand in no time.

This note is just to introduce to you a lad from our school who I understand will be joining you this term.’



He fixed a Sicilian eye on me.

‘That boy is you.’

He continued to read.

‘Mmm, let’s see: … disturbing background … death of his brother seems to have had a deleterious effect on his attitude … has a tendency to lie and feign illness … has destroyed school property … should be in an institution … comes from a criminal family …’

He read on in silence for a minute, then carefully folded the letter and put it in a secret black pocket.

‘The Reverend Mother says your family have a long history of association with the worst elements of Richmond society, and that an example should be made of you. And that is just what I intend to do.’

He got up and slowly walked around the desk and stood close to me. He was breathing deeply, and his breath smelt of corned beef and pickle sandwich — on any other day it would be an automatic six.

I thought this was all a bit stiff, a bloke’s past following him from one school to another. I felt that I should say something in my defence, especially as I had not been invited to.

‘Some of that isn’t really tr—’

That’s as far as I got. I know he hit me, but I didn’t see it coming. There was a loud noise, darkness, then nothing. Then the smell of the dusty floorboards, and another smell that was inside my head somewhere, which I realise was the same smell you get when you think the Big Dipper has come off the rails, and you’re going to see God. It was terror.

A beefy hand grabbed me by the clothes and wrenched me to my feet. The world was definitely on the move. I thought I’d had one of my turns, but I didn’t feel nauseous, and that was always the case. As the feeling of general numbness was replaced by pain in my face, I managed to refocus on the man in front of me. Brother Ignatius was now breathing loudly — it was definitely corned beef and pickle.

‘You were not asked to speak, Blayney.’

He grabbed me by the shirt and marched me out into the quadrangle. It turned out that the boys, hundreds of them, had not gone inside but had been kept waiting in the stinking hot sun for the public execution of your pathetic narrator. He dragged me, still half stunned and barely able to walk, up onto a rostrum and made the following short announcement.

‘I am going to make an example of this boy.’

He then produced a strap made of layered lino, about half an inch thick, grabbed me by the wrist, and said, ‘Hold out your hand.’

I paused, in the hope that I might have a seizure or a heart attack — anything in that line would have done. He smacked me hard across the back of the head with the strap. With my head ringing, I opened my hand. His first blow was so fast, the air whistled. When the strap landed, I couldn’t believe that so much pain could be caused so suddenly without a lot of blood being involved. My hand closed all by itself, and his next stroke was upwards against my knuckles and designed to force my hand to open. And so on. After a while I lost count, and after a few twitches, which were ignored, I disappeared.

When I woke up I was in hospital. I knew it was the Epworth, as I’d been admitted so many times in the past year I was practically famous. I knew where I was even before I opened my eyes: there were the distant clatters, the funny smells, and the bed itself, into which I had been sealed in a way that only a nurse can achieve, as if she’d used a soldering iron. I opened my eyes and found Mum sitting next to me. She was unhappy, and I knew why without asking: she’d had to leave work early for the umpteenth time to see what it was now. She didn’t say anything for a long while, just looked at me with hard eyes.

I didn’t ask any questions. I had got into so much strife over the last year that conversation was pointless.

‘I hope you’re happy,’ she finally said.

I knew the right answer. I said nothing.

‘Now your grandfather’s going to kill the bastard who did this to you, and he’ll probably go to prison for murder.’

This news made me feel two things at once. On the one hand I was pleased that Brother Ignatius was going to die. He would be unwelcome in Heaven and also in Hell, as the Devil would have his standards, and so would be doomed to spend eternity in Limbo with all the unbaptised babies and pagans. On the other hand I was unhappy about Granddad, who was a good person.

‘Maybe he’ll just send Barney down there to give him a little spanking.’

‘See, this is just the sort of thing I’ve been talking about, you coming out with all these violent ideas. No, he won’t send Barney, because he was hopping mad when he left — you don’t know what he can be like.’

Actually I had an idea, but I acted dumb.

‘Mum, did I have another … you know …?’

‘No, it’s all been a horrible dream, and now you’re awake and everything’s lovely. Of course you had a bloody fit!’

Short and to the point. I looked at my left hand and wrist: it was heavily bandaged and it looked like a scene from The Creeping Unknown, only white.

‘Am I in hospital — again?’

It was one of those questions that doesn’t need answering. I only asked it so that I could talk to Mum again.

‘Where else would you be?’

I made a mental note to ask for ice-cream for dinner.

That night, Granddad came to visit. He had brought some of my comics over for me, including a 100 Pages I hadn’t seen before and had that smell that only new 100 Pages can have — a cross between a vanilla slice and a pencil set. I gave it an eight. He also passed over a shoebox, after having a look around. It was full of an assortment of my favourite lollies: Fantales, Polly Waffles, and so on. I grabbed a packet of Fags, and Granddad shoved the box into my cupboard. He gave me a wink.

‘Gee, thanks, Granddad. I thought you’d be in jail by now. Did you, um, kill Brother Ignatius? Mum said you would.’

‘Nah, he was a gutless bastard. You won’t have to worry about him again.’

‘What’d ya do to him?’

‘I went to Daniel Mannix — I told you I knew him.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He promised me that by this time tomorrow that bloke’d be halfway to a De La Salle College in Port Moresby.’

‘Where the Japs killed the Yanks.’

He looked at me for a while. ‘Yeah.’

I felt I should explain.

‘Mum told me … about her American friend … and Mrs Kavanagh … in the war …’

I ran out of things to say that made sense. Mum had been slightly under the weather when she had told me about that. It still didn’t make sense.

‘Strewth, that takes me back,’ was all he said.

The next afternoon I woke from my nap to find my good hand being held. I thought it was Mum, so I pretended I was asleep so she wouldn’t stop. Finally, the hand holder leant over and kissed me on the lips. I tasted Juicy Fruit.

I opened my eyes to find that I was being kissed by Mona De Coney. She had tears in her eyes and was wearing a white blouse that looked a bit too small for her.

‘Hi, Mona.’

‘Don’t try to speak, sweetheart.’

‘It’s my wrist that’s hurt, not my mouth.’

‘That’s all right, then. That means you can kiss me.’

We kissed some more — it’s expected of you.

‘I bought you a comic at the shop downstairs. I told the man it was for a boy. When you’ve read it you can swap it with one of the other boys in the hospital.’

I half expected it to be called Holidays or something, but it was a Superman comic.

‘Gee, thanks. How’d you know I was here?’

‘Johnny’s friend told me. You’re famous.’ Her eyes were smouldering like Our Lady of Perpetual Succour gazing at the Baby Jesus.

‘I sprained my wrist. Wanna see?’

I waved a white flipper at her.

‘Ooh, it looks terribly painful. Can I sign it? Of course I can. That’s what you’re supposed to do. Will you be able to stand the pain? I expect so. I’ll be very careful. Have any other girls signed it? I hope not.’

She inspected the bandage, opened her school bag and pulled out an indelible pink pencil, a type that was popular with girls and very neat boys. She licked the end and signed simply her first name, and drew a heart with an arrow through it.

‘There.’

‘Thanks. But I don’t think it’s bandages you’re supposed to sign, just plaster. How did you get here?’

‘Tram. The hospital’s not far from school. But Aunty Lucky’s coming to get me. I rang her up.’

‘Gee, she’s a pretty good aunty.’

‘Mm. She said she wanted to ask you something. Want to pash again? I ’spect you do.’

When Aunty Lucky arrived she looked very pleased to see me, and immediately drew the curtains around me and sat down on the other side of my bed. Mona withdrew her hand from mine as soon as she saw her aunty coming, and adopted a serious, concerned face, the kind of face that the Beaver’s mum often puts on in Leave It to Beaver.

‘Mona,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you go down to the shop and get our wounded soldier some lollies and a comic?’ She gave her a ten-bob note and a wink. Mona gave me a little smile, and went on her mission of mercy. I both liked and didn’t like this lolly and comic thing. I knew what a sweetener was, and I knew that it was the soft approach to something hard.

‘Mona told me about that stand-over merchant at the school. I didn’t realise who you were until today. So you’re Archie Taggerty’s grandson. Well, well.’

She smiled at me in a new way and squeezed my good hand.

‘I’d heard that Jean had boys — twins! — but I’m out of the country most of the time. I hope you and I will become good friends.’

‘Me too.’ I was thinking of the comics, though it was nice to have a family of Italians like me, as I knew they had terrific parties where the food was cool. The last Italian party I had been to was at Luigi Esposito’s place, just a few weeks back, for his birthday. It looked like half the Italians in Richmond were there, and by the time I left I’d learnt about twenty-seven new Italian words, including a new way to say ‘If you don’t like it you can lump it’ with just hand movements and no words, though Luigi’s Uncle Tony told me not to say it to any Italians unless I wanted to end up in a gutter with my throat cut, so I said: ‘Va bene.’ When I showed it to Granddad he told me not to do it in front of any Turks, Greeks, Maltese or Yugoslavs either (which only left the pommies). Lucky I checked, really.

‘I thought twins were supposed to be inseparable. Shouldn’t your brother be in the next bed?’

‘Nah, he died the year before last. His name was Tom.’

‘Oh God, I’m so sorry, love. I had no idea.’ She started crying. I recognised that kind of crying: it was the kind you do when you’ve lost something too. She wasn’t just crying for me. Just as suddenly, she stopped, and dried her eyes. And smiled. She was dynamite!

I pulled myself together. I had a mission.

‘Do you know my mum?’ I said. I could play the fishing game too.

‘I’m sorry about that. What? Oh, no. My mum knows your granddad, that’s all. He’s an old friend. So, I was wondering if you’d been thinking about our little conversation about the Larsons — you remember? Of course you do.’

So that was where Mona got it from.

‘I don’t really know anything about them, except what you told me yourself. You said that they lived in Richmond a few years ago.’

‘I was wondering if you knew anything else about them.’

‘No, I just liked the name, so I decided to call my secret society the Larsons, but then I thought of a better name.’

‘Oh, what?’

The pressure was off. I could tell that she didn’t give a bugger what I’d decided to call it.

‘The Olympians.’

I was right. But she kept looking at me, with the beginning of a beautiful smile on her face. Despite the smile, the whole thing was pretty uncomfortable, especially as Lucky was still holding my hand, and sitting very close to me, with her shirt open because of the weather, which was hotter than usual just then. Though she was being as nice as she could be, I’d never been asked so many serious questions by someone who wasn’t a nun or a museum attendant. My plan was to say nothing until I figured out what was going on or until she told me something herself. A superhero needs something at the end of the day, otherwise he looks like a bit of a dill. I was just wondering if she had a sweetheart, when she piped up again.

‘Well, there’s something else I’ve been wondering about. You’d probably know the Kavanagh boy, wouldn’t you? Didn’t he live near you?’

I was tempted to say: ‘What’s a Kavanagh boy when it’s home?’ but I wanted to see where this was going. I couldn’t believe that she would have the slightest interest in Flame Boy, as she was a lady with a sports car, and he was a kid who didn’t know his arsehole from his elbow — one of Dad’s.

‘Yeah, until his house burnt down, then he and his mum stayed with us for a little while.’ I was only repeating what was in the paper. And something told me she was up there with Madame Curie in the brains department.

‘And when the Kavanagh boy came to live at your place, did he have anything with him?’

So that was it — she was after the flamin’ thing too!

‘No, everything went up in smoke.’

‘You know’ — she looked around the ward as if she could hardly be bothered asking, really — one of Granddad’s tricks — ‘some boys were seen at the Kavanagh house after it burnt down, watching my friends … um, helping out.’

She looked at me with her pleasant smile. I began to wonder if she was a rozzer. Not even Mr S was so desperate for information about the briefcase as to ask me these questions, and I hadn’t even seen Mrs S’s chest — I didn’t want to think about that. Anyway, I reckoned the Sandersons knew a lot more about it than she did. I wanted to help her. I felt that in a way she and Mr S might have been after the briefcase for the same reason, without knowing it. But I didn’t want to discuss Mr S, because I was always on his side.

‘I went to the house to see how things were going. And there were blokes everywhere digging the place up. And a tip truck taking all the rubbish away.’

She thought about that for a moment, then gave my hand a friendly squeeze. Larry Kent would have passed out.

‘And who was the other boy?’

She didn’t realise that Gazza Turner wasn’t a boy.

‘Just a kid.’

There was no way I was going to dob Gazza in. So he’d nicked a toolbox from one of the cars; as far as I was concerned, it could stay nicked. Besides, she didn’t seem to know that little detail.

‘I hate to ask you these questions. It’s just that my family has reason to believe that the Kavanagh boy might have something that was taken from them years ago. If you could help me to find it, I’d reward you very generously. Do you understand?’

I understood all right.

‘Yes. But I don’t think I’ve seen the thing you’re talking about. I haven’t even seen … um … Keith since he ran away, and that was weeks ago. But I’ll keep an eye out.’

‘Now remember, I don’t want you to get your friend into trouble. It’s just the thing he’s got that I’m interested in.’

‘What is it?’ I asked in my talking-to-zookeepers voice.

‘I’ll tell you, but only if you keep it to yourself. That means you can’t tell anyone about this conversation. Not even your friends, the Sandersons. I’m not asking you to do anything dishonest, mind.’

‘Course not.’

‘Good. All right then, it’s some papers. When they were stolen they were being kept in a briefcase. Perhaps they still are. Ah, here comes my lovely niece with some goodies for you.’





26 The Great Fires of Richmond

When I returned to school I discovered that I was a hero, something like Jungle Jim, or even some kind of war hero who had been tortured by the Nazis for secrets about the French Resistance, but refused to tell where the attack on the railway was going to take place. That was the other kids in my class. The brothers hated me.

I soon discovered that I would be punished twice as much as anyone else for the same slip-ups, as a result of which I became an excellent performer in every area. They now avoided giving me the cuts on my good hand, in case I had chalky bones, like Leslie Bus, who always had something in plaster and was covered in leather straps, like a monster, and switched to whipping my legs with a cane, which was guaranteed to bring tears to my eyes. There’s no incentive like pain. I now had a new reason to find Flame Boy: I wanted to invite him over to my school one night for a bonfire. I didn’t care anymore.

I didn’t have to wait long for a message from the Kavanagh family, but it could just as well have been a message to the whole City of Melbourne. The lumberyard at South Richmond went up in flames. It was close to both Flame Boy’s and my old homes, and next door to the old tannery, from which Flame Boy had watched the Orange Tree Hotel burn down. The lumberyard had been brim-full with building materials fresh off the goods trains and awaiting redistribution to the outer suburbs. It was like a little wooden town. But the most exciting thing was that it was right next door to the Richmond tram depot, which my Uncle Clive told me was one of the biggest tram depots in Melbourne, and which was, at that time of night, full.

So the tram people went off their rockers and tried to move all the trams out of the yard and into Church Street, which ended up looking like a scene from a war picture. I remembered that Flame Boy had once set fire to one of these trams, and I thought of him at this very moment occupying some nearby high point, the better to observe his handiwork.

As for me, I had my own vantage point. The Sandersons, with whom I was staying that night, had one of the tallest houses on the east side of Church Street, and I was able to sit in a second-floor window and watch all the confusion and lights. The whole fire took hours, and in the end I had to go to bed, I was so knackered, but I stayed up long enough to see a few things I’d never seen before, and even experienced a slight tinge of admiration for my nemesis, Flame Boy, the Superhero Who Went Nuts.

That was the first night after school commenced that I was allowed to stay with the Sandersons, as Mum soon remembered what a pest I was and gave me the push. She preferred to be alone, like Greta Garbo. I guess that’s why girls never have Commando Clubs and secret societies. The next morning, over a latish breakfast, it being a Saturday, I saw that The Sun had the big fire on the front page. In fact, they had two big fires on the front page, one on top of the other.

Mr Sanderson straightened the paper and showed it to me. The headline said: Torch Strikes Twice. I tried to put on my Efrem Zimbalist Jr face, but nothing happened.

‘What do they mean “twice”?’

‘While the lumberyard was going up in flames, so was a shoe factory in Abbotsford.’

‘There must be a thousand shoe factories in Melbourne. Prob’ly one catches fire every second day.’ It was an argument on the side of fairness.

‘Kavanagh once worked there, before it was a shoe factory.’

You could have heard a pin drop. I think I did.

‘I don’t know where he is.’

‘Please, dear,’ said Mrs S. ‘You must tell us, if you know anything.’

‘But I don’t. Anyway, it says “Torch”, not “Torch and Son”. So Keith didn’t have anything to do with it.’ It was flimsy, and I knew that if they bunged me on the rack I’d take it back.

‘It goes on to mention the boy. It says they could have done this together.’

‘But Flame … Keith specialises in small things — trams and houses and things — not something this big.’

‘It could have been our house, dear. Do you understand? People could have died.’

‘I’ll find him.’

‘No, dear,’ said Mrs S. ‘You will not go looking for that boy. He needs to be found and cared for by people who know what they’re doing. You just get on with mending that arm. And staying out of trouble. I know you can.’

Which just goes to show how little they knew about the Spirit of Progress, probably the greatest spy since the Scarlet Pimpernel. Or maybe not, as Mrs S did have that funny sound in her voice, like punters have when they’re worried about something. I had learnt to spot it, because whenever we heard it Granddad would get that look like he had just discovered he had a mouth ulcer.

I knew Mrs S had the funny voice because Mr S was sitting right there, and she was married to him, and he was a kind of copper, so she could hardly say: ‘That’s the spirit, Spirit! Now get out there and get that bloody briefcase, and when you do find it give that Kavanagh kid a smack in the ear for us. Go on, off you go!’ But I knew that’s what she meant.

‘Okay.’

I knew a bit about firebugs already, of course, because of my Uncle Pat. But long before I knew he was a firebug, I remember that he was very keen to light the fire in the fireplace at Nanna Blayney’s place. He not only lit the fire, but gave a sort of talk about it, as if he was teaching us. He knew words like inflammable and combustion, words which I immediately committed to memory, not because I had a good idea what they meant, but because they sounded exciting. Years later I would hear the same words used by Flame Boy or someone who was talking about him. Uncle Pat was as silly as a two-bob watch, and was always lighting matches.

One night we were visiting Nanna and ran into him, and she gave Dad the nod, and Dad took the matches away from him and gave them to Nanna. Everyone kept on talking but I noticed that what they were saying was suddenly gibberish, as the matchbox thing was stealing the show, like Topsy the Elephant at Bullens Circus. In the end, Nanna told Uncle Pat to sleep in the old sleep-out, which upset Tom and me, as we were hoping to spend the night there. And now Uncle Pat has been put away somewhere.

The same thing had happened to Fergus Kavanagh, who, according to the local gossip, was just your ordinary bloke trying to get by, when Kapow!, he gets done for being a pyromaniac, or for murder — or treason, in one version of his life I’d heard. In fact, I’d never met a person about whom so many people had a ready-made opinion, unless it was the much-rubbished Blarney Barney, or perhaps Constable Murphy, who lived in our old neighbourhood down the hill, and was a bloody nuisance, especially where yours faithfully was concerned. Or perhaps Ned Kelly, though I had never met the man, and only knew that he’d had a few opinions about coppers he wasn’t afraid to say to their faces (never a good idea).

Which brings me to Mrs Kavanagh. She had been put away just because she was blind — in a blind people’s home. It made me wonder about Mr Sax, down at Sax’s shop, where Dad bought my red multipurpose pocketknife. Mr Sax was so shortsighted that he had to have a shop assistant, and was really only there to lock up and chat to the customers, whom he could hardly see, in spite of his glasses being as thick as ashtrays. The afternoon I had bought my compass he had asked me if I was going to go exploring in Darkest Africa. I’m sure he had me mixed up with Dr Livingstone, or someone like that. I mean, I was wearing a kid’s hat with Olympic pins stuck all over it. It would only be a matter of time before the blokes from the blind people’s home came along to drag him away, kicking and screaming, to be locked up.

I wondered what it would be like to be tortured, if you couldn’t see what was going to happen to you. You’d be thinking what a nice voice your torturer had, then Zap!, he’d be filling your body (that’s the softest part of you) with electricity, and making you scream your head off, like in O.S.S., and wish some British secret agent would turn up and kill you.

I needed to track down Mrs K, to find out if she knew any places Flame Boy might be holed up, and also to see how she felt about the Wodonga plan. I hadn’t been able to get Aunty Daffy alone, but I got the impression that she had struck out with Flame Boy’s mum, which didn’t surprise me, as they didn’t get on. I thought I might have more success for two reasons: we had occasionally shared the same box of corn flakes, and she had taken to Zac, who was going to be my secret weapon. Despite the fact that the only times I had seen Mrs K she had been either legless or close to it, and I knew she had a violent streak in her, something told me Flame Boy would be better off with her and Lt Daffy DSO than with a bloke who was wanted by more people than the pound note. But where was Mrs K holing up? I decided to ask Mrs Radion for information, as she was a bit like Switzerland during the war. Also, she had proved to be something of an Albert Einstein when it came to Olympic torches.

The newspaper said that the factory fire had been up over in Abbotsford, at the top of Church Street. I had to see it, and comb the spot for clues, so I thought I’d combine two missions by going to the Richmond Baths as well, it being a scorcher that day. I put my bathers and a towel into my bag, and left through the back gate. Then it was down Kipling Lane, which was cool and shady, to Raffi’s house. I told Zac to stay, and went in.

‘Hello everyone.’ I gave all present the Blayney Smile.

‘Ah, you’re just in time to taste something,’ said Mrs Radion. ‘You must have a nose like a dog.’

Actually I had smelt something delicious all the way out in Dress Circle Lane, and I knew instinctively, the way boys know which girls will probably make ugly faces at them and which ones won’t (it’s usually the pretty ones who do), that it was Mrs R who was doing the cooking.

‘I have, Mrs Radion, and so has my dog.’ Zac was at the flyscreen door, huffing and puffing like a steam engine.

‘Well, don’t let him in. I’m not letting a Labrador get anywhere near my cooking.’

She was making something with jam inside it. Raffi was already having a taste, and I was given a spoon.

‘It’s terrific, Mrs Radion. I’ve never tasted that before.’

‘You must have tasted apricot jam before.’

‘Only AJC.’

‘Let me tell you, AJC would kill to get their hands on this recipe. But it’s a family secret.’

The way she was talking made me wonder if she would be interested in joining the Olympians. She could be our cook. But then, I didn’t want to rub Mrs Sanderson up the wrong way — the thought made me shiver.

‘They’d only put it in a tin,’ said Raffi.

‘Mrs Radion, I wanted to ask you something about blind people.’

She did a whole lot of kitcheny things while she was talking — Mum would have been taking notes.

‘Mmm?’

‘Why do they put blind people in homes?’

‘I didn’t know they did. Are you sure?’

‘We know a blind lady, and she was put in a home for blind people.’

‘Maybe she had no place to stay. A blind person’s home would be a nice, safe place to live. There’d be people to take care of you.’

‘But once she was there, she’d be a prisoner for life.’ I was thinking of what Granddad had said about the loony bin.

‘What? No, she wouldn’t be a prisoner at all.’

‘But I thought a home was like a prison.’

‘Course not. There are different types of homes.’

‘Do you know where the blind people’s home is?’

‘No, but we can find out. It’ll be in the phone book. Why don’t you have a look?’

Now this was something I’d never done, so I got the book from the living room and brought it back, while Mrs Radion explained how to look up ‘Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind’.

I got out my Spirax notebook and wrote down the address. It was in Prahran, not far from the South Melbourne footy ground.

‘Are you going to visit her?’

‘Yeah. Thought I’d drop in and say hello.’

But straight away I realised that when she said ‘you’ she meant ‘you and your mum’.

‘That’s too far to go by yourself. You’d better ask your mother to take you.’

‘Good idea, Mrs Radion.’

It was one of those good ideas that was never going to happen, like free ice-cream for any kid who was wearing a South Melbourne footy jumper.

Then I had some Olympian business to attend to with Raffi. We went down to his bedroom.

‘I’m on a secret mission.’

‘Where’ya off to?’

‘The baths. Comin’?’

‘Too right.’

I lowered my voice so his mum wouldn’t hear. ‘But first I’m going to search for clues at the shoe factory that burnt down last night. Interested?’

‘Yeah, you bet. What kinda clues?’

‘Won’t know till I find ’em.’

‘Makes sense.’

And that just about wrapped it up. We spent the trip up Church Street leaning out of the tram and spitting on cars.

The shoe factory turned out to be right next door to the Abbotsford Brewery, which, luckily, had been saved. But the shoe factory had been wrecked, partly by the fire and partly by the Metropolitan Fire Brigade, cheesed off at having been called to two big fires at once, at opposite ends of Richmond, which Blind Freddy could see was no coincidence. They would have been as mad as snakes to discover that a brewery was in danger, when they had sent most of their trucks to a bloody lumberyard.

There was still one fire engine there, just in case, but any kid could have told them that fire was out for the count. It wasn’t long before we got sick of the place, and of being told to bugger off by the firemen, so we went for a wander around the scene of the crime.

Me, I began by looking up, as it is an established fact that a firebug likes to watch the fruit of his labour from a high place, like a tower or a church. There were none of these, but there were a couple of empty factories across the road — ghost factories. So off we went to the nearest one. The place was filled with broken glass and rubbish, but we walked up the stairs until we were on the top floor and went over to the corner windows. It occurred to my superdetective mind that we were probably standing in the perfect place to watch that shoe factory bite the dust, though I said nothing to Raffi, who was just enjoying the day out.

After a minute, Raffi said to me, ‘I think we better go.’

‘Why?’

‘Because there’s a bloke watching us.’

He pointed, and I looked out and across to the building next door and saw him watching us through a dirty window. He was looking straight at us, and he looked strange in a familiar way, as if he was going to laugh, though he wasn’t. We couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

Down on the street, I ran, with Raffi beside me. We ran all the way to the nearest tram stop at Victoria Street, where we leant on each other, exhausted, looking back towards the brewery, half expecting to see the bloke — he had Kavanagh written all over him — running like hell after us. But the firebugs were not travelling by tram that day. After a few minutes, Raffi had forgotten all about the bloke, but I had a lot on my mind. I was still thinking hard when the Prahran tram arrived. I was just about to hop up when Raffi held me back. The clippie, who looked like Alan Hale Jr in a skirt, said, ‘Well, are you getting on or not?’

‘He can’t get up by himself,’ said Raffi, sounding like he was about to burst into tears.

‘He’s got two arms and two legs, hasn’t he?’ said the homely clippie.

‘He’s had polio,’ said Raffi. ‘We need a hand getting up.’

‘Here, you poor love,’ said Alan Hale Jr, hopping down a step and hefting me onto the tram.

‘Where you off to?’ she said, once we were settled in.

‘The baths. How much?’ said Raffi.

‘Now, you save your money for some lollies, dear,’ she said.

When we got to the baths, the clippie climbed down and reached two big pudgy hands up to me to lift me down again. Then, with a wave, like Hopalong Cassidy, she disappeared out of our lives.

We waved back, and silently crossed to the cool of the baths entrance. I was speechless with admiration at Raffi, who had invented a new way to have fun with a clippie, one that none of the Commandos had ever used.

‘That was a great trick, that polio thing.’

‘I used to do it with my cousin Chrissie.’

‘Wow! Girls don’t usually like tricks.’

‘It wasn’t a trick.’

I had a good swim with Raffi that day, and the funny part was that apart from the way he couldn’t read my mind, and didn’t know any of my funny voices and jokes, he was just like Tom. He swam the same way as Tom, which was dog-paddle; he sucked his ice-block the same way as Tom, which was starting at the corners; and he even spat water the same way as Tom.

Raffi ducked me when I wasn’t looking, and when I came up he said, ‘You know how we’re in a gang?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, I’m in a gang too. It’s called the Cobras. Want to be in it?’

‘Is there a kid called Matthew Foster in it?’

‘No.’

‘Then okay.’

It was only a quick walk from the Richmond Baths to Granddad’s house, so I thought I’d take Raffi home and show him where I lived a lot of the time. But just as I reached Granddad’s corner, Dad appeared in front of us on his motorbike, and I knew he had been visiting Mum, especially as he was looking like he’d just seen South get done like a dinner by Carlton, and was still in shock. I wasn’t surprised, as all his meetings with Mum over the past few months had ended badly, even Christmas Day, which was the one day I thought things might work out, even though I knew he was never coming home again. I had been wrong, just as I had been wrong about South’s chances last season, and about Josephine Thompson wanting to marry me, and about Peanut Hobson’s mum letting him join the Commandos (she told Mrs Carruthers it was because the Blayney twins were in it, but after I wasn’t a twin anymore, she still didn’t change her mind). Also, I had been wrong in thinking that Happy New Year meant that I would not miss Tom anymore.

But on closer inspection, I could see that Dad was not just in shock, but looked as though he was badly in need of a gas oven to shove his head into. He had finally found out what was for the rest of us old news.

He put his feet on the road and looked at us; I wasn’t even sure if he recognised me. He looked at Raffi, then at me, then let his breath out for the first time. He was revving the engine a little, but waiting, so I hopped on the Triumph behind him, and nodded to Raffi, who hopped on behind me. As usual, I was hanging on to Dad like grim death — it was always me in front of Tom — while Raffi seemed at home squished up behind me, holding on to my T-shirt lightly, as if he had been born on a motorbike.

We went down Church Street without getting into top gear, which told me that Dad was miles away, and eventually turned into Mrs Bentley’s street.

When we got off the bike, I had a very strange feeling, like the one I got just before I collapsed from food poisoning last year. It was a feeling that something bad was about to happen, but I couldn’t as yet point to a part of me and say: ‘It’s all going to happen in there.’

When we got inside, Mrs Bentley was happy to see me, and gave me the big hello, like Stanley gave to Livingstone in the jungle. When she copped an eyeful of Raffi, she looked at me, then at Dad, then back at Raffi.

‘Well, and who’s this?’ she said.

I opened my mouth to tell her.

‘This is Raffi,’ said Dad.





27 Mrs Bentley chucks a wobbly

The trouble with grown-ups is that they are not as predictable as you’d like them to be. Take Uncle Maury. He had not done anything to Dad; in fact I liked him a lot. He had a car, a grey Hillman Minx, though I think it belonged to his girlfriend, Virginia, and he had been to America, which is where he learnt to speak American. You would therefore think that everyone would love him; I know Mum did. But not Dad.

One night, when he was half stung, Dad went troppo and bashed him up, although Uncle Maury, who was not a drinking man, got in some lovely scoring shots himself before going down for the count. Granddad, who was there, told me later that Dad only won that fight because he started off by kneeing Uncle Maury in the pills, which would have got him disqualified in a professional match. Otherwise, said Granddad, Uncle Maury would have wiped the floor with him, having the advantages of height, reach, weight, youth, sobriety and good looks, which can take a man a long way. They took Uncle Maury to Tasmania.

Dad, who was just limbering up, then decided to give Mum a little tap as well, but Granddad, who had just been a casual observer up to that point, stepped in and had a quiet word in Dad’s shell-like, and Dad decided to quit while he was ahead, because Mum was Granddad’s little girl, and if he had wanted to, he could have done to Dad what he did to Leonard Jenkins in his fighting days. And he was still famous for that fight.

I mentioned this incident because even though it took place on a Saturday, which is the main day of the week for unexpected things to happen in Richmond, I had not been expecting it. And now it was a Saturday again, and here I was, not expecting anything out of the ordinary to happen all over again, and it did. In fact, the unexpected stuff started as soon as we turned up at Mrs Bentley’s place. Dad was full of surprises.

‘Hey, Dad, how did you know his name was Raffi?’

‘It isn’t, is it? Just had a guess.’

‘Really?’

‘Yep.’

Dad was a regular magician. I knew it was a trick, but I didn’t know how it was done, and Dad had told me many times that he would never reveal any of his tricks.

‘No really, Dad, come on.’

‘Sorry, can’t tell.’

Meanwhile, Mrs Bentley, who was thirty times as shocked as the rest of us, just made a face as if she was looking at a cold sore in the mirror, and said nothing.

I knew that was one of the adult signs for ‘tell me all about it later’ — I didn’t just get off the boat.

Raffi, meanwhile, was following all this with a funny look on his face.

‘Bet you can’t guess my last name,’ he said.

‘Radion.’

‘Dad, how did you know?’

‘I knew his old man.’

I wanted to ask Dad what had happened to him, as Raffi never mentioned him, but Raffi jumped in.

‘He’s working up at the Snowy.’

‘Last I heard,’ said Dad.

There was a silence, and I could tell that Dad wished he’d never brought us over, let alone said he knew who Raffi was. Dad didn’t talk much, but when he did, he was always odds on to put his foot in it.

‘So thoughtful of you to bring the boys, Bill,’ said Mrs Bentley in a serious voice. ‘Why don’t we go down for some afternoon tea?

‘So did you have that little chat?’ asked Mrs B while she was rustling up some grub for us.

Dad just nodded — that was normal.

‘And what did she want this time?’

Dad looked at us. ‘Boys, why don’t you take your drinks outside?’

We picked everything up and headed outside to talk to Monty the galah.

For a moment there was nothing, then the sound of raised voices, followed by the smashing of plates in the sink, which was just what I think Mum would have done if she had found out that it was Dad’s friend who was pregnant. I thought, therefore, that on the whole it was a fair response.

Granddad was always saying ‘better out than in’ for everything, especially chunder, which is what the saying was invented for in the first place. But he did make one exception, and he had told me many times: it did not apply to the truth, which was ‘better in than out’. That was one of his codes, like ‘finders keepers’. And he lived by it. And now I could see his point plainly. Raffi and I looked at each other, and tried hard to hear, but could catch nothing that made sense, other than strong evidence that Dad was copping it right, left and centre.

I was not quite sure what Mrs B was upset about: whether it was the fact that Dad went over to see Mum, or the fact that he came back and told Mrs B what they talked about, or whether it was something to do with Mum being pregnant. Maybe it was all of these. I did know that no one ever seemed to be happy about someone getting pregnant, and this looked like another example. I couldn’t get past that point, but at least I knew that the cat was out of the bag, and I could now ask questions about it, which I wasn’t sure about before.

Finally, Raffi and I got sick of being bitten by Monty and went back into the house.

Mrs B was not happy for the first time since I’d met her. She was picking up bits of broken crockery, the kind that looked like it was better off broken, the kind with flowers all over it.

‘Monty’s in a bad mood.’

‘He’s not the only one. So, Raffi, where do you live?’

‘Down Fawkner Street.’

‘And have you two known each other very long?’

‘Not really. We’d never really talked much until a few weeks ago.’

She turned to me.

‘So have you met Mrs Whoeversheis Radion yet? I bet she’d be happy to meet you.’

‘That’s enough!’ shouted Dad from the living room. ‘Leave them out of this.’

‘It’s a bit late for that,’ Mrs B shouted back.

Raffi and I looked at each other, and headed for the front door.

‘See ya, Mrs Bentley. Best we be off.’

‘Go on then,’ said Dad, ‘piss off.’ We saw him wave a beer bottle at us from the hall.

I hadn’t noticed till that moment that Dad had been on the grog. He always smelt a bit beery, but it only needed one to put him over the edge sometimes.

I didn’t say anything, but opened the door and left with Raffi. Outside, it was hot and blowy, but I didn’t notice. Raffi sighed and put his hand on my shoulder. He understood. It was the way of the town.

At Kipling Street, we hopped off the tram, and Raffi left me at the Sandersons’ gate. The Sandersons’ front gate was brand new, and therefore probably the only front gate in Richmond that didn’t squeak. I closed it hard, so they’d hear me coming and not drop dead from fright, and bowled in without knocking. Inside, I plonked myself down in the living room, which was about twenty degrees cooler than outside.

‘Hello, love,’ shouted Mrs S from the kitchen.

‘Hello, Mrs Sanderson. What’re ya cooking?’ I could hardly believe someone would cook in this weather.

‘Chocolate crackles.’

‘Sounds good. Is it somebody’s birthday?’

‘No, I thought you might like some for your meetings.’

I went into the kitchen. Mrs S looked like a lollopy lady in a floral dress, because she was. She was stirring something like mad when I saw her, and a lot of her was rolling around like it had nowhere to go.

‘Hello, love. Been to the baths?’

‘How’d you know?’

‘Your hair is sticking out more than usual.’

I felt my hair. She was right. I didn’t have to look to know that I looked like a Marx brother who hadn’t been invented yet.

‘Russell’s hair used to stick out, you know, when he had hair, I mean. He still has to plaster it down — Brylcreem seems to work best. What’ve you been up to?’

‘Oh, I dunno. This ’n’ that.’ The Spirit is very cool. He knows how to talk to dames.

‘Visited the fire up at Abbotsford, I see.’

I had already decided, in view of their warnings, not to tell them about that.

‘How’d you know?’

‘You’ve got black stuff all over your runners.’

I looked down. What a drongo I was! I’d fallen for the oldest trick in the world.

‘I’ll have to make you an honorary member of our secret society, Mrs Sanderson.’

‘Isn’t your dog an honorary member?’

‘Yes, he is.’

‘Then thank you, but I prefer to wait for a better offer.’ She gave me a spoon and we began putting the mixture in the patties, some for the patty, some for me, and so on. ‘So you decided to ignore our warnings.’

‘It was just a quick squiz. And besides, Raffi wanted to see.’

‘What’s your next task for the day, then?’

This is where all my cunning was called for, as putting one over on Mrs S was about as easy as breathing under water.

‘Takin’ Zac for a walk.’

‘Not in the drains?’

‘Nuh.’

‘Not for a paddle in the river?’

‘Nuh.’

‘Not —’

‘Mrs Sanderson —’

She gave up. The Spirit chortles at interrogation.

Next item on the agenda was going upstairs to the Typewriter Room to bung the Lena on the map, as I didn’t think our visit to it was supposed to be a secret, and Port Melbourne was looking a bit bare. There was a picture of it in the paper, so I just copied that. ‘Never do anything the hard way,’ says Barney, and the Spirit tends to agree. When I came downstairs I got a shock in the soles of my feet. Standing in the living room was a fireman. I stopped dead in my tracks. If I’d been one of those superheroes who had superpowers I would have wheeled them out on the spot, but the Spirit’s main power is that he’s cool in all circumstances. Like a ghost. Also, Mr Sanderson had turned up, probably fresh from one of his famous walks in the little park across the road. I walked the few steps into the room and waited. Barney says the best thing to do in embarrassing moments involving the authorities is to wait until they tip their hand, and to tell them nothing without a brief.

Mr Sanderson jumped in first.

‘This gentleman is from the fire brigade.’ That was in case I hadn’t noticed his black uniform and brass helmet, the part of him that made me freeze. ‘He’d like to ask you a few questions about the boy who was staying with you. There’s nothing to be worried about.’

How many times had I heard that before?

‘Hello, young man. Is your name’ — he consulted a notebook that looked like my Spirax, but wasn’t as good — ‘Blayney?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Do you know a boy called Keith Kavanagh?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Do you know where he is?’

‘No.’

‘When was the last time you saw him?’

‘When our house burnt down, weeks ago.’

‘Oh, so you’re that Blayney.’ He was quick.

I wish I had a quid for every time I’d heard that; I could afford a bike with gears.

‘Well, your friend is in real trouble now.’ He turned to Mrs S. ‘He is suspected of starting the fire in the lumberyard down the street, as well as the one in the factory in Abbotsford.’

‘What about his father?’ I asked. ‘Couldn’t he have done it?’

The fireman’s eyes bugged out as if I’d grabbed him by the nuts.

‘I know what I’m talking about, young man. The question is: do you realise what kind of trouble you’ll be in if you withhold information from the police or the fire brigade? If that boy mentions your name when we find him, you will go to a jail for children. Do you understand?’

‘Yes. But I don’t know where he is.’

‘And I think you’re lying.’

While Mr and Mrs S were seeing Fireman Jim to the door, I plonked myself back down on the couch and gave a bit of thought to life in general. Though he had gone, the Black Marauder had left an invisible fireman-shaped hole in the atmosphere, which spoilt the lovely feel the room usually had. I felt bad that I had brought this on the Sandersons, who deserved better from me, and tears came out of my eyes. One fell on the leather couch and made a little thud; I had never realised that tears had their own noise.

Towards the end of last year, when all the connections were starting to get me down — it had been just after the Great Big Fire at the old Kavanagh Place — I had asked Barney how the connection thing worked.

‘Well, young Blayney, you’ve come to the right man, for I’ve been unjustly accused — connected with, you might say — more crimes than they’ve got names for, and d’ya know why?’

‘No, Barn. Why?’

‘Coincidence! That’s right. Sheer bloody coincidence! A bloke was in the wrong place at the wrong flamin’ time.’

‘I see.’

He paused to look at the ground. ‘Where was I?’

I had caught Barney late on a Saturday arvo, when he’d had a few ambers.

‘Sheer bloody coincidence, Barn.’

‘Hey, language. Anyway, I’d be in some geezer’s house in the middle of the night, doing a spot of burglary, you know, just to keep me hand in — as I am what in the game is known as semi-retired — and bang! The lights’d go on and there’d be some flamin’ copper starin’ at me. And the next thing, I’d be in the dock and the aforesaid copper would be telling the beak all about it, and putting to him a pretty one-sided view of my life as a whole.’

He’d lost me, as often happens.

‘I see.’

‘The trick is to make sure you’re always in the right place at the right time, my lad. Then you’ll be right.’

‘Thanks, Barn.’

‘’S’pleasure.’

Barn had opened my eyes. I saw clearly that I had spent most of my life being in the wrong place at the wrong time and that had not really worked out too well. But then, along came a variety of events, which made me forget his advice. Now I was remembering again. I decided to see if Mr and Mrs Sanderson had any thoughts on the subject.

‘Well, well,’ said Mr S, returning to the living room. ‘And I was only saying to Mrs Sanderson this morning that we seemed destined for a quiet weekend.’

‘And I said to Mr Sanderson, “I wonder how long that’ll last,” when here you are.’

The Sandersons were always having a lend of me, despite the young feller having a history: I won’t lie to you.

‘Actually I had been planning on having a quiet visit.’

Mrs S saw the tears, and came and sat beside me, causing the whole room to tilt a little in her direction.

‘I’ve made a decision.’

‘Have you taken the pledge not to drink lemonade?’ said Mrs S, who is a bit of a wag.

‘No. Dad would take a dim view of that. He says many a good man has taken the pledge, and then ended up in the DLP. And worse.’

I said this with a twinkle in my eye, as Granddad had once offered me eight to five that the Sandersons were supporters of Bob Menzies, and I just wanted to see them squirm. However, it takes more than a little dig to make that happen, and I hadn’t really expected a result.

‘Glad to hear it,’ said Mrs S, disappearing into the bowels of the house in search of victuals for the young visitor.

‘So what’s the decision?’ said Mr S.

‘No more coincidences. There have been a lot of coincidences in my life lately.’

‘Like you happening to know the boy who threatened to burn down half of Richmond, and actually did burn down both his own and your home?’

‘That could be one, I suppose.’

‘Like you just happening to have illegally entered the Palmers’ home the day before I introduced you to them right in this room?’

‘I s’pose that could be a coincidence.’ I didn’t like the sound of this.

‘And like you just happening to have witnessed a murder in this very house before we’d even come here to live and met you?’

‘P’raps.’

‘And like —’

‘Ah. Thanks, Mrs S. I was dry as a Weet-Bix.’

‘Saved by the belle,’ said Mr S, though I didn’t hear one.

‘Oh?’ said Mrs S, shoving a flabby oar in. ‘What did I miss?’

‘Our young friend has decided to put an end to the coincidences that plague his life.’

‘Well, good luck with that,’ said Mrs S, mysteriously. ‘If it hadn’t been for coincidence we wouldn’t have met you, would we, dear? And they wouldn’t have caught the man who did that horrible thing you saw — the less said about that, the better. And you wouldn’t have met your friend Raffi, now, would you?’

‘Yeah, I s’pose so.’

‘If you don’t me saying, I think you’ll find that trying to stop coincidence getting into your life is a losing battle. Would you agree, Russell?’

‘Impossible, I’m afraid. Stuck with it. Anyway, it’s how nature gets things done. And besides, without it, life would be dull.’

‘I think mine already is.’

They stared at me as if I’d just said South was a bunch of useless drongos.

I didn’t know whether to feel better or worse, so after gargling a Marchants, I went down the lane to Raffi’s place. It was really his mum I wanted to see, which was a funny thing because I had only been friends with Raffi for a couple of weeks, whereas I’d been friends with some of the other kids — Douggie Quirk and Peanut Hobson — since I was born. But Douggie’s parents had been hungover for so long they’d practically lost the power of speech (and anyway, they hated kids); and Peanut’s parents had begun to treat me like a plague carrier.

Fort Radion was smelling nine out of ten when I turned up, and my doggy nose told me that something was cooking on all cylinders. I found Mrs R with her feet up and watching something on television, something about Mr Calwell, which shows you what kind of life she had, and was happy to be distracted when she realised the young visitor was up for some serious conversation with the adult segment of the Radion clan, usually the only kind of conversation you can have with an adult, unless you’ve just caught them lubricating the tonsils. Raffi was all ears.

‘Mrs Radion.’

‘Mm?’

‘I have made a decision.’

‘Dare I ask?’

‘I’ve decided to stop all the coincidences in my life, because I think that might be where the trouble is.’

‘Like the coincidence when your friend the certifiable lunatic burnt down half of Richmond, including your own house?’

I wished people would stop bringing this matter up, as it always tended to lend further conversation a sort of puce and fawn feel.

‘Sort of.’

‘Or that coincidence when Raffi almost got put in jail because you decided to steal a chicken and throw it off the balcony during Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy?’

To be fair, I’d had no idea that incident would have repercussions — I hadn’t thought the matter all the way through — not to mention that it never occurred to me that some kid who looked like me might end up being blamed.

‘I’m not sure about that one.’

‘Then how about the coincidence where you broke into that policeman’s house down near the brewery, and the next day he came over here and accused my son of being a burglar?’

I hadn’t known about that particular coincidence either, but it did make me see a different side of Mrs Radion, one that I did not want to encourage. I looked at Raffi. He was enjoying himself enormously, because everyone knows that you can’t stop a kid being gleeful over seeing his friend suffer any more than you can stop a girl with freckles sticking her tongue out.

‘Was that what you would call a coincidence?’ I said, trying to curb this one-sided turn the conversation had taken.

‘You should be asking your father that question, not me.’

The conversation had gone off the rails, as adult stuff always does in the end, no matter how juicy it is. But I had no comeback to this unexpected mention of Dad, and I certainly had no intention of asking him about anything that did not involve motorbikes or fishing, because he already had enough on his plate.

Mrs R must have seen the look on my face.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that: I’m just tired.’ She took a sip of beer. ‘Look, you can’t control everything that happens, but you can control a lot of it. It’s a question of keeping your head. And often, you can’t even do that. I suppose you’ve had more than your fair share of that already. It’s like that pie we’ve got in the oven: if we don’t keep an eye on it, it’ll get burnt. You’ve just got to keep an eye on things.’

All of this helpful advice took it out of Mrs Radion, who now lapsed into a kind of TV-watcher’s coma, only with her eyes still open, because an ad about soap powder had come on, and a lady can no more take her eyes off one of those than a cheetah can take its eyes off a baby zebra who has toddled off to do a bit of exploring.

But it left me as stunned as if I’d been hit with half a brick. And that was because she had said more or less what Kipling had said in his poem ‘If’, which I had seen at our house before it was burnt down by young Keith, whose name is now a swear word all over Melbourne.

Kipling said: If you can keep your head when everyone else is going loony tunes you’ll be a man, my son. And I tried to live by my own version of that rule: If you can change yourself into a kind of superhero who can survive all the crappy stuff God organises for you just around the corner, where you can’t possibly see it coming until you’ve actually stepped in it, you might not go nuts, and you might find a way to live with what happened to Tom into the bargain.

I just went over it again to see if anything needed changing; not really.

The trouble with life is that it’s like a machine gun: the only time it’s guaranteed to jam is when the enemy is actually close enough to lob a grenade at you.

I would just have to keep an eye on things, starting with Flame Boy. The briefcase was not that important anymore. It was more important that I find my nemesis and tell him to get out of Melbourne, perhaps catch a train to some boring out-of-the-way place where they wouldn’t notice the odd fire — I had Albury in mind. First thing in the morning, I planned to go down to the station and make enquiries. When the Spirit went to bed that night, he had everything under control.





28 The Spirit and the traitor

The good feeling the Spirit had about his handling of the situation — I think it was a situation — disappeared as soon as I left for Mass the next morning. I was still an altar boy at St Felix’s, even though I’d changed schools, for the simple reason that St Dominic’s, the big church on the hill where Granddad lived, had about a thousand altar boys of its own, all of whom were students at St Dom’s. In fact, they were a bit of a secret society themselves. But then, so were we, down near the river.

So off I went to the old eight-fifteen Mass, which wasn’t too bad, as it meant that I would be getting a late brekky, but still a brekky, as we had to fast before Mass. (It was the nine-thirty Mass that was the killer.) So all in all I was in a good mood, apart from not having actually figured out where Flame Boy was. I knew that I would, and I was sure that I had found the right place to pack him off to. In fact, just then the Spirit couldn’t think of anything that could possibly go wrong. So imagine my surprise when, just near the end of Kipling Street, I looked up and found my path blocked by Fergus Kavanagh. It was another one of those bloody coincidences.

The man they called the Torch was leaning against a wall, looking the other way, but there was no mistaking his duck-like boofhead. I shot down Carnival Lane, not knowing whether he had seen me. I knew that the lane ran along an exposed part of Dynon Creek, which ran under the ground from one end of Richmond to another, for most of the distance under buildings and roads. That was my escape route. If I went south I would come out at the river. Until that moment I had been thinking of Mr K as a greatly misunderstood and probably wrongly convicted scamp, which was the Richmond way. But now, instinctively, I ran like a kid from the words that filled my head. Murder, firebug, treason, mental, Pentridge: all frightening and bad.

As I ducked behind a back fence, I took a look back up the lane to check that I had made a clean getaway, and saw to my horror that he had come up to the corner and had seen my escape.

I told myself that, like Ned Kelly, he was no doubt one of your lovelier blokes, and probably wanted to pass the time of day, ask me the way to the church, and so on. But I didn’t believe myself. It was only when I told myself that he probably wanted to torture me for information about Flame Boy and the old briefcase that I sounded believable.

‘I’ve gotcha!’ he yelled, just loud enough for me to hear him, but not loud enough to get people to run out in their dressing gowns and start throwing empty beer bottles at him.

I hopped over the edge of the drain and slid down the steep side to the bottom, landing on a not-so-thick heap of soft rubbish sitting on a thick pile of hard rubbish. I looked longingly down to the river. It was logical, but the distance was long, and I didn’t think I could beat him to the end, where it emptied into the river; and even if I did, I reckoned I’d probably drown. Reluctantly, I turned north, slightly uphill.

I had an idea where I was going, having been down this drain before, and it wasn’t long before I came to the open area at the back of Gazza Turner’s house. The climbing rope that I had tied to the rail at street level the month before was still there. But right behind me was Mr K, and when I paused to look I could see there was no way that I would beat him to the top of the rope, as he was tall and strong looking, from stoking bonfires.

I ran like mad up the drain, into unfamiliar territory, and faded grey light, and as I went I heard him maintaining a steady pace behind me. Years of running round in the stormwater drains of Richmond told me that this was his territory, that it was possible that he had learnt about the drains when he was just a kid himself. I could see that your successful firebug would probably not carry an armful of kindling and a tin of kero on the tram, after all. But if all this was true, then he would know where he was going, which was a shade more than I knew.

It wasn’t long, running along the curved edge of the drain from one patch of light to another, before I realised that I was close to the railway line that ran from East Richmond Station under Eden Hill to all points east. On my right was a large drain, which emptied into the canal from the right. I climbed up into it and spread my feet so I could walk in the dark without falling into any shafts and breaking my neck. I knew that if I could find a ladder or some steps I would be able to climb up to Eden Park Station, or to the old wartime station just near it, Kansas. There was no sound behind me, so I knew I’d have a clear run to the abandoned wartime platforms.

But the silence was a worry. He should have chased me up the stormwater drain; he must have known about it. It followed that he was one jump ahead of me. When I finally reached the exit to the drain, there was no grill, and I just walked out. I was in the railway tunnel that led to Kansas Station, which was underground. It was not pitch dark because there were lights in the ceiling of the tunnel, though they were dim. Not far from me were two sets of rails, and I knew that if I walked back towards Richmond I’d come to the junction with the Hawthorn line. I stopped and listened. I heard a train whining into Eden Park Station, quite close by. It stopped. And whined out again.

I was completely exposed where I was, so I began walking east to where I knew Kansas Station was. I figured that Mr Kavanagh would be waiting for me down at the junction. I was going to have to go back the long way, down the big stormwater drain that led south down under Rooney Park. I’d once walked all the way from the river to Eden Hill that way and I knew it well. I’d be walking a long way, but I’d be alive.

I followed the tarnished rails until I came to the station, then walked up onto Platform B. It was eerie because the lights were on, dimly, yet the station was dead. Mum told me it had been used during the war as a getting on and off place for the Yanks, so that they would be kept separate from the Aussies, who hated them. I could see that: the Yanks were definitely cooler, richer, taller, and could dance better. They also had Hawaiian shirts and sounded like Montgomery Clift.

There was an office in the middle of each platform, and I went into the office on my platform to see if there was anything interesting in there. I had time to kill, as I was not going anywhere until enough time had passed for me to be satisfied that Kavanagh had given up and gone wherever torches go on Sunday mornings. The office was unlocked so I went in and found that it had been abandoned at the end of the war, and still had timetables, calendars, and strange lists and notices pinned to the walls. It had a desk with drawers, and cupboards and boxes, and they were all full of papers. It was like a ghost station. I took a few souvenirs, as superheroes do: a Victoria Railways pencil, an empty VR notebook, and a VR mug. I had wanted one of those all my life.

When I stepped out of the office door who should I see standing on the opposite platform but Mr K, looking at me as cool as an Eskimo Pie. I would have run, but he made no move at all, except to call to me.

‘Where is he?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘He was staying with you.’

‘Only till our house burnt down.’

‘Where’s his mother?’

‘They took her away, to a place for blind people.’

‘I have to find him.’

I shrugged. The exchange had been informative and to the point, but had run out of petrol.

‘Why did you run?’

‘I thought you were going to kill me.’ Until I said the words, I didn’t realise that I believed them. I suppose I’d had my share of rotten luck. It was a natural reaction.

‘Why the hell would I want to do that?’

‘They said you would.’

He kicked the platform he was standing on and swore.

‘Is Keith frightened of me, d’ya think?’

‘Nah, he’s hoping you’ll find him. It’s just that —’

‘What?’

I didn’t want to mention the briefcase, which wasn’t really his anyway. And I didn’t want to mention Aunty Daffy either. There were a lot of things I didn’t understand about the adult world, but one thing I did understand was that aunties always wanted to help, no matter what kind of necks they had, or how much of their chests they showed, while blokes tended to be more trouble than they were worth, Granddad and Co being the exception. Something told me that Aunty Daffy might be the best bet for Flame Boy, if my Albury plan didn’t work out.

‘He’s on the run. He started some fires. He’s not too popular just now.’

‘But you’re his mate, aren’t you?’

I hadn’t let anyone believe that I was Flame Boy’s friend before. There was something about him that I couldn’t stand. I couldn’t put my finger on it. He was a superhero, like me, there was that, but he was buggered in the head. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t put it any other way.

‘I suppose so. I’m trying to find him so that I can help him get out of Melbourne — I was thinking of Albury.’ Whoa, I hadn’t intended to give that bit of valuable intelligence away, but there you go. ‘They electrocuted his brain, the doctors. They hurt him. I wanted him to be safe from them. But I don’t know where he is.’

‘Rotten bastards. P’raps I could take him with me.’ He seemed to be saying it to himself, as he was looking at the platform.

‘Where would you take him?’

He looked up at me. ‘A lot further away than Albury.’

His voice echoed in the empty station. It sounded emptier every time he spoke.

‘If you find him, bring him here.’

‘Okay, I will.’

‘Can I trust you not to dob me in?’

‘Only if you promise not to light any fires.’

He laughed. ‘You don’t believe all that rubbish about me, do you?’

‘Keith said his mum told him all about how you were the best torch in Australia and how no one could hold a candle to you.’

‘Yes, well, Molly never did know much about the real world, just what she made up. I suppose she said that so Keith wouldn’t feel too bad about himself, that’s all.’

‘They say you lit a fire and a man died.’

‘That’s bullshit about the fire, son, but it’s all ancient history now. As for that feller, well, it was just rotten luck.’

‘But you burnt down the loony … um … the —’

‘Yes, well I think they took a bit of a liberty there, as it was only a little distraction. A slosh of paint, and it’ll be back to normal, if you can call that place normal.’

‘What about the fire in the shoe factory? I saw you across the road.’

He laughed again. His way of laughing was nothing like Flame Boy’s, who didn’t laugh at all, but just bunged on a lopsided grin when he thought something was hilarious. His laugh had a ring, like a rock landing on a tin roof.

‘Shoe factory, is that what they’re saying? Jesus bloody Christ, they would. I lit that fire in the hope that it would bring Keith to me, and it was really the first thing I ever properly torched in my life. I was lucky to get away unsinged. You see, it’s Keith who has the problem, not me. I waited all night, but I didn’t see him. I heard about the other fire the next day. He would pick that night to torch the bloody lumberyard. The factory, as you call it, was my old office, before they locked me up. Shoe factory! That place was no loss, believe me. Now, time I did my disappearing act. But I’ll give you a little tip, in case you get any ideas. I know the drains and tunnels down here like the back of my hand. And I know where you live, so if you keep your end of the bargain I’ll keep mine, otherwise, well, otherwise I’ll be forced to gruesomely murder you and your family. Understand?’

As I’d been threatened with death on a weekly basis practically since I was born, I thought I’d let it slide.

Well, not entirely. ‘Do you know who my grandfather is?’ I thought I’d try putting the fear of God into him.

‘Wouldn’t have the foggiest. Who?’

‘Archie Taggerty.’

He looked down, and stamped his foot a couple of times, as if he’d just spotted a member of the DLP scuttling home to its nest.

‘Well, well. That would explain your cocky attitude. So Keith burnt down the Terrier’s house. A bloke can’t take a trick today. Now I suppose he’ll be after a piece of me now, like everyone else.’

I was so excited I forgot to tell him that it was actually Mum’s house that he burnt down and that if he was lucky Granddad would catch up to him before she did.

‘Do you know your way up to Eden Park Station from here?’

‘Yes.’

‘Something told me you would. Tell Sanderson I said hello. Tell him if he leaves me alone I’ll give him what he wants. Tell your granddad …’

‘What?’

‘Never mind. Just remember: no coppers, or I’ll keep my promise to you. And I’ll get away.’

There was that lonely silence again. He stood and watched me as I walked to the end of the platform and hopped down onto the track for the walk around to Eden Park Station. When I looked back he was gone.





29 The trouble with girls

I was tempted to spill my guts about Mr Kavanagh to Mr Sanderson, but as I still couldn’t produce the briefcase, I couldn’t see what good it would do. I believed Mr Kavanagh when he said he wasn’t a firebug. And anyway, Granddad had said so too. There was something about him that was calm and in control, like Efrem Zimbalist Jr, but without the pipe. I almost liked him. He knew the drains and tunnels, like me. He was a kind of superhero in a way. I had been threatened before, by a few psychos too, and something told me that this bloke wasn’t one of them. I even wondered if Granddad had been mistaken about him being bad. I wasn’t going to take the matter up with him, though. Best I just let nature take its course, as it does with Laxettes.

I wasn’t going to give Mr Kavanagh’s best to Mr Sanderson for the time being. Instead I was going to go all out to find Flame Boy, whose own father had now confirmed for me that he was indeed a nutcase.

Meanwhile, I had to take care of something urgently: I had missed Mass. Worse, I had missed a Mass at which I was supposed to serve on the altar. That meant Father Hagen was now going to hunt me down and kill me like a blue heeler with rabies. He took a dim view of altar boys reneging. My only hope of living until tomorrow was to front up to him and attend the ten-thirty Mass, hopefully as an altar boy. I hurried down the hill to Balmain Street, and turned right. Not one single bloody tram had come along. Not one. On any other Sunday, the trams’d be lined up like a string of green and yellow caterpillars.

I was right on the corner of Tannery Lane when I saw Flame Boy. A flash of colour and he was gone, into the old tannery. I followed until I got to the hole in the fence he’d gone into and I had to stop. The tannery was a mass of rust, grease and evil-smelling liquid that has been lying there for years; and I was wearing my Mass clothes. I’d have to come back. But at least I knew where he was, and the tannery was one place I had explored many times. After lunch Raffi was taking me to a Cobras meeting, and that couldn’t wait, as I was being inducted. But after that, it was back to the tannery dressed in some clothes I never did like much anyway.

When I arrived at the sacristy I bowled in and found Father O’Connor just on his way out.

‘Hello, young Blayney. You’re the first to arrive. If only they were all as keen as you.’

I didn’t get time to answer. There was a raised voice from the inner room.

‘Is that you, Blayney? Get in here!’

I excused myself and went inside. Father Hagen was just beginning to get dressed, and was as mad as a bull-ant.

‘And where were you this morning?’

Be cool, Blayney, be cool. No, be fantabulous.

‘Icouldn’tcomebecauseablokebailedmeupandchased meallthewaytoEdenHillStationandthreatenedtokillmeandmy motheranditwasthe … um … Torch.’

There was a silence during which I could smell California Poppy hair oil and Rinso. I gave it a five on my smell chart, but only because I was confused.

‘A likely story.’

That was a relief.

‘Can I make up for it by serving at this Mass, Father?’

‘You can, though you’ll be the dummy. I don’t want you doing anything important at the Holy Mass until you’ve been to Confession.’

Being the dummy was the role assigned to new boys; but at least I would remain alive. At sermon time, all the altar boys sat on the pew behind the pulpit, and kept ourselves amused while Father droned on about something incredibly boring that Jesus did at a wedding. I had been to a few weddings, and it was easy to get bored when you weren’t eating something, so I knew how Jesus would have felt. The apostles were probably groaning, and wishing they’d gone to the footy instead, and probably one or two of them got pissed and insulted a fat lady. It was always the way.

So there we were, sitting there, and paying no attention at all. I’d never served with this particular group before, Group Four, they were called, so they ignored me, since I was a ring-in. So I did what I always did during the sermon: looked for Josephine Thompson, the most beautiful girl in Australia. Last year, I went all year without seeing her at Mass, though once I did see James’s mother, Wonder Woman, and discovered that she had been staring back at me. That was the first day we spoke, and she was as cheesed off as a Footscray full-back when she grabbed me after Mass — something about breaking into her house the night before. I still think she overreacted: nothing was broken or stolen; I was simply doing some exploring. I didn’t want to say it, but the real problem had been that I had seen her get roughed up by one of their friends, and if her husband hadn’t broken his nose in the same fight, she would have been next. To this day, James does not know about that, probably because I first met him at the Sandersons’ place, as it turned out that the Palmers and the Sandersons were old friends. Is that a tangled mess or what?

Anyway, there I was, checking the faces, most of which I’d seen heaps of times. When I eventually saw Josephine Thompson she was sitting in a group of Girl Guides who were attending Mass as some sort of special occasion, maybe celebrating the day Jesus’s mother joined the 6th Bethlehem Girl Guides Troop, or something. It happens.

So I wasted no time staring at her, in case she suddenly remembered that she was supposed to be visiting her aged grandmother, and left. She was beautiful in her blue uniform: neat, clean, wearing a cute beret, like the French Resistance, and looking like she was missing me, which was, in my imagination, probable. I wondered if she knew that I’d named the island in the river after her. I wondered if she would kiss me if she knew. Yes, she would. I sighed the most dignified sigh a boy could while dressed in a red cassock and a white surplice with frilly lace sleeves.

Then, there was a moment just like the one in Ben-Hur when Jesus was born and the star shone down on the stable and the music went all churchy like Easter Sunday, and the animals were all jumping around because they knew that something amazing had happened. And that was the moment when Josephine looked up from fiddling with some girl’s thing, and saw me. I couldn’t pull my eyes away from hers. I would rather have been dead — I felt like I was dead, and on my way up to Heaven with the angels, and with Tom.

She could have looked away — most girls did — but she didn’t. On her beautiful face the faintest of smiles appeared. She was ‘so like the lady with the mystic smile’ in that Nat King Cole song. Was she remembering that time in the playground when I threw her tennis ball back to her? Or possibly that time at the school Christmas break-up party when I cleverly took her picture while pretending to take Mother Sylvester’s? Or was she remembering the day we met at her gate, and talked of this and that? Perhaps she was smiling at the silly clothes I was wearing, which made me look like a frankfurter wrapped in a doily — I didn’t care. The only thing that spoilt the scene was that out of the corner of my eye, I could tell that the girl sitting beside her was frowning like half a balloon. And that’s because that girl was Mona De Coney.

I once asked Barney, who knew a lot about girls, why they take everything so personally.

‘It’s because so few of ’em drive cars, nipper.’

I couldn’t see it then, but I can now. You never saw girls, or the bigger variety, ladies, driving cars. There were exceptions: Miss Schaeffer, who had been one of my teachers at St Felix’s in my final year, had a black Morris Minor, which she drove from Heidelberg to Cremorne every day; Mother Sylvester had an enormous black Chev, which she often drove the nuns around in, probably to the beach, and so on; and Mum once let slip that she had driven an ambulance during the war, which was as hard to believe as that there was a war. Pity the poor buggers she had to drive to hospital: I reckoned she would have driven over every pothole if the person in the back was a bloke. Also, few girls — none, in fact — drove trains, buses, trams, or steamrollers, though it didn’t look as though it was that hard. The point is, Barney was on to something.

‘Barn, why don’t they drive cars?’

‘Dunno, young feller. Maybe it’s because they’re short-tempered. Yer have to have a fair bit of patience to drive.’

‘Mm?’

‘Say you run into some other bloke’s car. You don’t want to get all heated about it. He’s probably just had his ear bashed by the missus. He doesn’t want an ear-bashing from you as well, does he?’

‘But you haven’t got a missus.’

‘Done well there, touch wood,’ said Barney, tapping me on the head.

‘My point is that I’ve probably had a hard day as well, picking up deliveries, and whatnot.’ He gave me a wink. ‘So I’m not in the mood for a blue either, especially as, with my record, I’d probably end up getting done for attempted murder — you’d be surprised how much prejudice a holiday or two in prison can cause in the judicial fraternity, young Blayney. Stay well clear of those bloodsuckers.’

He began to roll a smoke.

‘So what d’ya do, then?’

‘We drop in to the nearest pub — there’s probably one right there on the corner — and shout each other a pot or two, and, Bob’s your uncle, you’re getting on like a house on fire.’

It all made sense. However, the trouble with Barney was that he tended to give advice about girls that was impossible to follow. I didn’t know if Mona even liked beer.

I mention this conversation because of another, more recent, one which pushed Barney’s advice wide going into the home turn and consequently had the better run home. It was just after that horrible Mass — the one attended by the Girl Guides of Richmond, an organisation which ought to be banned as a menace to society — that I was on my way home, when who should I see but Uncle Seamus, standing outside St Dominic’s and looking like he had just been to Mass, which was, I suppose, not impossible, just hard to imagine. He was bending the ear of Father Jackman, and had a group of adoring women around him, as if he was Graham Kennedy or Cary Grant, although they could have been there for Father Jackman, who was very popular since the Big Knife Fight In The Church (which they ought to make into a picture). I jumped off the tram, and went over to the crowd. Milling around the church after Mass and having a natter is one of the things really keen Catholics love to do, and I was no exception. Also, everyone can see that you actually turned up for Mass, and therefore that the rumours about you are not true.

‘Hello, Father; hello, Uncle Seamus.’

‘Ah, my favourite nephew of sorts, and the boy tipped to be Australia’s next Charlie Parker.’

‘Are you one of our altar boys?’ asked Father Jackman, who was still new.

‘No, Father. I’m already an altar boy down at St Felix’s. You know me from my nanna’s place … Mrs Blayney.’

‘Ah, yes. Your grandfather plays piano.’

‘One of them does, Father,’ I said with the Blayney twinkle in my eye, which was returned by Uncle Seamus, but not by Father.

‘Yes, well. There’s a committee member I must talk to. Have a lovely day.’ The twinkle needed work.

We watched him go, and I noticed that the women drifted off with him, probably hoping for his autograph. I wondered if I could be a priest and a sax player.

‘Uncle Seamus, I wanted to ask you about Mona, that’s my um, sort of … girlfriend.’ (I wanted to say sweetheart, but I’d never said the actual word before, and it sounded bad enough when it was just in my head.)

‘How can I help, young Blayney? My vast knowledge of the female sex’ — I blushed: this wasn’t what I had in mind — ‘is at your disposal.’

‘You see, I was staring at Josephine Thompson in Mass —’

‘Not Mona —’

‘Not Mona. And Mona was sitting right next to her at the time.’

He sucked air between his teeth, as if he’d been burnt.

‘And now Mona is —’

‘Disenchanted.’

‘Yeah. And I was wondering if you could give me any tips … you know, for putting things right.’

‘Young man, that’s like asking for tips on how to fly a Canberra bomber.’

‘Anything will do.’

‘Well now, young Tommy — it is young Tommy, isn’t it? — I’m glad you asked me that, for you’ve come to the right man. Many’s the time I’ve asked myself why God gave the world the tenderer sex, and many’s the time I’ve told myself’ — he paused to bow to a lady with a pram and doff his hat, a very smart bloke’s hat with no sweat marks or finger marks at all — ‘Mrs O’Halloran, it’s a rare pleasure to see you well again. Good day to you — Where was I?’

I was still staring at the back of the lady when she turned around and gave him half a smile, even though he had turned back to me.

‘Oh yes, the tender sex. They’ve been put here to brighten up the world, which would otherwise be a cesspool of priests, politicians and police.’ He overpronounced the ‘p’ in each word, so that he spat on the ground as he said it. ‘And poets,’ he added, with the same emphasis. ‘For we the bards must above all not be allowed to have our way.’ He put his hand on my shoulder and leant on me, and I realised he was in pain. ‘Our way is the Way of the Fool.’

I was astonished at all this, which was his normal way of speaking, but tended to cloud the issue, whatever it was.

‘Do you know what the Way of the Fool is, young man? No? It is the creative path.’ He shook his head at the footpath, as if to silence it. ‘Archie has resisted it all his life, I know. And look where it has got him. No, the Muses will brook no resistance. We are a family of poets! Still, p’raps it’s for the best. One lunatic in the family is enough, eh?’ He winked at me.

‘Now, this Mona of whom you speak with a tell-tale catch in your throat has taken hold of your heart, if I’m not mistaken. In which case, there’s no hope for you: you are The Doomed. All you can hope for is a pleasant life together and enough children to keep you in baccy and writing necessities in your dotage.’

‘But Uncle Seamus, she will never speak to me again.’

‘Illusion, all illusion. She will speak, and she will trill like a nightingale. Just remember: brook no backchat, for that is the key to success with the female of the species.’

‘Mona never backchats, Uncle Seamus.’

At hearing that he raised his voice like a wounded gorilla, attracting a hundred pairs of eyes to us.

‘Not her: you, you young barbarian!’

He spotted another lady and, raising his hat, toddled off, smoothly slipping two bob into my hand.

Nanna Blayney once told me that the Blayney men had a certain way with women. And Nanna Taggerty told me the same thing about the Taggerty men, separately. They did not say what that certain way was.





30 The Tiger gets cool

The Cobras was a highly advanced club that made the Olympians look like a bunch of girls. For a start, they were all older than Raffi and me. In fact, I discovered that I was the youngest. Also, they had secret code-names, and all their code-names were snakes. For example, the captain was called Sidewinder; that was Mario Camponi. Tony Capra, the kid who lived next door to Raffi, was in it, and his code-name was Blacky. When a meeting was on, they always called each other by their code-names. Raffi’s code-name was Copperhead. When I turned up at the first meeting, I was pretty worried, because Raffi told me that I had to learn their code-names, and never use their real names during meetings or when they were out and about together.

‘What if I slip up?’ I asked Raffi, as we arrived at a house in Yorkshire Street that had been painted pink and lime green. I’d changed clothes in preparation for my tannery investigation, so at least I was dressed for an initiation.

‘Then you get a punishment worse than death: the Snakebite. Believe me, you don’t want the Snakebite.’

‘What is it?’

‘Can’t tell you, or else I’ll get it meself. But it’s worse than torture. Now I have to blindfold you. Are you ready?’

I nodded; my mouth was too dry to speak. I wasn’t so sure about this Cobra thing anymore.

Raffi took out a black scarf that smelt like Mrs Radion and blindfolded me.

‘You will now be taken into the Snake-pit of the Cobras,’ he said with a ringing voice that worried me a bit. ‘We must remain absolutely silent, or we will die.’

He opened the front gate against its will and led me up the steps to the front door, which was open because of the heat. The house was leaking three different kinds of music at once and the sounds of people of all ages arguing tumbled out. Raffi knocked on the screen door very hard three times, so that I could tell it was the secret knock, and it made the screen door give that fuzzy sound as it shook. Let’s face it: you can’t do a proper knock on a screen door.

‘Someone getta the door,’ yelled a tired lady’s voice.

‘You get it.’

‘No, you get it.’

And so on, until some bantamweight ran down and opened the door.

‘Who’s he?’ asked a smart-arse kid.

‘I can’t tell you,’ said Raffi, pulling me through the door.

The kid ran back into the bowels of the house, and I was led after him into the coolness.

‘Hi, Raffi,’ shouted a girl as we went past a doorway.

‘Can’t talk now,’ said Raffi. We pushed on.

‘You can talk to me.’

‘Sorry, Tina, Cobra stuff.’

‘Sorry, Tina, stupid Cobra stuff,’ said the girl. ‘Hey, he looks a bit like you.’

Raffi pushed on down the passage. The noise and aromas engulfed us.

‘Hey, Raffi, will you close the door, please? And where’s that comic you said you’d bring over?’ It was an older boy, a familiar voice, but that was all.

‘Forgot, Sal, sorry. Can’t talk about it. There’s a Cobra meeting.’

Raffi reached out past me and closed a door.

‘Thanks,’ came a reply.

On and on we went, deep into a living room in which someone was playing an Italian record and there was the smell of food, sharp, deep and warm, like a holiday in the Rosella factory. I gave it a nine. You can try to beat Italian food, but really, it’s useless.

‘Izza your name Raffi?’

‘Yes, Mr Camponi.’

‘Then the boys are outside, playing. Justa go on through. Whosa this?’

‘I can’t say his name, Mr Camponi. I’m not allowed.’

‘There are no secrets in thisa house, Raffi. Except I no tell Mrs Camponi how much I spend on tobacco, and she no tell me how much she spend on these bloody records. And my daughter no tell me how long she’sa gunna be in the shower!’ he yelled.

Raffi hadn’t waited but dragged me on through a cloud of mouthwatering smells and out the back door.

‘What? You don’t say hello anymore? My husband you can talk to all day, but me, I’ma not even here?’

‘Sorry, Mrs Camponi … Hi, Mrs Camponi.’

‘Have a bite of gnocchi. I make it special for Sam, but you can have some, and your friend. You both look skinny.’

‘No, thanks, Mrs Camponi, we can’t eat before the meeting — rules.’

By this time we were out the back and in rough hands.

‘Welcome, Copperhead. Did you bring the new member here in complete silence?’ asked a threatening voice.

‘Yes, Sidewinder. Complete silence.’

‘Time for The Ordeal. If you fail, you will be taken back, without ever seeing our faces. If you pass, we will remove the blindfold, and you will take your Cobra code-name. Now, up you go!’

I was led to a ladder and ordered to climb. I didn’t like this already. Heights were not my strong point, and I had told Raffi this days before, so I was hoping he would explain to them, but apparently he forgot. I went up the ladder, probably as high as the house, and at the top, a hand took my arm and helped me off. I was walked across a corrugated-iron roof that threatened to collapse under our weight, and was stopped. Below I could hear the Cobras, chanting: ‘Jump! Jump!’

I put my foot out a few inches, and felt the gutter along the edge of the roof. My feet were immediately shot with pain and I began to wobble. I had made a dreadful mistake, and was now going to chicken out and become an outcast, because there was no way I was going to kill myself.

Suddenly, I smelt fresh Lux Soap Flakes and heard Mrs Camponi below me in the back yard singing along to ‘That’s Amore’, the record being played inside, as she was hanging out the washing. There was something comforting about it, knowing that she was down there, and that she would have known that I was up here, and was not concerned. The fact that she didn’t stop them killing me told me something.

I jumped.

I fell about six inches and tumbled over on a bouncy rough surface. It was a terrific joke, though I was the only one who was not laughing. The boy who was with me untied my blindfold and I saw that I was on the roof of a wide shed of some kind, which I later discovered was a sleep-out. I climbed down and they all slapped me on the back.

‘Welcome to the Cobras,’ said Sidewinder. ‘And, for being the first idiot who ever jumped, you can choose your own code-name. Have you picked one?’

‘Rattler.’

‘Sorry, s’taken.’

‘Browny.’

‘S’taken.’

‘Death Adder.’

‘You can’t have two words.’

‘All right, Adder.’

‘S’taken.

‘Python, then.’

‘Welcome, Python.’

‘You are all very cruel,’ said Mrs Camponi.

I was introduced to the members. One of them, who did not seem to be an active participant and who had a head like a duck, was standing at the back wearing sunglasses.

‘That’s Tiger,’ said Sidewinder, nodding. ‘He’s our secret Mystery Member. He never says anything, and we never ask him anything,’ he said with a threat in his voice.

Flame Boy — it was he — gave me a lopsided smile. He was the only boy my age I had ever seen wearing sunglasses in real life and looked very cool, so that I wished I’d thought of it.

‘Do you know who he really is?’ I whispered to Sidewinder.

‘He’s in charge of the Snakebite,’ said Sidewinder, as if that said enough. In a funny way, it did, and I shut up. ‘If you tell anyone he’s a member, we’ll hold you down and sic him onto you.’

‘Don’t worry, I won’t.’

‘We made him promise not to tell anyone about us, and also, not to burn down any of our houses,’ said Sidewinder.

I swallowed.

‘But what about my house?’

‘That was before you were a member.’

‘Oh, yeah.’

‘So we don’t want you to give him a hard time.’

‘Okay.’

Sidewinder whispered to me: ‘He’s not right in the head.’

Which made me wonder if it was Sidewinder who was not right in the head.

But, mainly, it was Raffi I was wondering about. He had known since we met that Flame Boy was my archnemesis, and hadn’t said a word. I looked at him now, and he shrugged. Sometimes, you just do what you have to do. Funnily, I respected him for it.

If the worst thing about the Cobras was the initiation, the best thing was the tucker. And it was difficult getting out of that place, because I hadn’t tasted such good tucker since the last time I’d been to Luigi Esposito’s house, on his birthday. Also, Mrs Camponi was one of those mums who thinks all the kids are going to drop dead from malnutrition any tick of the clock, and as a result can’t stop feeding them. It turned out we had to eat outside, because of Tiger: he smelt awful, and I wondered if he’d had a falling out with Mrs Foster. By the time I left that place I was a stone heavier, which is not much chop when your super-identity is called the Spirit.

It was only a short walk to Balmain Street.

As I walked I had a quick shifty back over the day’s most recent surprise. I was concerned that in joining the Cobras I had accidentally organised for myself another one of those sneaky connections that lately seemed to be coming at me from all directions. I was losing control of my life, and a superhero must not do that.

I had been wrong in thinking that I had stamped out the coincidences, and that wrongness had taken the shape of Tiger. I had that very morning found myself face to face with his old man, in an old underground railway station of all places. Also, I had got into enough hot water to boil a bucket of yabbies just doing what any normal boy would do, and staring at girls in Mass. I wondered if it was a coincidence that she had been sitting next to my girlfriend at the time. No, they had connections, lots of them. So where did that leave me? I didn’t know. But then I reminded myself that I was the Spirit of Progress, and was on a caper: the Old Tannery Caper, and that I was about to put one over Flame Boy.

I did a quick turn into Tannery Lane, then ducked through a hole in the wall and took a look around. The old tannery had been abandoned because of the stink, according to Dad. The same tannery had originally been in what was now the Channel Nine studio in Bendigo Street, which I thought was very strange. But I knew that the tannery had probably moved to a less desirable part of Richmond (though I couldn’t imagine where), or maybe anywhere at all in Hawthorn, across the river, and that one day the stink would get it moved up to Collingwood, where no one would notice.

There was filthy machinery in there, and rusty trapdoors and steel steps. I went down them all, as quiet as a wowser with a hangover, and looked into every corner and cupboard, using my torch every now and then but really not needing it, because sunlight found its way in from all kinds of places, including through holes in some of the machines and tanks. I explored the basement first. It was the most mysterious part of the factory, and the one I was most familiar with, as I had often walked through it on my way to the lumberyard, the tram yard, and the railway line, all of which could be reached through the far end, as Flame Boy had apparently discovered for himself.

I found lots of kid footprints that weren’t mine, so I knew at least that I was on the right track. I went up to the ground floor. There was nothing really different up there, nor on the floor above that. It was on the top floor that I struck pay-dirt. The top floor was where the offices had been and, unlike the lower floors, it had remained water-free and more or less clean. Here I found Flame Boy’s hideout, which consisted of an old derro’s mattress and some victuals. I half expected to see him there, as he had left the Cobras meeting before me, probably, I reckoned, to stash the briefcase, and also to avoid interrogation by me. On the mattress was a note. It said:


the brif case is not her



I looked up, half expecting to see Flame Boy preparing to throw a lighted torch at me. But there wasn’t a sound, except for the Sandringham train going past outside, heading for South Yarra, my favourite station.

I believed him because of the note. It showed that he was one jump ahead of me: that he knew I was looking for him. It was also, I realised, a test. Would I dob him in? No. Today, the answer was no, though I had changed my mind a few times already. I shoved my hand into my explorer’s bag and got out my pencil. I put the note on top of an old table that was in the office and wrote a new message.


If you light one more fire I will dob you in.



I really wanted to add a bit telling him that I could take him to his dad in exchange for the briefcase, but I knew that if the rozzers tracked him down — and it had been easy enough for me to do it — then I did not want to spend the rest of my life in a home, for being an accessory after the fact. I had to make Flame Boy trust me. It wasn’t any easier knowing he was a Cobra, as he seemed to be a kind of hairy mascot with the official power to cause pain, which I assumed was the essential nature of the Snakebite. I would have to work outside the club.

I went back to the Sandersons’ and while they were watching the cricket made a couple of sandwiches, one with peanut butter and one with Vegemite, and got a couple of chocolate crackles and a banana and filled my army canteen with water. Then I was off. I had a story ready in case they cornered me in the kitchen and started interrogating me, like a captured saboteur, but they didn’t. The cricket must have reached an exciting bit — let’s face it, you wouldn’t want to miss that for quids. It would be like The Blob suddenly turning up and eating the MCG — again, not a bad idea.

When I got back to Flame Boy’s hideout my note had been moved, but he was not around. Still, I had the feeling that he was watching me. I left his outlaw victuals, but I didn’t stay and I didn’t call out to him. I had nothing to say, really. And it was just possible that the coppers were waiting for him. I hoped they weren’t, but I felt guilty, because I knew that it was a selfish hope.





31 The tender trap

It had been a busy week, one that had its high and its low points. Also, I had discovered a few things: things I hadn’t known about drains, secret clubs, best friends who knew more than they were letting on, and girls.

On Monday after school, the Olympians had a meeting, which was mostly taken up with trying to figure out where the next fire was going to break out and who would be the best girl in Richmond to kiss — I didn’t mention Mona De Coney (and I noticed that Raffi didn’t mention Sidewinder’s sister, Tina). It was a strange meeting, because only the day before I had discovered that Raffi had been withholding vital information about the whereabouts of Flame Boy, and I now had to keep my mouth shut, because we were both Cobras and it was Cobra Law. We discussed the missing firebug, as usual, but I did not mention my discovery at the old tannery, as I felt that dealing with Flame Boy in person was my secret mission and mine alone. Raffi gave me the old knowing glance when ‘the Torch’ as we called him was discussed, but that was all. It felt good to have the secret bond with Raffi, and I could tell that he felt the same. However, Douggie Quirk who, in spite of being Johnno Johnson’s best friend, was as switched on as a wireless, noticed this and piped up.

‘Hello! Got a little secret, have we?’

I was stuck for words, and Raffi, who had the gift of the gab, said, as smooth as Nestlé’s milk: ‘Yes. If you must know, me and Blayney are in love.’

All the kids killed themselves laughing at this, which was a pretty standard kind of joke. Only Charles didn’t laugh, but went red in the face and smiled politely, as he is your polite type of kid.

Afterwards, James Palmer asked me if I’d like to go to lunch and the pictures with him and his mum on Saturday. I was thrilled to bits, for two reasons. First, I love the pictures, and the one we were going to see was Journey to the Center of the Earth, which I had read as a Classics comic, and knew was going to be good value. And second, I needed a break from the pressure-cooker life of the superhero. Frankly, waiting for the next disaster that had a connection to me was starting to get me down.

Now it was Friday afternoon, and I was thinking about Mona, as usual, and how badly the previous Sunday’s Mass had gone. I had seen her a few times after school, when all the Vaucluse girls came pouring out of their school, which was right next door to ours. The first time, one of her friends told her I was there, but she ignored me, and the second time, she looked at me, then kept on talking. I reckoned I had done my dash. All I knew was that eventually I was going to have to go over to her place and see if we were still sweethearts, though I wasn’t looking forward to it. Barney was always saying that a bloke has to strike while the iron is hot, but the iron did not feel hot; it felt a bit chilly.

Sometimes it’s good to be ignorant. I made that up: I have no idea if it’s true. But after I said it to myself a few times it began to sound wise. So I decided that it was probably the wisest thing I was going to hear that day — and I needed wise advice like mulligan stew needs mulligan.

I remembered something else Barney once told me.

‘If you ever get caught with your pants down, Blayney m’boy, the best course of action is to throw yourself on the mercy of the Court in the hope of a suspended sentence,’ he said.

‘Does that ever work?’

‘Not usually. But a lot of briefs swear by it. Also, I’ve known some first-class villains who are only running round free because they pleaded guilty.’

‘But you actually committed all those crimes, didn’t you, Barney? I mean, didn’t you have to pay?’

‘Whoa, whoa there, young feller! Strike me pink! You obviously have no appreciation of the Victorian legal system. Y’see, in our fair state a man is presumed innocent until proven guilty.’

‘Whaddaya mean?’

‘Proven guilty. Obviously, you can’t just take a bloke’s word that he committed some misdemeanour: house breaking, receiving, what have you. So even if he swears blind that he did it, you have to give him the benefit of the doubt. Quod erat demonstrandum. Amen.’

He blessed himself, solemnly.

‘Geez, Barn, I didn’t know you could speak Latin.’

‘I don’t like to show off. Modesty is the curse of the Irish.’

He spat on the ground, elegantly.

I dropped my bag off at home then went straight out again. One amazingly quick tram trip later followed by a walk down Alexandra Avenue and up River Street that I thought would take much longer, and I was in front of Mona’s house. I wondered if it was going to be the Battle of the Superheroes, even though Mona had no superpowers. I mean, she had powers, but they weren’t super. Well, no, that wasn’t entirely true, either. In fact, as I stood at her gate in the stinking hot sun and thought about it, I could see that she would probably turn out to be a Wonder Woman type of superhero herself one day. She was already halfway there when she was wearing her netball uniform. And she did have that way of grabbing me when she kissed me that left dents in my chest and flattened my lips.

I was just wondering whether Superman’s lips ever got flattened when Lois Lane kissed him, when I became aware that someone was on the other side of the screen door, breathing like Betty Cuthbert after a big win. I thought I had better let her go first, as I didn’t want to run out of ammo straight away. She said nothing, just huffed. I deserved it. Just as I was beginning to formulate a fiendish apology that was calculated to erase her memory of recent events and make her believe I was a cross between Errol Flynn and Elvis Presley, I heard my name being called from behind me.

It was Lucky Martello, over at her front door. I took a closer look at the gloomy interior of Mona’s house, and the face of her half-wit Dalmatian, Dotty, appeared. Of course. I straightened up and turned around and saw that Mona was across the road with Lucky. She was waving — not Mona, Lucky. Mona was looking distant, as if she was thinking of her favourite film star (she had a scrap book with Pat Boone’s fizzog on the front). I should have run away. That’s what Sidewinder would have done. The cobra does not tangle with the mongoose — I saw it on Disneyland. In this case it was two mongooses against one cobra. All that I had were my super wits, and I would need them.

I waved and smiled as I approached (not my Big Hello smile; I didn’t want them to think they had me in their evil snare). Lucky let me in and took me to the living room, with Mona leading the way. Mona was wearing a very short skirt and a short-sleeved shirt that stuck out in the front even more that her other shirts, so that I wondered if some bits of her had grown in the last few hours.

‘It’s lucky you came over, really,’ said Lucky. ‘I was just having a throw-out of my old comics. You can take them off my hands.’ She disappeared into another room.

‘I heard you like reading books as well,’ she called. ‘I might have a few.’

‘Yeah, that’s right,’ I called back, while looking at Mona, cautiously.

Mona sat across from me with her arms folded and her legs crossed, which meant that her skirt didn’t cover her legs at all. She grabbed the edge of her skirt and pulled it down a fraction of an inch with a giant tug, and let it bounce back up again. It’s a thing girls do when they’re upset. I even saw Aunty Queenie do it once when Granddad said something nice about Lorna the Clippie, except she hitched her skirt up, which was quite puzzling. It’s moments like this that you want the old Cobra gang with you, to give advice and generally help you feel that you don’t have to worry, as at the first sign of attack they will jump in and apply the Deadly Snakebite.

On the other hand, I just wanted to be alone with Mona for a few minutes, to talk, so it was good that Lucky had to find those old comics. Not that there was much talking happening. But years of watching Dad trying to talk his way out of stuff — like the time he went to the footy when Mum was crook and forgot to come back with her medicine; or the time he went to the RSL and got plastered and ran over Constable Wideberg’s foot and had to spend the night in jail when he was supposed to take Mum to see A Night to Remember (bet he never forgot that); or the time he spent all day fixing Mrs McGuire’s washing machine, when it turned out it wasn’t even busted — had taught me a few things.

Plus, I had all the combined advice of Dad, Granddad, Blarney Barney and Uncle Seamus. Right now, that advice was telling me to turn to the page headed: What to do when the missus/little lady/sweetheart is hopping mad. Advice: As little as possible. So I sat there, looking like I’d had the Paralysis Ray turned on me by a visitor from another planet, and waited.

‘What’s wrong, cat got your tongue?’

Wow, that was easier than I had expected! Mona was talking to me again.

‘N—’

‘Oh I see, I’m not good enough to talk to.’

‘Y—’

‘Perhaps you’d rather be talking to Josephine Thompson.’

That was a tough ball to field, but I think I knew what to say, in the circumstances.

‘N—’

‘’Cos she doesn’t even know who you are.’

‘W—?’

‘She thought you were another boy.’

I was tempted to ask who. Oh, what the hell.

‘Wh—?’

‘Don’t interrupt! I suppose you think you can still be my boyfriend.’

Without doing anything at all I had been promoted from sweetheart to boyfriend!

‘N—’

‘Well, you can’t. There are other boys who like me a lot more than you do.’

‘Wh—?’

‘Rolly Duffy for one.’

Rolly Duffy … Rolly Duffy … nope, sorry.

‘Wh—?’

‘Stop interrupting!’

There was a silence, like when the church choir finally gives up, but the sound is still bouncing around in your scone.

‘Ah, here we are. I knew I put them somewhere.’

Lucky reappeared, smiling her million-dollar smile, as if she understood. I could tell at a glance that they were in cahoots, and I understood why they had called that movie The Tender Trap.

‘Thanks, Mrs … Aunt … Lucky. These are terrific. Um, best I be off.’

Lucky remained in the lounge room while Mona hurried ahead, opened the front door, and pushed me out onto the porch. I had never been so glad to see River Street — or any other street, for that matter — and was just about to escape, when Mona jerked me back and spun me around to face her, then gave me a pash, only not like the others, not like a giant squid crushing a nuclear submarine, but more gentle.

I don’t know how I found my way home: sense of smell is my guess. The first half of the ordeal — that’s what it was — had come in a short half head behind the time I had to explain to Mother Sylvester why I turned on the fire hose during school vaccinations; while the second half taught me something about girls I was willing to bet Barney didn’t know: that they weren’t so bad, really. Which just goes to show that kissing can probably cause brain damage.





32 The Darrods Caper

I have mentioned Uncle Seamus’s advice regarding the female of the species not only because it seemed to work (by some mysterious mechanism I couldn’t put my finger on, like the inside of a Sunbeam Mixmaster) but because when I arrived back at Granddad’s place, there was Uncle Seamus himself, sitting in the living room. It was as if an Uncle Seamus drought was being followed by an Uncle Seamus flood.

‘Hello, again, young Romeo. What news o’ the Rialto?’

‘She kissed me.’

‘I heard that,’ said Mum, appearing with the tea things on a tray and plonking them down on a table. ‘Who kissed you?’

I was stuck for an answer. Whatever I said, it was going to lead to more embarrassing questions.

‘Now, now, Jean, it’s his first, so let’s let him enjoy his blissful moment.’

‘It only takes a blissful moment, as you well know, Seamus.’

‘Alas, poor Seamus, she knows him.’

But I was glad to have an opportunity to share something intimate with Mum, in the hope that she might take it as a peace sign, like with the Indians, because it felt like she had been at war with me since Tom died. And besides, she might tell all the other mothers she knew how wonderful I was, and they might tell their daughters, and so on. I was just thinking about the effect on Mona that Josephine Thompson’s looking at me had had. On the whole, I could only see good coming of it.

‘It’s all right, Uncle Seamus. It was Mona De Coney, Mum.’

‘Hello!’ shouted Aunty Daffy, appearing suddenly from the stairs, like a red ghost. ‘Did I come down at a bad time?’ She winked at me. ‘Or a good one?’

Uncle Seamus stood up with a stunned look on his fizzog, and bowed as if Our Lady of Lourdes had just floated in.

There were introductions. He kissed Aunty Daphne’s hand. Mum was not surprised. I was surprised to find that I was not surprised either. Aunty Daphne sat with Uncle Seamus. I could tell that she had instantly forgotten her name, rank and serial number. It was the Seamus Effect, which everyone in the family knew about, and which they will one day be teaching in history classes.

Mum continued as if nothing had happened, which was a bit like ignoring Christmas.

‘Now, did I hear you say you kissed Francesca De Coney’s daughter?’

‘No, Mum: she kissed me.’ I had pinned my hopes on the subtle difference.

Mum gave Uncle Seamus and Aunty Daffy one of those looks that said: Have you seen that De Coney girl? Bang goes the family reputation. But she got no change out of them; they were looking at each other like a couple of toddlers in a playpen.

‘I don’t want you going near that girl … or any other girls, for that matter. Anyway, you’re far too young to be carrying on like that. You don’t know what could happen.’

She was wrong about that last bit: the kisses could go on forever, as far as I was concerned. I didn’t care what happened to my lips … or my chest.

‘Jean, he’s — what? — twelve?’ said Aunty Daffy.

‘He’s going to be an early bloomer, like his father.’

Uncle Seamus shook his head and gave me a wink while Mum concentrated on cutting up a lemon.

‘And you can stop encouraging him, or you’ll be out on your ear — it wouldn’t be the first time.’

Aunty Betty was always saying that Mum had more war medals than General Blamey, probably for killing Japs. Tom and I had a theory that after she killed them, she ate them. Slowly.

‘So, Seamus, to what do we owe the honour? If you’re looking for Dad, so is half of Richmond.’

‘No. Actually, I’ve come about the boy.’ He dunked his lemon slice as if it was a biscuit, and gave a wink to Our Lady.

Mum didn’t even look at me. Half of Richmond had used that line at some time or other.

‘Okay, hit me.’

‘No, not Romeo: I’m talking about the young feller whose mission in life is to incinerate the Good Ship Melbourne and all who sail in her.’

‘That boy is Daphne’s nephew. She’s come down from Wodonga to take him and his mother — I don’t know if you know Molly Kavanagh — home with her.’

‘Ah. And the boy is where?’

‘Gone bush.’

‘I like what you’ve done with the Queen’s English, Jean. It would have gladdened Our Ned’s heart. Actually, I know he’s gone, but the sire of his flesh is abroad and could use a bit of assistance from a certain larrikin of mutual acquaintance.’

‘You — upstairs!’

‘Mum, everyone and his dog knows about it. I heard about it down at the milk bar.’ That’s what Tom and I used to say when something was common knowledge. We invented it, and now I owned it.

‘I said out!’

I grabbed a few bikkies and went upstairs. I tried to eavesdrop but got nowhere. Uncle Seamus had a voice like a string bass in a bathroom, and its vibrations turned all the words into ooms. I could tell that Aunty Daffy was practically getting a hernia trying to keep her voice down to a shout, but it was no good. Not that she said much, just laughed at everything Uncle Seamus said. I couldn’t believe he was that funny.

When Uncle Seamus left, I went back downstairs. Mum had her talking-to-visitors face on but underneath I could tell she was in a rotten mood, thanks to something he’d said, and I knew that if I asked I’d get a thick ear — and Mum was an Olympic-class ear thickener. Aunty Daffy, meanwhile, was looking like all her birthdays had come at once, and was off with the fairies.

When Mum gave me one of her looks, I told her the bread-and-butter pudding was ‘fabulous’ (even though I only knew what it was by spotting the recipe) in the hope that she might soften. I made a mental note to start collecting tips for complimenting ladies about their cooking. I thought I might start with Mrs Camponi and Mrs Esposito, as I wouldn’t have to lie. And Mrs De Coney.

I have noticed that the more you get around and the more people you talk to, the more connections happen — connections that have a life of their own. In the year after Tom died I got around a fair bit, because I had to make up for Tom not being part of the act — he was the more energetic of the two of us — by doing a lot more things. The result was that I got into trouble a lot more than the two of us together ever did. It was the connections. Even Mr Sanderson had noticed it: I had a habit of attracting them. I had tried to put all the connections on my map by drawing lines between all the people I knew, but it only ended up looking like a cobweb made by a spider who was on the turps.

Now I was thinking of doing the same thing again. It was getting hard to think of people I knew who didn’t have connections to each other. But there was always Wonder Woman — James’s mum — a lady who had no connection at all with Flame Boy, just some kind of connection with the Larsons. But I didn’t think that meant much; she was an old friend of the Sandersons’, so she would have known all about them. So all in all I was happy to see her again, despite her once threatening to tell the police that I broke into her house, a standard threat and one that most kids hear from time to time.

I was in the Sandersons’ living room on Saturday morning when Wonder Woman and James turned up and I went to the front door to meet them. To my surprise, the Palmer Platoon also included Veronica, who gave her knockout smile to everything that moved, and Barbara, who couldn’t have had more of James’s attention if she’d been playing a trombone. Once I had stopped exchanging smiles with Veronica, something made me take a quick glance — it’s a secret way of looking that we superheroes have — at Wonder Woman to see how she was taking things in general. She was already looking at me with half-closed eyes, which told me not to even think about it (whatever ‘it’ was). But I had noticed from Disneyland that the ranger is always extra careful when the grizzly cub has its mother with it, and usually cocks his gun, just in case. But I don’t think a gun would have worked against WW. My plan was to fall back on the Blayney charm for the rest of the day. It had been tried and tested, at least on aunties, and was almost ready for bottling and selling.

When we got into the city, Mrs Palmer and Co had to go into Darrods to get something that James and I weren’t allowed to see, so as Darrods sold only girls’ stuff we assumed it was something we didn’t want to see anyway, and said we would go around to Bernard’s Magic Shop and be back in half an hour. But before we left we decided to have a go at riding up and down in the lift. The lift driver took us to the top floor, and down to the bargain basement, then threw us out, which was fair enough. But when we got out I asked James if he’d noticed that there was another floor below the basement, which the lift driver didn’t seem to know about, and he didn’t, so off we went down the stairs.

There was nothing down there but junk, so we took the stairs down one more flight, because we could. Down there was pitch black, but the light switch was in the same place on every floor, so I switched it on. In front of us was a heavy metal door that you opened with a lever. The door had a big sign beside it that said: DANGER. HIGH VOLTAGE. DO NOT ENTER, which was what adults write when they don’t want kids opening doors. I’d seen that sign a thousand times, and there was always something terrific on the other side. James was smiling so hard his dial was practically squeaking, as we pulled the big lever and opened the door. On the other side was a metal staircase that went down a long way. In for a penny, in for a pound. We switched on the light and closed the door behind us, and went down the steps. At the bottom was a coolish room with tunnels going off in all directions. It smelt so much like my underground hideout that I felt like I was actually there again.

The first tunnel on the left had a sign that said FOYS; the next one said MAIN; then in front of us M/U; then RIVER; and on the right was one that said GPO. There were no doors, so off we went to MAIN; you gotta be in it to win it, as they say. MAIN, about fifty yards down the tunnel, turned out to be a gold mine, with another big room with doorways, except they were archways; and running through each one was a little tramway with overhead wires. This time there were more HIGH VOLTAGE signs than you could shoo pigeons at. And this time I had the feeling they weren’t kidding. There was distant noise in these tunnels, but nothing to see, just rails and wires. But the best things were the signs over the archways: MINT, EXHIBITION, RMH, LA TROBE, PARLIAMENT, VB VIA HQ, SPENCER VIA GPO. It was as if I had been run over by a tram and gone straight to kids’ heaven, defying the odds.

I had come across tunnels like this before, in my exploration of the drains down by the river, and I now knew (because I had pinched a secret map off the wall of one of them) that VB did not stand for Victoria Bitter but for Victoria Barracks, which was down St Kilda Road and just a brinnie’s throw from Aunty Queenie’s place in Dorcas Street. I had no idea what MINT stood for, only that it had something to do with food. Spencer and La Trobe I knew. The rest were a mystery. James was all for going back, but I was all for taking a peek into one of the tunnels. After all, I had once been the superhero Railwayman, and I didn’t get that name by being a chicken.

I was just about to stick my head into the tunnel called VB when a small train appeared out of the darkness and roared by, almost taking my head with it. It had no driver, and was towing a wagonload of big sacks in a cage. It was playing my song.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ said James, grabbing my arm in his Grip of Terror (forgivable in a new boy).

‘Young James,’ I said, using my Blarney Barney voice. ‘How would you like to be the first Olympian to win the Olympic Cross?’

‘I think we should get back.’

‘That sounds mighty like a “yes” to me.’

‘All right: yes. Now let’s get out of here.’

We hurried back the way we came, while I explained the rules to the new member.

‘First, no blabbing, otherwise these tunnels will end up chock-a-block with kids whose fathers are baked bean testers, and that will be that. Okay?’

James was hurrying and showing signs of panic, despite the lights being on.

‘What’s second?’ He glanced at me.

‘That’s it: no blabbing. There’s no second.’

We came to the room at the bottom of the Darrods stairs. Somewhere above I heard the banging of a tram and realised that we were beneath Bourke Street.

‘Come on.’ I grabbed James’s wrist and towed him up several flights of stairs and into the ground floor of the shop, where we met Wonder Woman, Wonder Girl and friend.

‘We met Mrs Dixon!’ said Barbara. I could understand that, not only because she was famous, but because she worked there every day. It wasn’t exactly inexplicable, like the loaves and fishes. ‘What’s so funny?’

‘Our clubhouse is at her house,’ said James, scoring an easy goal.

‘Did you have fun?’ asked Mrs P of both of us.

‘Did we?!’ said James.

I said nothing: Rule One.

Mrs P looked at me with a straight face. She had James’s and my numbers, and she knew that they were not the same number.





33 The Briefcase of Doom

The Number One mission of the Olympians’ Mole Patrol — that’s James and me — after that Saturday was to explore the tunnels underneath Darrods, to find ways in and out that didn’t involve actually going back to Darrods, where we had stuck out like a banjo at a funeral. My plan was to sneak into Darrods one last time, go down into the secret tunnels, and stay there until we had found a way out that was safe, even if it meant spending the rest of our lives under the ground and turning into half-human half-moles.

We decided to do it the following Saturday. That left Sunday for training.

With Zac the Spy Dog by my side, I took James down into the drains under Richmond on Sunday, and showed him my underground hideout, which he thought was ‘sensational’, a word I hadn’t heard all that much, but which James got off television, which shows that television really is a kind of dictionary on legs, and Mum had been doing all that sneering for nothing. Zac was happy to be down in the old stormwater drain again, and sniffed his way along in front of us all the way up to the hideout.

I also took James to Josephine Island through the underground power-cable tunnel that ran from the power station under the river, though it took a fair bit of convincing him that he wasn’t going to die, because the whole experience is a bit like that. Even I had been worried when I had first done it, but then, at the time I had been the Cartographer (I don’t like to brag about my exploits, but as they were all secret, if I don’t who will?). James was never going to be a superhero, not in a month of Sundays, but he was going to be a valuable lieutenant, as he tended to keep a high class of victuals in his goodies bag, which every spy and explorer needs to carry.

I had been amazed to find that my trusty pinch bar, the tool for all occasions, was still in its hiding place just inside the entrance to the big stormwater drain at the river. I showed James how I used it to remove rusty padlocks, though I did not snap off the padlock to the door that led down to the old railway tunnel under the river, as I had done the year before, as a new padlock had been installed, and somewhere there was a copper just itching for me to exercise my rights as a pinch bar owner.

Instead, I took the pinch bar with me to Josephine Island. I couldn’t take Zac, as the entrance to the power-cable tunnel was impossible for a dog to climb down to. Instead, I tied him up to a bush near the entrance to the stormwater drain, on the grey beach at the end of Fawkner Street. I tied him up because I knew he’d be able to see us once we reached the island, and I didn’t want him trying to swim the thirty yards across to us the way his uncle Biscuit had once done, nearly drowning in the process.

When we got to the island, I had to sit James down and tell him a few things. First, never call the island Josephine Island, but Blood Island, after the movie (which we weren’t allowed to see). I didn’t want Mona getting the wrong impression, which she was apt to do. Also, he was not to tell his mother where he had been. That was because the year before I had been chased while I had been exploring down there, and the bloke who had chased me turned out to be someone his parents knew, though they hated him like undercooked tripe. I thought it best to let well enough alone, a saying that Granddad swore by. Finally, I told him that Mr Sanderson knew about the tunnel we had come through and that if he wanted to, he could have a gate put on it, and that’d be that.

He accepted all this with the usual wide-eyed enthusiasm, and I reckoned that if I’d told him I was keeping a pet sea monster on the island, he would have believed that too. So, after raiding the victuals, including some of Mrs S’s finest chocolate crackles, made with too much of everything, which is just the way I like them, we went for a bit of an explore. I knew we’d never get inside the old fort in the middle of the island, as it had been freshly padlocked, thanks to yours truly sticking the Blayney conk in where it wasn’t wanted on an earlier adventure. But we did have a good look at the anti-aircraft guns that sat at each corner of the fort.

If the guns were a temptation to me, they were a temptation to any kid who had seen them from Alexandra Avenue, but there was no way of getting onto the island, and the riverboats never stopped there. We were therefore pretty happy about our discovery, and enormously surprised when we heard the shouts of kids. We looked up the river and saw a bunch of kids paddling a raft made of planks and twenty-two-gallon drums — I wondered if they were the River Rats, a secret club from Durham Street. They had emerged from the old wharf at the power station, and were heading across the river to the island as swiftly as they could paddle.

But the river was fast-moving just there, and they had underestimated it. They began to turn and bump around in the current as they paddled, and yelled and swore like ditchdiggers. The whole thing just slowly fell to bits, and collapsed under them so that they all slipped into the brown water in a tangle of rope and timbers and rusty drums, some of which bobbed on down the river straight away.

As we watched, they screamed and fought and scrambled to the bank they had been close to, and dragged themselves out of the water onto the little grey beach where Zac was tied up. It looked like a near thing.

In the mouth of the big storm water drain, Zac was barking and pulling on his leash; if he’d been free he would have dived into the water in a second.

Some of the kids were crying, and one of them went into the nearest house and brought some grown-ups. It quickly got busy on the edge of the river.

Watching the accident – in slow motion, it seemed to me – was horribly familiar, and gave me a sickly fright. I could tell that James wasn’t used to seeing kids in strife, as he’d gone quiet, and instinctively stuck close to me, as if he’d be safer there.

‘Come on,’ was all James needed to hear, and he trotted along behind me back to the entrance to the tunnel, and back to the other side of the river. At Fawkner Street, I stopped and faced him.

‘Look, I’m going down to get Zac. You might as well go home.’

‘Yeah.’

‘And for God’s sake, don’t tell your mum what happened, or she’ll stop you from hanging around with me.’

‘I won’t.’

‘And don’t tell her about the hideout, the secret tunnel, or the island.’

‘What can I tell her?’

‘Tell her it was boring, so you came home early.’

‘Yes: Mum, it was boring, so I came home early.’

‘Good. See ya.’

Having James as a friend was like having two Zacs.

I went down the river to untie Zac and take him home. It was only ten minutes since the raft had sunk, but a crowd had gathered where the boys had come ashore. No one seemed to know what to do. It was a place where no one ever swam, because of the danger. I walked past the crowd, which had congregated right on the water’s edge and was still paying a lot of attention to the river, and went over to Zac, who was still barking and trying to get into the water. I wasn’t game to untie him until I could settle him down, which took a few minutes, during which everyone looked at us.

I knew what had happened without being told. But I needed to hear someone say it. It was the one thing that no one ever said to me.

‘What happened?’ I asked a lady: a man would have told me to shut up and bugger off.

‘One boy …’ She didn’t know how to say it. ‘Didn’t come up.’

‘Who was he?’

I thought she said, ‘The Radion boy,’ and my feet turned to concrete.

I grabbed her sleeve.

‘Who was he?’

She looked at me, without speaking. She looked shocked. Then she made an effort, and nodded towards a little kid, who was crying.

‘The Donovan boy.’

Part of me was glad I’d never heard of him, and part of me wished I had known him. Another part of me didn’t feel anything at all, which made me ashamed.

That crying kid had the Donovan look, all right. His crying was going to guarantee him a spot in Heaven.

The next time I saw Barney he was in his new second-hand Ford Consul, which was sitting in the middle of Church Street outside St Dominic’s, and was on fire. Barney, probably under the influence of the Devil, who he’d been fighting all his life with liberal doses of alcohol, had driven into a tram; his car had then bounced off and promptly blown up.

I was on my way home when I saw it. I had just got off the tram, and walked over to St Dominic’s and looked around in time to see Barney collect the Caulfield tram head on. At first I thought I was seeing things — it was one of those things you never see happening to someone you know. But it was happening, all right. I ran out to Barney and yanked at the door, but I couldn’t shift it, and Barn was off with the fairies. Someone pulled me out of the way, and I stepped back. Then suddenly the whole thing was engulfed in a ball of flame and we all retreated with our hands up.

It was like Tom all over again: there, right in front of me, someone I’d known all my life was going to die. It was as if the death in the river had not been enough. Then, I had not understood what was happening. Then, I had not known the person who had died. This was real, this I could understand, even if I couldn’t understand God’s motives. I mean, what the hell had I done? This question filled my mind as I hopelessly watched the fire.

But then there was a kind of black blur, and a man dived into the flames and yanked the car door open and dragged Barney out. Barney appeared to be okay, but was out cold. However, the priest, Father Jackman, was on fire and had to be put out. A garden hose appeared and was turned on the priest. The rest was confusion which, it turned out, was made worse by me fainting from the heat and smoke, and the shock of it all. But the long and short of it was that I ended up in the front of the ambulance that had Father Jackman and Barney in the back. I don’t know why I’m even bothering to tell you that Mum was ropable when she turned up at the Epworth Hospital to murder me.

The result of my hospitalisation was that the doctor told Mum that I could go home as long as I had a few days off school and stayed in bed and rested. I was to go home with her in an ambulance. I was not allowed to visit Barney, who we were told was in no state to receive visitors, as he was suffering from concussion.

‘Doctor,’ said Mum, ‘I wouldn’t let my boy visit that hopeless excuse for a human if he were the last man alive. And here’s some free medical advice for you: when he wakes up you’ll find that he is not concussed but just dead drunk. And good luck to you getting any sense out of him.’

‘He owes his life to the priest’s quick thinking,’ said the doctor.

‘If that priest had realised who he was saving he might have slowed down a bit and thought things through,’ said Mum, harshly.

‘That’s as may be, but the priest is a hero, though he’ll probably die,’ said the doctor in his tender way.

God save me from doctors.

‘Nurse, I have to pee,’ I announced, when Mum had taken the doctor aside to tell him that I had epilepsy, was a well-known lunatic, and needed as much horrible-tasting medicine and needles as could be arranged.

The nurse drew the curtains around my bed and got a bedpan, which I pushed away. I wasn’t falling for that one.

‘Nurse, I don’t really want a pee. I just wanted to ask you to give a message to my Uncle Barney, who came in with me in the ambulance.’

‘Barney?’

‘He’s out cold — probably drunk. Tall bloke.’

‘Oh, yes. What is it?’

‘Tell him I tried to visit him but Mum wouldn’t let me. Tell him I’m all right. But don’t tell him he was saved by a priest until he gets his strength up.’

Whatever Mum said, it was enough to make the doctor change his mind about letting me go straight home. I was given a nice clean bed for the night, one that was across from the one I had recently occupied for an entirely different reason. A few nurses recognised me and gave me a wave, and I realised that I was famous. I was even half hoping that Mona and her beautiful aunty would drop in and hold my hand. But no such luck. Even Mum didn’t drop in to say goodbye, but shot through without a word, home to her snifter and Bex powder, home to her television.

After they turned down the lights I went for a wander, to find Barney, but couldn’t get past the German guards and the barbed wire. I wondered if there were tunnels, perhaps leading to Dusseldorf. I nodded off thinking of the tunnels we had found, and the little trams with no drivers.

Next day I missed a Latin test. And they say hospitals are useless. After brekky, I went for a walk and found Barney still off with the fairies. On the head of his bed was a card that said: FLANAGAN, Barnabas. No matter how hard I looked at it, it still made no sense. In a glass by the bed was a denture with teeth sticking out of it here and there. Barney’s mouth was wide open, and he needed a shave. You don’t see people at their best in hospital. I reckon even the Queen would look a bit how’s your father if she was lying there like that, with her choppers in a mug. So I sat there for a while beside his bed and watched the nurses coming and going and the crook blokes coughing and cursing. Finally, I bent down to close the door on Barney’s bedside cupboard, which was ajar. Something was sticking out of it.

It was the briefcase. I took it out and opened it — it was unlocked; I guessed Barney had picked it. Inside was a stack of papers in a cardboard cover, and a pack of letters tied with a ribbon. I couldn’t imagine what Barney would be doing with it, and my head was full of the usual confusion that filled it whenever I tried to put it all together. I was short to the tune of one connection. I put the briefcase back as a nurse appeared.

‘Is he all right?’

‘He will be when he’s properly sober.’

‘What happened to his head?’

‘Banged it in the accident, but he’ll live. Do you know him?’

‘He’s my uncle.’

It’s easy to get around in hospitals with that line; without it, you’re a shot-down British airman without papers.

‘Were you in the accident too?’

I was tempted to spin her a yarn: a kid gets an opportunity like that only once in a blue moon. But I settled for the truth, though it hurt my brain.

‘No, I just happened to be there. But I couldn’t do anything. His car was on fire.’

‘Shouldn’t you be in bed?’

‘Is that his briefcase?’

‘It came in with him. Now back to your ward.’

‘What happened to the priest who saved him? Did he die?’

‘No. But he’s very sick. He was badly burnt. You might want to add him to your good-night prayers.’

‘I will.’

The prayer list was getting hard to memorise; I thought I might drop the Pope, as Dad said he was about as useful as a Pekingese guide dog.

As soon as I got back to my bed in Stalag 17 I retrieved some money from my explorer’s bag, which I found in my cabinet, and went down to the old kiosk. I bought myself a couple of superhero comics, and went back to my bed. After reading a top-quality story about The Flash, I went for another walk — the Spirit likes to read his comics a bit at a time, so that it doesn’t feel as though he’s allowed to read them.

Not far away I came across a ward that was chockers with kids in various stages of hospitalisation. Some were covered in plaster or bandages, a very clever way of getting a pretty nurse to feed you junket with hundreds and thousands; some were just lying there looking as sick as a sparrow (one of my own favourites); while some were having a terrific time and chucking things at each other, which told me that they had probably been prisoners for years.

I saw evidence of the comic, the Dinky car, and the game, and I decided on the spot to meet these poor kids, and do a bit of serious swapping before I went home to Blayneyland. At the end of the ward was a wall of windows, so that the guards could keep an eye on the prisoners, and looking through one of them was the same nurse who had told me to get back to my ward. She was now repeating the act, using a lot of violent pointing and nodding, as if I was in for brain surgery.

I turned to go, and saw in the last bed before the door a very curious sight: a little kid who was crying. He had no toys, no comics, and nobody. I stopped and sat on his bed. He reminded me of someone, possibly from a different caper — I like to spread myself around. I decided to investigate.

‘G’day.’

‘H’llo.’

He stopped crying instantly, this turning it on and turning it off thing being a survival skill that Richmond kids possess in cartloads.

‘What’re you in for?’

‘I have to have my tonsils out.’

I saw the problem straight away. Tom and I’d had more tonsils removed than you could shake a stick at. But everyone in our area knew that for every ten kids that went in for this so-called operation, only nine returned. And Peanut’s mate, Shane Purvis, told us that if the doctor was a bit under the weather, he was apt to remove the wrong thing altogether, like an arm or a leg. Tom and I were so sure we were going to die we even picked out our angel clothes (red and white, so all the angels would know who we barracked for) and invented a horrible death for the doctor as a revenge — I can’t tell you what it was because I’m now saving it for Brother Ignatius.

‘Did you know they give you tons of free ice-cream afterwards?’

‘Nuh.’

‘And …’

It suddenly dawned on me how I knew this kid. He was the Harrigan kid, whom I had rescued from a drain a few months before, when he was being kept prisoner by a loony kidnapper who tortured him. I saw the scars on his ear and his head where he had been burnt. He didn’t recognise me, but it was him all right.

‘What?’

‘Um, they let you watch TV ’n’ stuff. It’s okay, don’t worry. Would you like some comics to read?’

He nodded. I could see he was one of those kids for whom a nod is as good as a wink, and speech was practically a waste of breath. He wouldn’t last five minutes as a race caller.

I hurried back to my ward and grabbed the comics. When I returned he was gone: they had taken him away. I left the comics on his side cabinet and headed back to the Australians’ Hut before the guards missed me. With a bit of luck I’d be in time for mess parade.





34 Raspberry pash

Next morning, before I even had a chance to have brekky, Mum turned up and whisked me away in a taxi. I was wearing only my summer pyjamas, as it was far too hot for a dressing gown. Then she was off to the match factory to push people around, and I was left alone to watch television and generally put my feet up. There were no goodies at home, but I still had a fair supply in my explorer’s bag, so I was laughing. Halfway through my Violet Crumble bar I heard the back door being opened with a key. I knew that Mum and Granddad always used the front door, but I also knew that Granddad was lying low so that he could surprise Flame Boy’s dad and kill him. So I reckoned it was Granddad, probably coming home to visit Mrs Morgan next door and get a change of clothes — I’d been keeping an eye on Mrs Morgan’s clothesline and I knew she’d been doing his washing. Not even Mum knew.

‘G’day, Granddad.’

‘Jesus Christ, give a man a heart attack, why don’t ya?’

‘Sorry, Granddad. Are you home for good, or just for a change of clothes?’

He gave me one of those looks that he only gave to Tom and me — and Aunty Queenie.

‘Not much gets past you. Actually, I’m just in and out again. Another few days oughta do it. Shouldn’t you be in school?’

‘Not for a couple of days. The doctor at the hospital said I needed a rest. Lovely bloke, that doctor. They should give him a knighthood.’

‘What flamin’ hospital? Did you have another one of your turns? Ah hell, and I wasn’t here.’

‘Take it easy, Granddad. For a start, I didn’t have one of my turns, and if I do feel like havin’ one you’ll be the first to know. And for another thing, I fainted ’cos I thought Barney was killed in that fire.’ I had a horrible thought. ‘You do know about that, don’t you, Granddad — the fire?’

‘Half of bloody Richmond knows about it. What were you doing there?’

‘I was just getting off the tram. You should have seen it. Father … um … Jackson … Jackman … saved Barney’s life. You know him? He’s the same bloke who stopped that knife fight in the church.’

‘Game little bugger — I heard all about it. I’ll drop in to the hospital later tonight, see how he’s goin’. How was Barney?’

‘He was snorin’ like a draught horse when I left.’

‘Drunk. Ah well, Barn never did know when to stop. Ruined many a good man, and many a bad one, for that matter. The car was destroyed — I’ve seen it.’

‘But they managed to save his briefcase. I saw it at the hospital.’

I was fishing, but I badly needed to get the connection between Barney and Flame Boy before my brain blew a foofer valve.

‘Where did you see it?’

‘In his cupboard. The nurse said it came in with him.’

It was no use trying to keep intelligence from Granddad; he invented it.

‘Ah, I see.’

‘Someone else wants it too: Mr Sanderson. I overheard him talking to some Russian bloke who went to his house and put the acid on him. Something about them all getting back together like old times. Granddad, I didn’t know you wanted it, or I would have told you Keith had it with him ages ago. Keith was saving it for his dad.’

He looked at me for a minute and rubbed his chin. I could hear the wheels turning; it sounded worse than a street sweeper going up a hill. But I could see that he was pleased.

‘No harm done. Not a word of this to Sanderson, mind. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. Eh?’

‘Gotcha.’

Finally he decided, and swung into action, like Batman, despite his size.

A few minutes later he was ready to go out again.

‘Where’s Daphne?’

‘Went mad and we shot her.’ That went over well. I put on my serious face. ‘Gone to visit Mrs Kavanagh, I think. Granddad, is someone after you?’

‘No, boy, but there are one or two people who’d like to know what I’m up to. So if anyone asks where I am, you don’t know, understand?’

I nodded hard.

‘Yep. Granddad?’

‘What?’

‘Are you going to kill Mr Kavanagh?’

He looked at the floor, and sighed.

‘No, boy, course not. I’m not going to kill anyone.’

I sighed too.

‘Good.’

Granddad gave me that look you give a piece of fish when you’re not sure whether to throw it out or give it the benefit of the doubt.

‘The fact is, I’m the bloke Kavanagh’s waiting for; he just doesn’t know it. I need to give him a hand. But no one must know. It’s important that I get to that briefcase before he does, that’s all.’

I nodded. Granddad seemed to know more than I did, maybe more than any of us — I was used to that.

‘Things aren’t what they seem, boy.’

‘I knew it! We had a bit of a chat, and he didn’t try to murder me or anything.’

‘That’s because he’s not a murderer. He’s just a bloke who uses people. He’s been using you, too.’

‘He just wants to help Keith.’

‘No, he doesn’t. He just wants that bloody briefcase. Then the rest of us can go to hell. This time we’re using each other: tit for tat. But I’m in no position to judge — no one is. I just want you to know that the sooner he’s away, the better. And no one is to know. That’s why I want you to forget about his son. No good’ll come of it. I know.’

‘Okay.’

I was saying okay, but only because my brain was full, and I needed time to think. I thought an okay would do the trick. Maybe two.

‘Okay.’

My favourite song was ‘The Happy Wanderer’, except I kept forgetting the words. I was just up to the bit that goes


Val-deri, Val-dera,

Val-deri,

Val-dera-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha



and laughing pretty loudly, when there was a knock at the door. It was Mrs Morgan from next door.

‘Hello,’ says she. ‘Is your granddad home?’

‘Sorry, Mrs Morgan. Haven’t seen him for … mmm … let’s see —’

‘I just heard his voice.’

Granddad’s and her houses were joined in the middle. Basically, if Granddad had thought too loud, she would have heard it.

‘He had to leave. It’s hush-hush. I swore I wouldn’t tell a soul.’

‘I’ve only known him for thirty-five years.’

‘Oh, yeah. Well, even I don’t know where he went. He just grabbed his fresh socks and left.’

She had a worried look on her face. They had become like the flamin’ Bobbsey Twins since Nanna Taggerty died.

‘Just between the two of us, I think he’s gone to the hospital to see Barney and the priest who saved Barney’s life.’

‘I don’t know why that priest bothered.’ A popular opinion: Barney had his faults. ‘But thanks. And shouldn’t you be at school?’

‘I fainted, and the doctor said I needed a rest. Not a bad sort of a doctor, really.’

‘Well, I agree with him. And as there’s no one around, why don’t you come over to my place for lunch, and I’ll see if I can find something special?’

I knew that Granddad would say yes, even if he was afraid of his own daughter. The trick, of course, was not to tell her.

‘You talked me into it, Aunty Vera.’

So I bunged on a pair of thongs and shot through for a while.

I managed to pull off the whole caper in total secrecy, which is why they call me the Spirit. And I was so pleased with myself that when I got home I not only sang ‘The Happy Wanderer’ a few times, but also a medley of tunes from Oklahoma!, including my favourite, ‘Everything’s up to Date in Kansas City’.

By the time Mum arrived home from being the Boss, I had cleaned up and switched off the TV and was lying on the bed, looking like I still hadn’t had a decent rest. If your mother comes home and finds you scoffing cream biscuits, and knee-deep in afternoon television, you’ve only got yourself to blame for the consequences.

‘What have you been up to?’ said Mum, coming up the stairs.

I didn’t answer: that’s the correct answer.

‘Are you feeling better?’

She was in the room now, so appearances were everything.

‘I’m terrific. I tried to watch TV but it gave me a headache.’

‘That’s it. No television for you tonight.’

Normally, that would have stung like a backhander, but you can’t afford to have anything go wrong at this stage. So no TV it was.

I was just wondering what form of fun kids have in orphanages, where there’s no television, when there was a noise downstairs and Charles Dixon appeared at the door looking like someone had kicked the bucket.

I pretended I was half dead, and weakly raised a claw and beckoned to him.

He came over and leant over the bed.

‘Closer,’ I whispered.

He put his face near mine.

‘Closer.’

His nose was touching mine. I could feel his breath.

‘Hello, Charlie!’

‘Oh, you’re not sick at all!’

‘Shh. Shut the door. I’m as sick as a parrot, if anyone asks. How’s school?’

‘Oh, everyone’s talking about the fire, of course, and how you and Father Jackman jumped into that burning car and saved that bloke’s life.’

‘Really?’

I reckon the truth is like bubble gum: it’s useless until it’s been stretched a bit. I didn’t ask him what made him think that, as it’s not my way to question my friends and fellow Olympians.

‘They say Father Jackman’s going to die.’

‘Nah, he’s a game little bugger. Anyway, I’m praying for him.’

‘Yeah. Jeez. I s’pose I will too. We’re having a special Mass for him tomorrow, and the whole school’s going.’

‘Will you tell Brother Gerard that I said I’m sorry I can’t come to the Mass? The doctor said I have to rest.’

‘You bet. Look, I brought you a couple of comics. You can keep ’em.’

Charles put his hand in mine. It was warm and dry, not like I thought a boy’s hand would feel. We held hands for a while. Then he suddenly got up and left, without saying goodbye. I wondered why he did that. I thought I might have overdone the acting thing and frightened him. I do tend to do that. I would remind him it was an act next time I saw him, but not before tomorrow’s Mass. I wished I could be there when he told Brother Gerard. But you can’t have everything, otherwise I’d be sitting down at our old house with Tom watching Jet Jackson, and listening to Dad singing ‘Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?’ and doing both parts.

I was just getting into my Frank Sinatra imitation when Mum suddenly stuck her head around the door and announced that I had another visitor, though, judging from the look on her face, I thought it might be the police or the fire brigade, both of whom like to keep in touch.

My bedroom was busier than the show-bag pavilion on closing day. I only just had time to bung on my sick look when Mona’s face appeared under Mum’s. For a second it was like looking at one of those flip books where the angry dial turns into the pretty one, then Dial A disappears, leaving Dial B. But before she left, Mum pushed the door all the way open. She probably thought I needed the air.

Mona sat on the bed and held my hand and gazed at me as if I was a rabbit. I gazed back: this is the way to handle the female of the species. Pretty soon my eyes began to water from all the gazing, and so did Mona’s, though not from gazing — I can tell the difference. She started kneading my hand as if she was going to make a scone out of it.

‘Sweetheart,’ she whispered, ‘are you all right?’

She smoothed my hair: it made no difference.

‘I’m still a bit weak. I have to spend a few days in bed.’

‘All the girls at school are talking about how you saved Father Jackman. I told them all you were my boyfriend. We went to Mass and prayed for Father, but I prayed for you. The church was full of flowers. One fell off and I saved it for you. Here.’

She gave me a busted dahlia. But I was more concerned about all the other things she’d said. I like my surprises in small packs, like my lollies. In fact, the only thing I like in large packs are fireworks. I was still gazing, but I was realising that all the girls at Vaucluse now knew that I was her boyfriend, and I wondered what I would do if she and Josephine Thompson sat next to each other again. Probably join the French Foreign Legion. I was also realising that the story had got around that I had saved Father Jackman. Funnily enough, I did not feel completely terrific about either of these stories, because Blind Nellie could see how both could cause problems.

But I wasn’t going to complain as long as Mona De Coney was sitting on my bed, holding my hand and practically crying because I nearly got killed. The Spirit of Progress knows which side his bread is buttered on.

‘Here,’ she said and reached into her school bag. I was a bit peckish, so I was hoping that it was a pineapple doughnut — I admit that it was a faint hope. However, it was a Mad book. There’s an old saying that you can’t have too many of those, so I was still pretty happy.

‘Mona, that priest —’

‘Shh, save your strength.’

‘It was him who —’

‘Shh, sweetheart.’

‘I’m not —’

She leant over and gave me a kiss — it was really more of a pash. I gave that kiss a nine on a new scale I’d invented just for kisses: The Pash Scale. Something about it reminded me of raspberry jelly babies. I think that if it had reminded me of a pineapple doughnut, I might have given it a ten.

After that, the arse fell out of the staying home sick business. Mum had found Mona’s visit a bit stressful — it was the quiet bits that did it; if only you could talk and pash at the same time, you’d have the problems of the world licked — and declared that if I was fit to have visitors, I was fit for school.

I therefore returned to school the next day, and found myself an object of interest. Brother Gerard did not give me a hard time, probably because I looked a bit pale, a talent that Tom and I were born with, and which the brothers still didn’t know about, in my case. Even we didn’t know how we did it, but we were able to do something to our fizzogs that suddenly turned them from Captured British Airman pink to Japanese Prison Camp Commandant yellow. It helped if you thought of eating a chunder sambo. There’s more to it than that, of course, but you can start there.

So Brother Gerard was generally treating me like a returned war hero, and I was keeping a low profile, which is what Granddad and I always do at the track, so as not to make the punters skittish. My strategy came horribly unglued at lunch time, when a large kid who looked a bit like the Creature from the Black Lagoon, only wearing a St Dom’s uniform, came up to me and punched me in the back of the head so hard that I went down like a bag of briquettes and scraped my face on the concrete. Funny part is, I had seen him coming, got his number straight away, and turned to see which unfortunate kid was going to cop it from him, when he hit me.

‘That’s for being a show off, Blayney. I’ll give you another one tomorrow.’

It wasn’t a long conversation so I managed to get the gist of it. And I knew what had happened. It was God, my nemesis, getting his own back for me letting people think that I was a hero. God, having no arms or legs, has to use bullies to do his dirty work. Hence Hitler.

After school I walked up to the Epworth Hospital — it was conveniently placed — to see Barney. I found him awake, but not a happy little Vegemite.

‘G’day, Barn.’

‘G’day, young feller. They tell me you tried to save me. I won’t forget that — never. Christ, a bloke’s as dry as a camel’s crotch.’

‘Any time, Barn. In the end I was no use at all, but. They even brought me in here for a while ’cos I flaked out.’

‘What happened to your face? Did that happen at the accident?’

‘Nah, a kid at school jobbed me. Sneaked up on me. That’s what I came to see you about.’

‘Yer want me to go around and heave a brick through his window?’

‘Nuh. Thanks anyway.’

‘How about I give him a bit of a fright with the old Bowie knife?’ He patted his lower leg, where he usually kept it hidden. ‘He’d never touch yer again.’

‘I was thinking more of asking Granddad to teach me how to beat the bejesus out of him.’

‘Now, now: language.’

‘’Cept I don’t know where Granddad is. But you do.’

‘I’m not supposed to say.’

‘Strewth, Barn, I won’t tell anyone. I never told anyone you had that briefcase.’

‘I was taking it to a friend’s place. Family heirloom. Belonged to his old mum.’

‘I didn’t come down in the last shower. The last time I saw that briefcase it was with Keith Kavanagh, the kid who was staying at our place when it burnt down.’

‘Kavanagh, Kavanagh …’

I groaned. ‘And speaking of briefcases, how did you get your hands on it? The kid left a note at his hideout saying that it wasn’t there. I thought he’d hidden it.’

Barney was embarrassed.

‘I was keeping an eye on you, and I saw you come out of Tannery Lane. I reckoned the Kavanagh kid had it in there, and I was right.’

‘But his note said it wasn’t there.’

‘Didn’t see that; didn’t have to. I’ve been doing B&Es long enough to know how people hide things. It’s my job, just like your job is to look out for your mates — see, I know you.’

‘You were following me.’

‘Sorry, young feller, but I was under owner’s riding orders. That briefcase had to be delivered to someone. I would have made it too, ’cept for that useless bloody tram driver.’

‘I still need to talk to Granddad.’

Barney was tossing up which would be worse for him: letting me get murdered by a bully, or telling me where Granddad’s secret hideout was. The look on his face was worth a photo.

‘Okay, this is how you get there.’





35 The hideout

It was a long way to the address he gave. Barney told me whose house it was, and that Granddad was holed up in a little place around the back. The place was a mansion in Studley Park Road. I had been told that I had to enter by going down the lane behind it, and that if anyone spotted me within cooee of the house I was to turn around and go home, and call off the trip permanently. I had to take a few trams to get there and I was aware that once I had crossed the river I was in Hawthorn, which is enemy football territory. It made me feel like a traitor to the Swannies, as I was neither visiting an aunt nor going to Glenferrie Oval to watch a match.

By the time I got there I was bushed, and thirsty enough to drink from a horse trough (though I couldn’t find one). But the mission came first — that was the Code of the Superheroes. I got off the tram just past the mansion, and walked down a side street and down a lane. It was a posh area, but it had lanes just like everywhere else.

Using my powerful Kimball O’Hara memory I found the back gate, which was marked just the way Barney said it would be, and took a peek through the hole to see if the coast was clear. Then I opened the gate and crept in. I knew there was no dog because I checked with Barney first — your superhero does not want to be torn to bits halfway through his mission, and I did not have Zac, my faithful and ferocious Labrador, with me, as he was still having a well-earned holiday with the Sandersons.

Inside I found a whole series of sheds, large and small, and a few small houses. It was like a little town inside a castle wall. I found the little house I was after, and knocked. The door was opened by Uncle Seamus.

He stuck his head out and took a look around, and hauled me in like a flathead at the same time. The door couldn’t have been open for more than three seconds.

‘Well, well, look what the cat dragged in,’ said Granddad.

‘Hello, Granddad. Hello, Uncle Seamus. Long time no see.’

Uncle Seamus laughed his big laugh that sounded like it was coming from the other end of an underground drain, and Granddad made a face like he’d just had a needle in his bum — there was a lot of that going around.

‘Bloody Barney,’ said Uncle Seamus, making it sound like four words.

‘Couldn’t be helped,’ said Granddad.

‘D’ja get the briefcase from Barn, Granddad?’

‘It’s safe and sound, so don’t you worry.’

‘What were the papers about?’ I asked, innocently.

‘Now how do you know what’s in that briefcase?’ asked Granddad.

I didn’t want to tell them that I peeked at the hospital, as that was sneaky.

‘Keith told me when I found him with it … under the church … St Felix’s. Also —’

‘Under a bloody church!’ said Uncle Seamus. ‘What the hell was it doing under a bloody church?’

‘Keith hid it there. He’s had it ever since it was first buried, years ago. He thought his dad would come back for it.’

‘Well, he was right about that. But he couldn’t find it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because somebody bloody moved it, that’s why! Anyway, it’s none of your business, boy.’

I wish I had two bob for every time I’ve heard that; I could afford a pet boa constrictor.

‘For all we know,’ said Uncle Seamus, ‘Kavanagh could be popping grapes from the hospital kiosk into Barney’s fevered mouth right now, and listening to his life story into the bargain.’

It was on the tip of my tongue to say that Barney would never dob on a mate, when I looked at Granddad and saw him look at me. We were remembering the same thing: that when Granddad got dragged in for questioning a year back over the matter of possession of a firearm (which was really an unfortunate mistake), it was because Barney dobbed in a lot of people around town to avoid being jailed for an entirely different matter (to wit, the striking of a plainclothesman). Then we both looked at Uncle Seamus. There was more head turning than a greyhound race.

‘Also, Mr Sanderson wants that briefcase.’

Uncle Seamus raised his eyebrows at Granddad.

‘The ASIO bloke I told you about. The two of ’em’ — he nodded towards me — ‘are as thick as thieves.’

‘I’m listening.’

Granddad gave me the nod.

‘What’s AS–?

‘The government.’

‘But last year he told me he worked for some other crowd.’

‘That wasn’t the truth. He was just putting you off.’

I hadn’t thought of Mr S as not telling the truth, but then I reminded myself that he was an adult, after all. So I supposed he didn’t have to.

‘Tell Uncle Seamus about you and Sanderson.’

‘I saw a lady get murdered in his house, last year. The lady was a copper, like Mr Sanderson — one of the special ones. That’s how I met him. He and Mrs Sanderson like me, and let me stay on weekends.’ I waited, but Uncle Seamus sat like a statue, with his eyebrows raised in a permanent question. I pushed on. ‘He wants me to do well. He’s very interested in Keith Kavanagh and his briefcase, though I think he’d like to see Keith locked up. I think he hates Keith’s dad too. At first I was trying to get the briefcase for him, but then I found out that Granddad wanted it, so I changed sides. And Mr Sanderson had a visit from a Russian who asked about it and was pretty upset when Mr S said he didn’t have it. He said he only wanted the letters that were in it and Mr S could keep the rest.’

Uncle Seamus was giving me the strangest look, so I pushed on. ‘Mr Sanderson called him First Secretary … Bobrov. He told Mr Sanderson to give his regards to the Larsons —’

Granddad turned to Seamus.

‘The Zukovs.’

‘Mr Sanderson said they were Swedish.’

‘No, they’re not Swedish, they’re Russian.’

I was losing the thread.

‘Mr and Mrs Crawley’ — I turned to Uncle Seamus, who looked as if he was stuck in a time warp — ‘Mr and Mrs Sandersons’ next-door neighbours, told me the Larsons stayed with the Sandersons once and that Mr Larson sold Volvos. Anyway, that’s how I got the name for my secret club. But after what Granddad said I decided to call it the Olympians. Granddad, you won’t tell Mr Sanderson I told you, will you? It’s just that I didn’t know you wanted the briefcase until now.’

He wagged the rissole.

That seemed to cover just about everything.

‘Oh, and Mrs … Lucky … Mona De Coney’s aunty asked me about it too. Sorry, Granddad. I should have mentioned it the other day, but you had enough on your mind, you know, with Barney’s crash ’n’ stuff.’

‘Who the hell is Mona De Coney’s aunty?’ asked Uncle Seamus, looking as though he’d been struck by lightning.

‘Luca Martello,’ said Granddad.

‘Martello! You’ve been hobnobbing with the Martellos?’

‘Lucky is just Mona’s aunty.’

‘Ah, I see. Or rather, I don’t see. Oh wait, this wouldn’t be the same Mona who’s the love of your life, would it not? But the coincidence, Archie, the coincidence!’

I got a hell of a fright when Uncle Seamus said that word, because I had just about convinced myself that coincidence was all in the mind, where Aunty Betty said my epilepsy was, and now I realised that it was real to these two, who between them seemed to know a lot about the world. Worse, I saw clearly that it was a bad thing, like cavities. He might as well have said: ‘But the cavities, Archie, the cavities!’

‘Tell me, young kin of mine, how did you meet the bewitching Mona in the first place?’

‘Granddad sent me over to pick up some schoolbooks that Johnny De Coney didn’t need anymore.’

‘And you met the beautiful Mona.’

‘Yeah.’

‘A Martello.’

‘Her aunty is.’

He raised his eyebrows at Granddad again.

‘George Martello’s niece; I wasn’t to know.’

‘Christ Almighty!’ said Uncle Seamus, slamming his exercise book down on the table and fixing me with the evil eye. ‘But why, Arch, did you send young Lochinvar into that pit of vipers? Am I going mad?’

‘He was just supposed to pick up a few books, not become a member of the family.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s the curse of the Taggertys.’

‘Let me see if I understand this. Young Lochinvar here just happens to be a friend of this ASIO mate of yours, the same man who has been given the job of getting his hands on this briefcase before Kavanagh hands it over to the Russians in order to secure his new life in sunny Moscow and deprive Herr Menzies of the upper hand in the battle for diplomatic supremacy over Russia.’ He kept me fixed, though he was not seeing me at all. ‘And by the loveliest piece of good fortune, Young Lochinvar is some kind of brother-in-arms to Firebrand Willy the Younger, who’d taken off with the aforesaid item, for the purpose of assisting his long-lost sire to defect to a better, if redder, place.’

This was a side of Uncle Seamus I had not seen, and did not want to see again.

Granddad made the frog mouth and nodded, like a duck watching a yo-yo.

But Uncle Seamus had found the gear lever.

‘And now our parfait knight has been ensnared in the web of G A Martello, who would cheerfully use the contents of that briefcase to make the Trades Hall look more of a collection of reds than they already are, and so hand the next election to the Royalists and — feel free to jump in if I have misread the situation — secure for himself a Papal Knighthood into the bargain.’ He stopped, but continued to stare at me, seeming to read my face, but not really seeing me at all. Finally, he sat back and looked at Granddad as if he had just noticed that he had recently had a haircut.

‘But what I don’t understand is why this Martello woman —’

‘Lucky.’

‘– this Martello agent —’

I went red. I was beginning to feel like a bit of a dill. He had confirmed my suspicion about her. But I still thought he was being a bit harsh. She was really very nice in lots of ways. And she had a sports car. Perhaps, like Barney, he didn’t know all that much about women, in spite of knowing a lot of them.

‘— thought you knew anything about the briefcase in the first place.’

Granddad looked at me with the same question in his eyes. I hated to tell him that I had spilt the beans, but I had not meant to. Still.

‘When I mentioned our new secret society she started asking me heaps of questions.’ They were waiting. ‘Our headquarters is around at the Sandersons’ place. See, I told her that I was going to call it the Larsons —’

‘I thought I told you not to mention them to anyone.’

‘I know; I forgot.’

‘Strewth. Now listen: I’m going to tell you what happened.’

‘Arch —’

‘It’s all right, Seamus; he needs to know what he’s got himself into, and why’ — he turned to me — ‘he has got to stay out of it. D’ya hear me?’

I nodded the googie.

‘Now, these Larsons — they were Russians who worked here and passed secrets to a bloody fool in ASIO called Kavanagh. I say a bloody fool, because he gave them secrets in return. It was in all the newspapers. Finally, he got his hands on something that was so hot he couldn’t do anything with it. He put it in a briefcase and hid it.

‘When the Russians found out what the Larsons had been getting up to they were hopping mad, but in the end, they couldn’t do much about it. So the Larsons were allowed to stay here under an assumed name — that’s Larson — and went into hiding. Since then they’ve changed their name again, so now they really have disappeared, and you can forget all about them. Sanderson organised the whole thing. The other Russians were sent packing back to where they came from. Kavanagh had nowhere to go, so he got himself arrested for arson.’

‘And, Mr Sanderson said, for killing a bloke.’

‘No, that’s not how it happened. A bloke did die in the fire; that part is true. But the fire was well alight when Kavanagh turned up. All he did was call the fire brigade and shoot through with the bloody briefcase. He didn’t even know that feller was in there. As soon as it was safely stashed, he turned himself in. Does that sound like the Fergus Kavanagh you heard about?’

‘Nuh.’

‘That’s right. Anyway, his plan backfired, and he ended up being charged with treason and sent away for a long time. He could’ve escaped any time, but he’s been waiting for the right moment. He knew it was just a matter of time before the Russians would be allowed to return, then he would give them the briefcase in return for a new life in Russia. It was his ticket out.’

‘Keith saw him hide the briefcase. He knew his dad would be back for it. When he moved into our place, I think he brought it with him. He’s been moving it around. He’s going to Russia with his dad.’

‘Fergus Kavanagh travels alone, son. He wouldn’t take his son to the pictures, let alone to Russia.’

‘But why do you and Uncle Seamus want it, Granddad?’ The Spirit occasionally plays dumb, a trick he learnt from his granddad.

‘Never you mind. And don’t you worry about Sanderson — you did the right thing. Anyway, the bloody thing’ll be gone soon and we can all get back to making an honest living. But that Sanderson bloke isn’t what he seems. Nice enough feller and everything — I know that. But he’d do anything to get his hands on that briefcase, and he can’t have it.’

‘As for that ASIO crowd, I probably shouldn’t have mentioned them. I want you to forget what I said about them. Anyway, the less you know, the better. I worked with blokes like him during the war. You won’t be able to lie to him.’

‘I already know that, Granddad. Remember that thing you taught me, for when I want to tell a fib and look into someone’s eyes at the same time, by pretending I’m somewhere else, having a good time?’

‘Did you try it on Sanderson?’

‘Yeah: one time last year. But it didn’t work. He even asked me if you taught me how to do it.’

‘What’d I say? You be straight with him, and he’ll be straight with you. Just don’t tell him anything unless he asks. And don’t ever repeat this conversation to a living soul. All right?’

I nodded. ‘Okay.’

I was glad that conversation was over. I mean, I had gathered heaps of valuable intelligence, but I realised that when it came to the Larsons I had made a complete idiot of myself, probably not for the first time — I thought of Mona and Josephine — but definitely for the last.

There was a lot of silence after that, while they made a cuppa, and Uncle Seamus lit a pipe. I made myself comfortable in a lounge chair, and watched them think.

Granddad’s way of thinking was to get moving, like most little guys. He was organising cups of tea like a member of the Ladies Auxiliary at a church picnic. The last time I’d seen him like this was when Nanna died. He spent a lot of time cleaning the house, and tidying up the back yard, which must have frightened a lot of small creatures. Then he started on the garden, which was actually in good nick already, and threw out anything that looked even a tiny bit like a weed, including a lot of flowers that had made the mistake of not actually having flowers on them that day.

By the time he was finished the whole place looked neater than Captain Cook’s Cottage. The only flowers that had no chance of being thrown out were the gladdies, as Nanna loved them. He then hopped the fence and got stuck into Mrs Morgan’s garden, while she made cups of tea for him. Her husband had died years before, during the war, in New Guinea. He had been flying a fighter and had run out of petrol, and was never seen again.

She looked a bit down when she told us that, so Tom said, ‘Maybe the Fuzzy Wuzzies found him and took him back to their village and made him their king. Maybe he’s still there — you never know.’

‘No, boys, the kindest thing would be if he was killed in the crash.’

So her back yard needed cleaning up as well. She let him carry on like this until he ran out of energy, then she invited him over for dinner.

I had never had an opportunity to observe Uncle Seamus when he was thinking, and I noticed that he was forever turning to his exercise book and writing in it with a pencil. His writing was neat and small, so he was able to get a lot on a page, though he never ruled a margin, which would have got him into trouble at my school. As he thought he wrote, and as he wrote he made booming mumblings that sounded like a bee down a plug-hole. In the end I went over to the table and took a peek at his secret plans. It was poetry.

It turned out that Granddad was the only one doing any real planning.

‘Here’s what we do: boy, you go home the way you came — don’t let anyone see you leave. Seamus, you keep working on that poem.’ He winked at me. ‘And I’ll go out for a little while, and put that flamin’ briefcase somewhere else, because this place is now about as secret as Happy Hammond’s nickname.’

‘What do I do after I get home? Want me to find Keith? He’ll still be looking for his dad. And his dad —’

‘No, no, this is none of your concern. You forget all about that kid, and the briefcase. And mind, not a word to that Martello woman about any of this.’

He wasn’t smiling, and was giving me his serious look, so I knew he was worried. All over a couple of papers.

‘I could hide it for you. I know lots of places.’

He kept looking at me.

‘Tell me one that Russell Sanderson couldn’t possibly work out.’

I couldn’t.

‘What happened to your face?’ he said, looking at me in a new way.

‘That’s what I came to see you about. A big kid at school flattened me for … trying to help Barn.’

‘Tell you what, challenge him to a fight, say, Friday night after school.’

‘He’ll kill me.’

‘No he won’t. I have to organise a few things. But I’ll be home tomorrow and give you a few pointers. Then you can kill him.’

‘Sounds good.’

It sounded good, but it felt bad.

When I got home Mum was hopping mad.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ She had her hands on her hips, like when she was pushing people around at the match factory.

‘I was kept in for talking and had to do a whole lot of writing and stuff.’ Her face hadn’t changed. ‘Then I had to go and visit Tubby Maculitis because it was his birthday, but he can’t have a party because he’s a diabetic — that’s why he’s home sick — and he told us we would’ve had to eat lettuce ’n’ stuff.’ Her face still hadn’t changed. ‘Then I went to the Archbishop’s house in Kew.’

‘I’ll give you Archbishop’s house in a minute.’





36 The Look

Granddad reckoned that the best place to hide from the enemy would be in the enemy’s castle. He was brilliant.

‘But, Granddad, I thought you and Archbishop Mannix were like that.’ I did the lucky crossed-fingers sign.

‘We are, but there are a few things we don’t see eye to eye on, especially since he started hanging out with the wrong sort of people.’

‘You mean those DLP rats.’

He pressed his lips together, and I thought I might have gone too far. I just assumed that it was the DLP rats that were the cause of all our problems at that time.

‘Yes, as a matter of fact, though I know you wouldn’t have heard that from Sanderson.’

‘That’s what Mum calls them, and Mrs Carruthers, and Barney, and —’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘Still, Granddad, if the Archbishop is hanging out with the wrong sort of people, isn’t it a bit risky being here?’

‘Nah. Your Uncle Seamus has been pissing in his pocket for years. Mannix thinks the sun shines out of his arse.’

‘How come he lives in his back yard?’

‘He’s a gardener here.’

I thought about how Uncle Seamus was definitely a sandwich short of a picnic, and wondered how he’d hold down any job at all, let alone one that required the care of living things. Also, I’d seen the lawns out the front, and they looked like the work of a man who had all the tiles on his roof. Granddad caught the look on my face — I must have had one.

‘It’s a long story,’ said Granddad, meaning ‘don’t ask’. ‘So, what about our lesson in the manly art of self-defence? Who is this bully?’

‘Everyone calls him Oby.’

‘What kind of silly name is that?’

‘It’s short for O’Brien. His name’s Brian O’Brien.’

‘Well, he won’t be able to pronounce Brian O’Brien without lisping by the time you’re finished with him.’

I swallowed. I was thinking that Granddad might beat me up worse than Oby could while he was giving me these lessons of his. I was not exactly made of steel, like Superman, as you may have guessed; I was more your Man of Plasticine — the kind you get by mixing up all the colours. But Granddad had been an Australian Boxing Champ, and had never steered me wrong before (unless you count that tip he gave me on the dogs last year: I asked Uncle Seb to put a couple of bob on it for me, and it fell over at the turn; I’ll never back a greyhound again, though whippets I had yet to try).

‘Okay, Granddad. But don’t beat me up. I mean, I don’t want the kids to know I’ve had boxing lessons unless I get into strife; they might think I’m a bully or something.’

‘Don’t worry. How do you think I got to the top? Not on the strength of me perfect physique or me amazing boxing prowess. Hell, I know more about needlework than I do about boxing. Nah, I got to the top — twice — by being the filthiest fighter in the country.’

‘No, Granddad, you wouldn’t fight dirty, would you?’

‘Wouldn’t I just? Here, let me show you the most valuable trick in the book for a young feller just starting out in life. My father taught it to me, and it saved me bacon on more than one occasion when I was a lad.’

He grabbed the arm of the chair and stood up slowly, then, quick as a flash, with a look on his face as if he’d just seen the Queen with her clothes off, he jumped into the boxing stance I’d seen in the picture of him down at Ryrie’s Gym.

‘Now stand like me. Left foot forwards. Turn right a little. Hands up high, so he can’t see your eyes, like this.’

He got all the adjustments right.

‘Now watch me.’

He lowered his fists to chest level, and drew them apart, then turned to face me square on.

‘This is how your bully fights. Now, look at my eyes and take a little step towards me with your left foot and punch about an inch with your right, then hit me in the nose with your left hand, hard.’

‘I’ll hurt you.’

‘You won’t even touch me. Look at my eyes and do it as soon as I blink. Go on.’

We waited for a long time while Granddad pretended to be a bully and said horrible things to get me into the right mood, like: you’re a gutless wonder, Blayney, and your mother works in the match factory (as if that wasn’t cool). Finally he blinked, and I shot out a fist. He moved his head quickly to the side and shot out a couple of flat hands to both sides of my head, gently, before I could see them coming.

‘If I hadn’t moved, I’d be crying for my mummy right now, and you’d be the new Boy Wonder.’

‘But Oby’s a lot bigger than me. I mean, you and I are the same height.’

‘He’s got knackers, hasn’t he?’

We carried on the lesson until I had got it right, and I had learnt to pull the punch.

‘Now, on the day, you must not pull the punch. What we’re aiming to do is make him lose interest in the contest at the first punch. He’ll never touch you again.’

Next day I went over to Oby’s gang at playtime, and said hello.

‘What? Come over for another belting, Blayney?’

They all laughed.

‘Yeah, tomorrow night, after school.’

I don’t know why I was saying tomorrow night, when I’d had my one and only boxing lesson, but I thought it best to follow riding instructions.

‘How about right now?’

The schedule had been altered. I suddenly knew how Field Marshal Rommel must have felt when he received news that the arm-wrestling contest with Uncle Seamus had been brought forward. My mouth went dry. It was like that time I ate sawdust to win threepence from Bernie Aldersear, and lost.

‘Suits me.’

I couldn’t believe I had actually said that, but the voice was horribly familiar, and so was the stupidity, which had TB stamped all over it.

‘Shelter shed. Let’s go.’

The whole gang moved off as if they were used to seeing fights, and all the kids in my class suddenly appeared in a black and red throng, looking like a swarm of red-backs, and hurried along with us, because, to my horror, I was hurrying, as if I was looking forward to being killed.

Only a small crowd of big kids actually entered the shelter shed, because it was their shed, but they made a space for the two of us to come in. I thought that with so many big kids around, one of them would say this has gone far enough, and make us shake hands, and that would be that, and we would live happily ever after. That’s what I thought.

I could see, as we shaped up to each other — Oby in the bully’s stance as predicted by Granddad, and me in the boxing stance, as shown — that Oby was worried. He had only hit me once before, and that had been from behind. He now had the look of a punter who had bet the family pay packet: in short, the look of someone who had been punching little kids inside out for so long that he had overlooked the possibility of someone shaping up to him without pissing in his pants (though it was a near thing).

‘Tell you what, Blayney, I’ll let you throw the first punch, to give you a sportin’ chance.’

Granddad had told me that this might happen.

I took a tiny step forwards with my left foot and shot out my right hand a few inches from my head. Oby nearly died of heart failure, and reacted by shaking quickly from head to foot, lifting his left, and dropping his right, so that his head came in front of my left shoulder. I punched him hard on the end of his nose and turned my shoulder at the same time. There was a crack, and down he went, on his bum, with blood everywhere. And screaming — the screaming of the defeated warrior or, should I say, bully.

Consequences. Where do I begin? In Brother Timothy’s office. Brother Timothy was the principal, and a man whom, I had heard, was normally very hard to get to see. Imagine my surprise, therefore, when only five minutes later I found myself sitting in his office, wondering to what I owed this good fortune. And then again, not.

You would think that the Reverend Brother would want to be the first to shake my hand for doing the work that all the brothers, lay teachers, priests and parents put together could not do. If so, you’d be wrong.

Brother Timothy breezed in and sat down, as I stood up and waited.

‘I hope you’re happy. You have broken the O’Brien boy’s nose.’

‘I —’

‘Silence!’

He got it.

‘His father and his grandfather went to this school. His oldest brother is training to be a De La Salle brother. He has cousins in convents.’

There was a long pause while he gave me the evil eye, the same evil eye I had been given by a murderer, a fat copper who used to live near our house before it mysteriously burnt down, other assorted police, firemen, nuns who had been trained by the Gestapo, and my mother. You could say that he was wasting a perfectly good evil eye that he could have used on one of the school’s real troublemakers. Also, I was wondering about the cousins in the convents — I still am.

He waved a bit of paper, which I recognised.

‘I have here a letter from Mother Sylvester, at St Felix’s. She describes you as a troublemaker with a mental problem. After what just happened I can only agree. What am I to do with you? If I expel you, you will end up at the high school, or worse, the technical school, and you will probably end up in prison, like half the members of your family.’

I thought that was a bit rough: dragging in my great-grandfather, my grandfather, my dad, two — no, three — uncles, oh, yeah, and Uncle Seamus, who’d been put in the cells a few times. And a few people who might as well have been uncles, like Barney. The men in my family were good at getting by, that was all, and besides, they came from Richmond, where it was well known that there was a lot of prejudice in the local police force, and no brains and no balls, to boot. I could tell you their stories, but it would be like the tale of Ned Kelly, who my great-grandmother from Benalla fed and clothed, and would have you crying, as it always did with Uncle Seamus. Anyway, Brother Timothy was wrong: it was definitely less than half.

I remained silent.

‘I have another note from a Doctor Dunnett, saying that you suffer from epilepsy, and that you should not be distressed. What piffle! Let me tell you something, Mister Blayney: you may be able to pull that old schoolboy routine on some feeble-minded doctor, but you will not pull it on your teachers. You might have the protection of His Grace, the Archbishop, today, but His Grace is an old man, and will not be with us much longer. And the moment he dies, I shall ensure that you are the first to know. Now, what have you to say?’

‘O’Brien was a bully, Brother.’

He collapsed a bit at the shoulders.

‘Yes, he was.’

I was now more famous than Ned Kelly and Squizzy Taylor put together, and it was predicted by a number of kids who saw me around and about that I would end up in jail, or in a loony bin (though this loony bin thing had been going on since I started having fits, which had by now been witnessed by all and sundry, from shop assistants to clippies, and which should have killed me a dozen times over). But there were a few kids who were six lengths in front of me when it came to being locked up, and that O’Brien kid was one, though Granddad said he would probably end up being a copper.

Flame Boy was another. He was heading for the loony bin in leaps and bounds, though he had not been seen since the Great Fires of Richmond. Even Tony Capra said his family had stopped making cut lunches for him, and he personally thought that Flame Boy might have gone to New Zealand, though I doubted it, as I knew that New Zealand was in, well, New Zealand.

Brother Timothy had intended to scare me, and he had succeeded. I spent the rest of the day hoping like hell that the Archbishop would not do anything stressful and would remember to have a Bex and a good lie down every day after lunch. But I realised I couldn’t go on like this.

Straight after school I went to the only place I fitted in.

Mrs Radion was cooking when I walked into the back yard, my usual way of going into their place, and I could smell something sweet through the back flyscreen door. She called to me without looking up.

‘Raffi, dear, come in here and taste this.’

It was a long time since anyone had called me dear, if you don’t count Mrs S, who called me dear every time she opened her mouth. So I wasn’t in a hurry to spoil the moment.

I opened the door and walked in and saw Mrs Radion still stirring. She was the same size and height as Mum, and had her hair done the same way, a bit long at the back. It was even the same colour, kind of blonde, but slightly reddish, if you looked closely. When she turned around and saw me, she got either a surprise or a fright, or something they haven’t invented a word for yet, but which makes you jump. I thought she was going to tell me I ought to know better than to walk in without knocking, but the fact was that in our part of the world, that wasn’t really counted as a bad thing, especially if you were a kid.

‘I suppose I better get used to that. Raffi’s not here. He’s gone down to the shop. I was just going to give him a lick of this, but you’ll do.’

I had a lick of the spoon, and it turned out to be a spicy cake mixture. When you’re twelve you know these things.

‘It’s pretty good.’

‘It’s a cinnamon roll, or it will be soon.’

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her that Mum wouldn’t have even got to the turn out of the straight with a cinnamon-roll mixture, but would have fallen at the first hurdle, the part where you have to find the ingredients. I decided to keep my mouth shut. Mum knew who Mrs Radion was, and it was possible that they knew each other from the war, or that she had even been in the same Jap concentration camp as Aunty Daffy. I didn’t want Mrs Radion revealing information to the enemy. Loose lips sink ships. Or something.

‘So how have you been holding up without Tom?’

I knew that I was supposed to say something like: Couldn’t be better, Mrs R. When there’s just one of you, you don’t have to share everything all the time. People expect that. But Mrs R was different. I knew that there was just one of her too, and that she might expect something new.

‘Not very well. I’ve been having seizures. And sometimes I miss him a lot. And every now and then, I suddenly think he’s right there, but he isn’t. I even talk to him.’

I suddenly remembered the Who’s on First routine we did, and smiled to myself.

‘Doctor Dunnett says I’m nutso and need to have my brain electrocuted, but Mum won’t let him. And Mother Sylvester sent a letter to Brother Ignatius telling him that I’m just pretending to be crook.’

I paused, wondering if that would do, but having more in reserve, just in case. You never know how much girls and ladies want to know: a lot, a fair amount, or everything since the day you were born. I thought I’d start with a lot, and see if she told me to pull myself together, like the sarge said to the soldier who couldn’t stand it any longer. I was busting for a cry, it was such a pitiful bloody story — good, but pitiful.

‘Bastards. Pull up a chair. Raffi won’t be long.’

She got down a big tin and opened it. It was a bikky tin. I grabbed a chocolate cream, the last one. I felt bad about that, but then, I did get there first.

She wiped her hands on her apron, sat down at the table across from me, and watched me take a bite of the bikky. I wondered if the chocky ones were for Raffi.

‘Did Raffi tell you that he has epilepsy too?’

Suddenly, I couldn’t taste the bikky. I didn’t know that other people could get it.

‘Do you think he caught it from me?’

She looked at me softly, like Mrs Sanderson does, just before she grabbed me in her Hug of Death, which was like getting sucked into … The Blob! I think it was only the table between us that saved me. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: thank God for laminex.

‘No, he was probably born with it, though I think it’s time I stopped saying “probably”. So, did your seizures begin with the loss of Tom?’

I didn’t want Mrs Radion to have to talk about Tom as if he had gone missing and would probably turn up down the back of the couch cushions.

‘Yes, when he died, practically straight away.’

‘I’m glad we talked about it. When Raffi comes home perhaps we could sit down and have a bikky and talk about it together, the three of us. I think Raffi would like that. What do you say?’

I wasn’t sure about this talking about it stuff. The only people I had ever talked about stuff with were Granddad and Barney, and sometimes the odd uncle (and I mean odd) and, of course, Aunty Queenie, who liked nothing better than a good natter, and Mrs Morgan when she wasn’t watching TV, and, sometimes, Nanna, though she was definitely a lot more interested in listening than she was in talking. That’s where the trail petered out.

‘Okay.’

When Raffi walked in he was happy to see me, and took in his stride that I had a spoon full of cake mixture in my hand: kids are born with the First Come Best Dressed rule built in.

He also took it in his stride when his mother suggested we sit down and talk about the problem we both had. I didn’t have any understanding of it at all, as no one had ever explained it to me, but Mrs Radion had a reason for doing what she did — because adults always do — even though I was none the wiser at the end of our talk. The only thing I understood was that Mrs Radion didn’t consider it an enormous inconvenience, like most of the people I knew. And she didn’t think we were pulling her leg, or that we should have our brains toasted.

At the end of our talk, she sat there looking at us, the way she had when she first saw us together. Adults have their own looks. Granddad’s look said: Yes, but can he be trusted? Mum’s look said: If I hear that one more time I’ll scream. Mrs Sanderson’s look said: I think what you need is another piece of cake. Charles’s look said: Wow, that’s fantabulous! I could see this was going to be the Mrs Radion look — I just hadn’t worked out what it said.





37 The Genie of the Incinerator

Friday after school, who should be waiting for me in the street dividing St Dom’s and Vaucluse schools but Aunty Lucky and Mona, sitting in a dark-blue MGA with the top down. Mona was practically straining her face trying to look like a lady, but Aunty Lucky was waving to me and smiling her head off, reminding me a lot of Piper Laurie in Johnny Dark, except Lucky was Italian and her car was a different colour. I can tell you right now that the last thing she looked like was somebody’s aunty. I smiled and gave them my Movie Smile — Tony Curtis would have done it.

Johnno Johnson said: ‘Wow, look at that car!’

Luigi Esposito said: ‘Hey, isn’t that Mona De Coney?’

Charles Dixon yanked at my sleeve and said: ‘Just ignore them.’ He might as well have told me to ignore an out-of-control, jet-propelled merry-go-round.

‘See ya in the nuddy, buddy,’ I said to one and all, and crossed the road.

Mona hopped out and I hopped in and then Mona hopped in on top of me. It was the first time a girl had sat on me, if you don’t count the dental nurse the time the kids at St Felix’s had to go to the dental hospital, and I both liked it and didn’t like it, if you know what I mean. Mona put her arm around my neck — that was for the benefit of her friends — making it look as if she had a choice, while I looked at my friends across the road — I gave them my Edd Byrnes look, from 77 Sunset Strip (I made a mental note to get a comb). They were frozen in time.

‘Who’s for a malted milk?’ asked Aunty Lucky, and took off, after revving the motor a few times to terrify the kids walking on the road. Off we went down to Chapel Street, to a place called Coco’s, and made ourselves at home. Mona was attached to my left arm like a human padlock, and remained that way for the duration, all of which seemed to be okay with the Aunty Lucky half of the contingent. I gathered this place was familiar to Mona, who gazed around as if she was thinking that there was too much red and green, and that a touch of pink was called for.

‘So, Mr Blayney’ — Aunty Lucky was always calling me that — ‘I hear you’re a bit of a hero, been saving people from burning cars and such, and teaching bullies a thing or two about the perils of tangling with a Taggerty. Well done, I say.’

‘Actually, it was Father Jackman who saved that bloke.’ I was glad to get it off my chest. But Aunty Lucky only laughed, which made Mona turn her grip on me into a new sort of wrestling hold that didn’t have a name yet. ‘That’s not what we heard, is it, Mona? No, we did not. Mona, why don’t you ask Mr Coco if he has any tiramisu? Let’s celebrate. Perhaps Mr Blayney would like some too.’ When Mona had headed off to the goodies counter, Aunty Lucky took a cigarette out of a black-and-white chequered cigarette case and lit it, without taking her eyes off me.

‘I hope your friend — Keith Kavanagh, isn’t it? — is all right out there. The city is no place for a child who’s alone and frightened.’

I wanted to tell her that if anyone should be frightened it was the population of Melbourne and environs, including Geelong, which was considering an electric train service, and at a pinch, Bacchus Marsh, but thought better of it.

‘We’re looking for him — his friends. We’re trying to help him. But I already know one thing that might help you —’

I paused the way Nanna does when she’s spinning some visitor a yarn, and trying to sound dramatic.

‘And what is that?’

‘He hasn’t got that briefcase you’re looking for. Someone nicked … stole … it from him, from the place where he’d hidden it. He told me. He was very upset,’ I added, for effect.

Lucky blew the smoke up in the air, the same way Wonder Woman did with her B&H, and looked at me, with one of those expressions grown-ups give envelopes that have ‘OHMS’ on the front. She butted her smoke, and I noticed that it, too, was a B&H! Could there be two Wonder Women? No, surely not. Would God do that to me? Well, yes, he would, was the answer to that question. University tests have shown that God has a sick mind.

Just when I was beginning to wonder if Aunty Lucky was going to inject me with truth serum, which the Spirit has a deathly fear of, Mona reappeared and sat down with a little bounce, as I’d noticed certain kinds of girls — those who are not skinny — do. She immediately reapplied the arm lock for which she would no doubt one day be famous.

‘Mr Coco said he’d bring the tiramisu to us.’

‘Excellent,’ said Aunty Lucky. ‘So, Mr Blayney, Mona tells me you are a fan of MGs. Mine has a 1.6 litre motor and can do ninety-eight.’

‘Wow! My dad’s Triumph won’t go that fast.’

‘Really, Mr Blayney? I thought the TR3 was made of sterner stuff.’

I didn’t know what she was talking about, but then, I didn’t care. I just thought that I was the luckiest kid in Richmond.

Tiramisu turned out to be the greatest thing since the shirt pocket, and I gave it a nine on the smell scale, even though it was not a smell but a taste. When Aunty Lucky had finished her coffee, she dropped me off in front of the Sandersons’ house, because I had told her that there was going to be an Olympians’ meeting that afternoon. Mona didn’t give me a kiss goodbye, but I could tell that she had given the matter serious thought.

Mrs Sanderson was sitting on the front porch.

‘No wonder the boys are talking — they’re inside.’

The Olympians weren’t worried that I was a tiny bit late, as Mrs S had been feeding them sambos and lemonade, which gave them an opportunity to discuss sports cars, about which they knew a lot, and girls, about which they knew next to nothing. Silence fell when I appeared. I was getting used to it.

The Bully-Fixing Technique was to be the first item. I was sure the boys would appreciate it very much, as they had all come across one at some stage, though the one they saw the most of outside school was Daryl Parker, who lived down our end of Brighton Street, and was always chasing kids — girls as well — and giving them a smack in the ear when he caught them. He still had to get his comeuppance, and Johnno Johnson and his mate Lettuce Gettis (whom we were considering for admission to the Olympians, as he had one ear missing and was therefore very mysterious, and who had turned up with Johnno Johnson) were keen to get back at him because they hated him, and because he had smacked both of their sisters in the head (though, to be fair, they were probably giving him a lot of lip at the time). So our meeting was to cover the business of ironing out kids who were crumpled in the head, and also to meet Lettuce, and, of course, to discuss Flame Boy.

I lost no time getting to Item One and showing the other Olympians how to bash up bullies. They soon got the hang of it, all except Charles, who was long on intention but short on ferocity. Some kids just aren’t cut out for bashing up bullies.

As for Lettuce Gettis, the Olympians were keen to snap him up before some other club did, there being a demand for mysterious kids (as long as their fathers did not test baked beans or anything). The thing is, South Richmond was chockers with secret clubs. Apart from the Destroyers over in Balmain Street, there were the Mad Dogs, over in Mary Street, the Sabres, over in Gordon Street, the River Rats, over in Durham Street, and the Sea Lions, over in Amsterdam Street. (And, of course, the Cobras from Yorkshire Street, though Raffi and I had to keep quiet about them, as you know.) There were also a few others that were so secret no one knew who they were. That’s what I heard. So Lettuce came to the meeting to see if he liked us, and so that we could see if he really had one ear.

The next item on the agenda was the whereabouts of Keith Kavanagh, alias the Torch. I couldn’t bear the thought of him being alone out there, Granddad or no Granddad. I needed to know if he’d been spotted. But I didn’t really expect a response from this lot, as they had only joined the Olympians to avoid Matthew Foster (I had yet to remind them that it was their idea, not mine, that he be allowed to join the Commandos in the first place; I was waiting for the juiciest moment), but had decided to stay for Mrs Sanderson’s chocolate crackles, coconut ice and toffees, which kept your teeth stuck together for about half an hour (which did tend to slow down meetings, however).

‘Should we be talking about this in front of Lettuce?’ said Charles, who was our keenest member by a mile and would probably end up being the next Special Agent, especially as he always seemed to know rules that none of us had even dreamt up yet. Actually, this was a good point, but none of us felt like giving Lettuce the push, as he couldn’t hear properly.

‘I don’t know if he’d even hear us,’ said Johnno Johnson, seriously, reading my mind like Mandrake the Magician.

‘I heard that,’ said Lettuce, helping Johnno out.

‘I vote that we make him a member and then he can stay and talk about the Torch,’ said Luigi, who came from a family of about thirty-five children, where every little issue was discussed by everybody for about two days before a decision was made; in short, a family where everyone got a guernsey.

So we voted, and Lettuce was made a member, and we all grabbed a piece of coconut ice.

‘That was pretty easy,’ said Lettuce.

‘I thought you were going to make me jump in the river or something. So who’s this kid you’re looking for?’

‘Keith Kavanagh, alias the Torch. He’s a firebug. The police are going to find him and torture him.’

‘What are you going to do with him when you find him?’

‘Get him a train ticket to Albury.’

‘Where’s that?’ said every member except Zac, who already knew.

I waved a wing at the front window.

‘Up north.’

They all nodded. A kid will never admit that he does not know where the compass directions are, unless that kid is a girl. Directions are a boys’ thing, like knowing how to do the Around the World with a yo-yo. With girls it’s knitting. I have never seen a mum do yo-yo tricks.

‘So what’s he look like?’ said Lettuce.

‘He’s got a head like a duck,’ I said, because it had to be said, kid or no kid.

‘He’s at our place,’ said Lettuce, looking for the biggest bit of coconut ice.

‘He’s not talking about a real duck,’ said Johnno Johnson, who was allowed to say that, as he was Lettuce’s friend. ‘He means he just looks like a duck.’

‘Yeah, I know who you mean: piggy eyes, lots of black hair like a bear, head like a duck. Likes fire a lot.’

Lettuce finally found the biggest bit. It was okay: I could see he had a real fondness for the stuff. I was willing to bet that was how my Dad started off: coconut ice.

I had never heard a kid described entirely in animal parts before — none of us had. We waited for more, but the Gettis Zoo had closed for the day.

‘What’s he doing at your place?’ I said.

‘He turned up this arvo and asked Mum if he could light the incinerator in exchange for a sandwich. And she said yes, but he could stay and have tea with us — it’s only sausages — and we could all have tea in the back yard. That’s so she could keep an eye on him and so he couldn’t come in and burn the house down.’ He chewed thoughtfully; it was like watching a paddle steamer. ‘Like at your place.’

‘Meeting closed.’ I said. ‘Lettuce, my boy, I’d like to go over and say hello to young Kavanagh. Talk over old times.’

‘I dunno,’ said Lettuce. ‘Mum told me not to tell you he was there. In case you murder him. She heard what you did to Oby.’

‘Hmm. Have another piece of coconut ice, Lettuce. No, have two.’

Lettuce got the evil eye from his mother when he walked in with me in tow, but she could see I was happy to see the outlaw boy, and was not about to wring his neck for any past misdemeanours. Flame Boy for his part was in some kind of holy state, like the Children of Lourdes, and greeted me the way Tom used to when he was sleepwalking; in other words, he ignored me completely. Granddad told me that fires have that effect on firebugs, a bit like the effect bribes have on the average policeman, or the effect Debbie Reynolds has on the growing boy. I understood, because with me it was the Captain Video serial at the flicks. If you blinked you could be the only kid in the picture theatre who didn’t see the best bit. And if you blinked right at the end you would have just wasted half an hour of your life.

‘Keith! Mate! G’day!’ I had to give him the Big Blayney Hello, as the whole family was staring at me as if I was a TV set. I thought the lack of a reply might have been the result of my not using his superhero name. I stepped closer.

‘Um, Torch?’

Flame Boy continued to ignore me, as he was stoking at the time, despite the presence of bangers and tomato sauce, the Spirit of Progress’s second favourite food, rating about an eight on the smell scale. There were so many things about him I admired: his determination to perfect his superhero skills, his easy way of poking the glowing bits to make them burst into flames, his hair, which hadn’t been cut since before Christmas and made him look like a member of the Coldstream Guards who’d gone AWOL. He had reached the peak of his superherohood. I felt that he would never be more comfortable than at that moment.

‘Sausages, Keith?’ said Mrs Gettis.

‘He’ll be along when he’s ready, Mrs Gettis,’ I said, grabbing the bangers meant for Flame Boy. ‘He’s concentrating. I’ll have ’em.’

So we sat and munched, and I gave my bangers an extra dollop of Tommy’s sores, as Tom and I used to called it. And we watched the genie working his magic.

Finally, Flame Boy was satisfied, and came over and hopped into the goodies. And I could tell by the way he ate, thoughtfully and slowly, two things: first, that he wasn’t starving, but had eaten recently, and second, that he was thinking about his father. I knew that because there was nothing else for him to think about, except, perhaps, his mother. But something told me that was not the case.

I went over and sat beside him while we waited for dessert, which turned out to be something yummy that looked like pus.

‘Torch —’

‘You took it!’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘Now he’ll never come back. He needed it.’

‘No. I didn’t even know where it was. A lot of people have been looking for it, you know. One of them saw me coming out of the old tannery and put two and two together. You’re lucky they didn’t catch you as well, or you’d be in jail.’

‘What do you care?’

‘You’re not the only kid who’s missing someone. Look. Your dad told me he was going to get you and take you away with him. I don’t want them to hurt you. I can take you to where I saw him, where I think he’s hiding. Okay? He’s bound to turn up there again. It’s the best I can do.’

‘We could go away.’

‘And there’s your aunty, don’t forget. She’s waiting for you at our place.’

‘No. Me and Dad can go away.’

‘That’s right. To Albury — I can get the tickets.’

‘Show me where he is.’

We took the main drain up the hill under Rooney Park, and came out at the big underground space not far from Eden Park Station. I could tell by the look on Flame Boy’s dial that he’d never been this far up the drain before, and was a bit nervous. It made me feel good to be in control of the situation, to know exactly where I was. If I’d had Brother Timothy with me just then, I’d have switched off the torch and shot through, and it would have been Adios, amigo. They wouldn’t find him for years, and when they did, he’d be gnawing on a dead rat, have a long white beard, and be stark-raving mad, like Ben Gunn in Treasure Island.

We went to the platforms at Kansas Station, and looked all over the place, and called out — nothing. We went to the underground offices I had once found, and searched for signs of him, but there was nothing. Finally, I got my pencil and a sheet of paper from my notebook and wrote ‘KK’ on it, and left it on Platform A with a rock on it.

‘C’mon, Keith … Torch. Let’s get out of here.’

‘No. I’m waiting.’

‘I don’t think he’s hiding here.’

‘I don’t care. I’m staying. He’ll come back.’

A train pulled in to Eden Park Station, nearby, and made a whole collection of heavy metallic echoes. We waited until it had gone on its way to Burnley.

‘There’s no way out, except through the drains. It’s dangerous.’ He wasn’t listening.

‘Look, let me show you how to get to Eden Park Station. I’ll leave you with the torch. But you can only use it to get back here one more time, then to leave, otherwise the battery might run out. I’ll come back with some food.’

I took him to the main station, which was in constant use, and showed him how to get onto it. Then I gave him the torch and asked him if he could find his way back to the old wartime station. He said he could.

Next morning before breakfast, I went down to Corbetts newsagency and bought some new batteries for Tom’s old torch. Then I got a few victuals, filled an army canteen with water, and was off. When I got there I couldn’t find Flame Boy, so I just left the goodies on the platform at Kansas Station and went back. I hoped he wasn’t out checking the local buildings for flammability, as I now lived in one of them.





38 The Mole Patrol swings into action

I hoped Flame Boy would be okay up at Kansas Station because I had an important adventure to follow up. This was the day the Mole Patrol had decided to explore the tunnels we had found under Darrods. In fact, I had been itching like hell to get down there, as the underneath of cities was the Spirit’s personal territory. No one knew the underground bits of Melbourne like me, not a soul. Except, apparently, Fergus Kavanagh. And Bob Herbert, who was a thoroughly bad bastard and who chased me down there last year and shot at me. And Mr Sanderson, who seemed to know everything about everything, but who was also looking for Bob; and whoever made the map of the tunnels that I nicked from the basement of the US Embassy last year — as I said, I have a bit of a past. And Flame Boy, whom I had shown a lot of my secret drains to. And the bloke who put the Harrigan kid in the drain, and got put in jail for his trouble, thanks to me dobbing on him like mad. But no one else. Except whoever put the drains there in the first place, though he would have died and become the Drain Zombie.

The Spirit needs fresh drains and tunnels like lamingtons need coconut. He needs them so that he can be free, be brave, and to show Tom that it was okay for him to die, and he doesn’t have to worry about me. Also, it gave me a special place where I could have a bit of a cry when I felt like it, and listen to the echo, so that it sounded like having Tom back, though we didn’t cry together very often, except for the time that our birthday-present bikes didn’t turn up on time. Sometimes crying creeps up on you and waits, as if it knows that you’re going to need it — it’s like a land mine. That’s what it did that day. We didn’t have time to go down any drains, or even to our bedroom: we just exploded. The other time Tom cried was when Abbotsford the cat ate our pet blue-tongue, Lizzy. Tom was very fond of that blue-tongue, while I, on the other hand, can take or leave a lizard. I am more your vicious killer Labrador type of kid.

Melbourne in summer is a rotten place. For a start, you have to wear shoes everywhere you go, or your feet melt right onto the footpath and you die a horrible death, like the saints who got burnt at the stake for not renouncing their faith (though I would have been renouncing so fast you wouldn’t have seen me for dust). Also, the tar melts on the roads, which makes it hard to even catch a tram sometimes, and you get home with black stuff all over your runners, and have to repaint them (though they do smell terrific — think seven). It’s for that reason that nine out of ten superheroes agree that the best place to be in Melbourne in summer is either in water, or in a drain.

The nearest water was the river. It was close, and it had a constant supply of fresh water, so you could piss in it as much as you liked, and it was brown, which made it mysterious. However you couldn’t swim in it, because the sides were too steep, and Mum said it was bottomless, which would make it hard for paddling. The next nearest water was the baths, which smelt about a six on the smell scale. But there were usually hundreds of kids there, and that’s a lot of piddle. That’s why they have showers.

Then there was the beach, which lacks the Yarra’s constant supply of fresh water, so that the piddle has just sort of built up over the years. There is so much piddle at the beach that, close in to the shore, it’s all green. Tom and I never did figure out how to swim in it without getting it in our mouths. We often saw dead fish lying on the sand. There you go. Also, the beach is a couple of long tram rides away, so far, in fact, that by the time you get home, you’re dying to get into some cold water all over again, and get under the hose straight away; and if you were Tom you wouldn’t even take your clothes off first. Tom never did anything exactly the same way as other people, not even me, though only a few people ever noticed that, because people just see what they want to see.

So James and I were happy to get into Darrods and get under the ground again. It was Saturday morning, so I reckoned that, if worst came to worst, and we couldn’t find a way out somewhere else, we could just go back to Darrods before lunch time, and we’d be able to get out the way we got in. Naturally, I didn’t tell James this, as I didn’t want to alarm him; it was bad enough that I was worried.

I had appointed James Quartermaster for the trip, as I knew his mum would provide good munga, but I cautioned James against telling her anything about the mission — or the Mole Patrol — or the Olympians — or Flame Boy — or (especially) me. He was simply to say that it was a Commandos adventure at Charles’s place, which was just across the river from his house. If she asked him whether we were going down any drains, he was to say no. I had to explain to him that it would not be lying, but a special technique to throw the enemy off the scent, which he thought was reasonable. The Spirit of Progress is considerate of ladies, and doesn’t want them to worry. As for the other Olympians, I couldn’t see how I could get the whole club down there without us all being thrown out of Darrods. It’s easy for most boys to keep a secret (otherwise they’d all be locked up in a home, and the streets of Richmond would look like the final scene from On the Beach), but as Abraham Lincoln said, a bunch of boys can’t keep a secret from any of the people even some of the time.

When James turned up at the Sandersons’ that morning he had his explorer’s bag containing the victuals and his bathers, all you need for a day out in a hot city. Mrs Sanderson thought James was one of the nicest kids she had ever met, and insisted that he add a few chocolate crackles to the goodies supply, which he agreed to do, so as not to hurt her feelings (though we both knew, telepathically, that, once outside, they would melt in nothing flat, and would therefore need to be scoffed on the spot). Then we had a drink of lemonade, because it was going to be a scorcher, filled our army canteens — I had insisted that James buy one at the army disposals shop — and were off.

The Darrods entry routine went off without a hitch for the simple reason that it was Saturday morning and the place was packed with more ladies than a knitting grand final. Even the ladies who saw us, and that was a hundred or so, just thought we were two cute little boys who were with their mummy, and smiled at us fondly as though they understood. It makes you wonder.

Underground, there was work to be done. We found our way to the tunnel marked VB VIA HQ and, after taking a careful look into it in case one of the little trams was rushing through the tunnel, we entered. I chose that tunnel because of the name, and because it had enough room alongside the track on both sides to walk, so that if a tram did turn up we wouldn’t be creamed, the way Johnno Johnson’s dog, Digger, was creamed by the Dandenong train, and spread out all the way from the Richmond Brewery to South Yarra Station.

After we had walked a few hundred yards, and seen a few steel doors (which wouldn’t open), we came to a sign that said HQ, and then to a railway yard that had a set of steps with double steel doors at the top. The interesting thing about this railway yard was that it was huge, and had six little trains in it, each consisting of a loco pulling a string of open carriages big enough to sit in. The whole place was lit up with dull lights, but the trains were dead. Attached to each train by a cord was a large card which said: DIRECTIONS FOR USE OF TRAIN IN EMERGENCY.

I gave it an eight on the deliciousness scale. We were impressed, for completely different reasons. For James it was the discovery of a lifetime: little trains that ran on little tracks deep beneath the city, which had been there for probably a hundred years. They didn’t have to be running and have real, live train drivers sitting at the controls, and crowds of people waving to each other in summer hats. They didn’t have to be blue with yellow stripes, like some other train I could mention (they were all a lovely green that reminded me of Melbourne’s trams). It was enough for James, who had a big electric train set of his own, that they were there.

I was impressed just as much as James, but not because I’d never seen an underground railway before, because I’d seen more underground railways than I’d had hot feeds — just not here. The others I saw only a few months before, down under City Boys High, tunnels that Mr S made me swear I’d never tell a living soul about, unless I wanted molten lead poured down my undies — except I made up that last bit. No, I was impressed for another reason.

I’ve already mentioned that I couldn’t get down into those other tunnels anymore, as they had stuck new locks all over the place, because, I think, of the daring exploits of Railwayman and his excellent pinch bar, the tool for every occasion, as Barney is fond of telling me. You can use it for busting off padlocks, levering the lids off crates, and opening all kinds of doors. I didn’t have it with me then, because I was just exploring, and Barney had told me that when you’re in an unfamiliar neighbourhood you don’t want to be sprung by the superhero’s natural enemy, that is, anyone wearing a uniform (or, if you’re a kid, anyone having a deep voice), while you have your pinch bar with you, as people like that are apt to get the wrong impression altogether.

But the sight of those trains took my mind back to the day when I actually started one up and drove it all the way from City Boys High to a place called GH, which I now know to be the basement of Government House. In fact, I’d give eight to five that all these railway lines ended up in somebody’s basement. This particular basement, for example, was the basement of HQ, which was probably someone’s headquarters.

That time, I, or rather Railwayman, was King of the Rails: I figured out how to work the train, drove it like a bat out of hell, and parked it at GH. That was where I knocked off the grog that made me sick all over Mum. When you’re a superhero you will eventually stand on other people’s toes, and you therefore have to learn to take the good with the bad — one of Aunty Queenie’s.

At Christmas and New Year, Mum reminded everyone in the family about that incident, predicting that I would end up like all the other Blayney men, which was unfair, as Uncle Frank, Aunty Betty’s husband, did not drink, because alcohol did something to him that Aunty Betty did not approve of (sorry, I don’t know what). But the family were not entirely disgraced, as Aunty Betty put away enough of the stuff for the both of them.

That day the year before, in the little train, I was flying, I was crazy, and I was living two lives, one for me and one for Tom. But something eventually snapped in my head and I had to stop being two people (more, if you count my superhero identities, and I did), simply because it was stopping me from being the best that I could. I was sorry to let Tom go, but there it is. Tom died that day, really.

Now, I was no longer trying to be Tom. Something new had happened to me instead: I had felt a kind of pain inside me. I knew it was my Tom pain, and that was all. It always felt worse when I was alone, like when I looked into the Myer’s window, and spoke to Tom; and it always felt less when I did kid stuff, like messing around with the Olympians. But it felt least when I was helping Flame Boy. And now I had lost him again.

However, James, having seen the trains, and getting probably his greatest thrill since his mother told him that he had a baby sister — I made that up — now voted that we close this meeting of the Mole Patrol, and go home.

‘James, James, James,’ I said, with a sigh. ‘Your true superhero sees a train parked unattended beneath the streets of Melbourne, a train that has probably been sitting there for years, and says to himself: “I wonder if this little ripper still works?” That’s your superhero. But your little bunny wabbit wuns away, hippety hop, to his’ — I was going to say mummy, but thought that would be unkind, as Wonder Woman was not really the mummy type — ‘toy train set.’

As I said this last bit, I reached in to the nearest train, and flicked the power switch to ON, hoping that my vast and mysterious experience of underground railways wouldn’t let me down. After all, it is God who dishes out life’s little successes and failures, and he owed me for nothing, if you don’t count killing my brother. Well, when I flicked that switch, red, white and green lights appeared all over the dashboard, and on the front of the train, like Santa’s sleigh. Once more I was … Railwayman!


Yes, Railwayman! Who lives in the drains and tunnels deep beneath the city, and drives his lovely green train around from one secret station to another, spoiling the plans of firebugs, police and beautiful women, who are only after him for his Briefcase of Mystery. Railwayman! Who, armed only with a pinch bar possessing strange powers, which he found in a railway shed, and sometimes accompanied by his faithful companions, Secret Agent Palmer and Zac the Wonder Dog, has taken a solemn vow to explore underground railways everywhere, and to see where they end up, in the hope that he will be able to use them to find his nemesis, the Traitor Fergus Kavanagh, and pack him and Flame Boy (popularly known as the Torch) off to Albury, the most boring town in Australia.



James’s eyes nearly fell out onto the tram tracks. Actually, so did mine, as I was only half expecting the old ON switch to work.

‘Let’s get out of here!’ said James.

‘First we have to see if it goes.’

‘Someone will come.’

‘We will say we were lost.’

He couldn’t think of an answer to that, so I pushed on.

‘We’ll say our father has one just like it.’

He looked as me as if I was loony.

‘We’ll say it started by itself, and we were just trying to stop it.’

While I was talking I had hopped into the loco, and pushed the pedal down a little. The whole train moved forwards a foot. James, who had one hand resting on it, nearly dropped dead. He had led a sheltered life over in Chapel Street, that’s for sure. A couple more months with the Olympians and he would be a new boy, and his mum would be sending me a thank-you card and awarding me the Wonder Woman Medal, Second Class. Or not.

But I had gone too far in the education of young James, who was within an ace of wetting his pants in terror. One step at a time.

‘I’m proud of you, Secret Agent Palmer. Time you got that Olympic Cross, I think. Now, no need to overdo things.’

I switched off the train.

‘Let’s go for a walk. We can take the train another time.’

We walked down the tunnel in the direction of VB, which was dimly lit as far as we could see, with James now hanging on to my explorer’s bag and me having to drag him along. I was just thinking that if the next station was Victoria Barracks, this was going to be one hell of a walk, when we suddenly came to a little tunnel to our left. As the tunnel we had been following was descending like mad, probably to go under the river, and as James was practically in tears, I gave him a yank as if he was a draught horse, and we took a left turn.

We walked right under Swanston Street, and trams banged and whined overhead, like a bunch of short-tempered monsters, and I felt that I was at home. Once across the street the tunnel turned left again and went off in an odd direction and ended up at a steep staircase. At the top was a door, not iron but wooden, with no lock, just a latch. On the other side of the door was a room, pitch dark. I turned on the torch. We were in a neat stone room with no furniture. It contained only a staircase and a door. I opened the door to the outside, and looked out. It was a lane.

‘Come on, young James. Time we found out where we ended up.’

We stepped into the lane, or rather, James pushed me out into it as if he had a Bengal tiger chasing him.

We were behind St Paul’s Cathedral, as it turned out, and just a quick stroll from Ryrie’s Gym, down on River Walk, and close to the tram terminus for Richmond. The day had started well for me. It was harder to tell with James, as he was still in shock. I reminded myself to scratch him from the fixture for my next trip down there, when Railwayman was planning to go for a longish train ride.

But first things first. We crossed over to Downyflake and bought a doughnut each — mine was pineapple, and James’s was chocolate. We tried to sit at a table but were thrown out, and had to be content with eating our victuals while sitting on the steps of Flinders Street Station.

‘So, Secret Agent Palmer, let’s play Spot the Plainclothes Copper. It’s a game my granddad taught me.’

‘What’s a plainclothes copper?’

I had a hard look at him to see if he was having me on, but he wasn’t.

‘It’s a policeman who doesn’t wear a police uniform, a detective.’

‘I don’t think detectives are police.’

Now I was confused. I mean, Granddad knew more about detectives than Bob Skilton knew about playing footy.

‘Some are: the really rotten ones, the ones who bash blokes, and kill them.’

‘Why do they do that?’

‘’Cos they’re bent.’

‘Then why don’t they get arrested?’

‘No one knows who they are, because of their plain clothes. That’s our job: to try and spot ’em.’

‘Fair enough. Wait till I tell Mum.’

‘Listen, Secret Agent Palmer. If you tell your mum that I taught you this game, she’ll murder you, then she’ll murder me, then I’ll murder you.’

Being the head of a secret society is no picnic. Sometimes you have to be firm with the men.

I had been formulating a fiendish plan the whole time I had been with James, one which I could not carry out with him around. I wanted to explore the tunnels a bit more, but James was practically a nervous wreck, and needed a rest.

‘James, my boy, I have just remembered that I have to go over to St Francis’s to attend Mass for my Aunty Win, who’s having a big operation — several, in fact — ’cos I promised Mum. I clean forgot. Sorry. I’ll have to leave you to catch a tram back by yourself.’

Kids accept anything religious without question, and are trained not to ask questions about operations, so he just nodded, like a Shetland pony who has just had a five-year-old kid plonked on top of him. Besides, I was sure that young James had had enough excitement for one day — possibly for one year.

After saying goodbye, I was back up to Darrods, and within one minute flat had disappeared into the earth like a rabbit. This time I took the tunnel marked LA TROBE. I was aware that I had stopped thinking, and was being pulled along by some kind of magnetic light in my head, not one that I could see with my eyes. It was that longing I had felt on my first visit to Raffi’s place. I had been aware of it from time to time. And now the time had come again.

I walked along a little railway tunnel full of dull echoes of the streets above, and passed signs and side tunnels: LITTLE BOURKE ST, LONSDALE ST, LITTLE LONSDALE ST, and an arrow pointing right: MUSEUM, which I took. After a short distance, I came to steps marked MUSEUM, and stopped. The rails disappeared up a slight hill. I wondered what could be up there. What did any of it mean? Mr Sanderson had once explained to me that the tunnels under South Yarra were old war-time tunnels. But these tunnels were full of little trains carrying bags and things. My mind stopped working again, and I climbed the stairs, opened the door at the top, and walked through.

Straight away the smell of the place I was in changed from cold concrete to warm wood. More stairs, more doors, more stairs, more doors, until I opened a door into a large room full of the sorts of things that were on show in the museum, only these were not. And there were thousands of them. I wandered among them, in the soft light of the whitened glass windows that faced Little Lonsdale, and wondered why they were not in the museum, where it seemed to me they deserved to be. There was no movement or sound in that room, apart from me, and I was not worried about being found, as there were about fifty thousand things to duck behind, from Aboriginal shields to antique aeroplanes. At the far side of the room was a work area and a wall that could be folded back, like a concertina, and in that wall was a door, which I now opened.

On the other side of the door was the Australian History Room. Apart from a lot of old clothes and a few little aeroplanes the main thing in it was also the latest addition: the Melbourne Olympic exhibit. I stepped through the door and closed it behind me. I immediately felt as though I was home, and with old friends, not that I had a lot of those at home. I looked at the Torch, and it looked at me, and I got a taste like when you stick a Matchbox car in your mouth. There was a giant picture of Ron Clarke carrying it along, with sparks going all over the place, and lots of people in the background, blurred. I looked at every face carefully in case Tom was one of them. I decided that if I saw my own face, I would tell myself it was actually Tom’s. But Ron must have been in front of another bit of crowd just then. I wanted to touch the Torch, because I knew that Tom would, but I heard people in the adjoining gallery, so I decided to go out the way I had come in, the way the Phantom does. But touch it I knew I must.





39 The Brush People

The clippie on the Windsor tram seemed to be happy to hear that I was taking Zac to the blind people’s home to be trained as a guide dog. I realised that as long as I never got the same clippie twice, Zac could get away with murder. I stayed aboard all the way to Prahran, then hitched another short ride up High Street.

The people at the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind seemed pleased to be getting a visitor, and even happier to see Zac, who immediately started laughing like mad as if he owned the place. I had correctly guessed they were used to having Labradors around, and didn’t raise the usual objections of adults who come across dogs: you know, they’ll frighten the baby, they pinch things, they do stuff on the floor, and so on — sometimes you can’t shut them up. I had been worried about it being a Saturday, but the place was open for business and doing a brisk trade in helping blind people. The lady who met us, a nurse of some kind, took me and Zac to Mrs Kavanagh by a very mysterious route, sometimes up stairs, and sometimes down, sometimes up windy corridors, and sometimes outside for a moment, then back in again from one building to another. In view of Mrs Radion’s statement that the blind people weren’t prisoners, it seemed to me that the place was clearly designed to prevent them wandering off like baby ducks and being run over by the St Kilda Road traffic. We went past rooms full of blind people doing things I didn’t quite get, and at one stage a room full of girls who were all typing with a vengeance, even though it was a Saturday arvo.

In most of the rooms, there were wall to wall blind people. All kinds, shapes and sizes, and all ages. And they were quiet. They were like ghosts. They were all busy concentrating really hard on doing something or other, a different thing for each room.

When we eventually found Mrs K she was sitting in the middle of a huge pile of wooden brush handles and brush hairs, making brushes. It looked as though she had made about fifty thousand of these brushes since breakfast, and it wouldn’t have surprised me to hear that she was a contender for the Middleweight Brushmaking crown.

The lady who was with me made me wait at the door and went over to Mrs K to tell her I was there. Meanwhile, I went over to the broom section and watched a bloke putting straw into brooms. It did not look very exciting, and he seemed to have figured out how to do it. I looked around the big room, which was apparently the broom and brush factory. I was glad those blind people couldn’t see what was being done to them. I would have gone nuts, and I was willing to believe a lot of these people did just that. There was no Eddie Cochran, no Buddy Holly, no music at all. There was hardly a sound, just a lot of swishing and knocking noises.

While I was standing there, watching a youngish bloke make brooms, he suddenly piped up.

‘Come to visit Mrs Kavanagh, have you?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Good on ya. She’s been having a pretty hard time since she’s been here.’

‘Has she been missing her son?’

‘I don’t know about that. No, mate, I’m talking about the grog. This place is totally dry.’

Barney had once told me about places like this. (‘Don’t ever let the bastards lock you up, young Blayney,’ he said. ‘Those jails are dry as a nun’s bath mat.’)

‘Sounds horrible. Is this what you do all the time?’

‘Yep, brooms. I wouldn’t mind so much, but they’re all the same bloody colour.’

I looked at the brooms, then at the bloke, who was only a few years older than Gazza Turner. His hair was combed the same way as Gazza and his mates: straight back at the sides, like James Dean. I looked at his socks, hopefully. They’d given him plain grey. I was embarrassed: he deserved better; he deserved Day-Glo.

He stuck his hand out.

‘Weedo Huxtable. Call me Huxy. Or better still, Weedo. Just don’t call me late for dinner.’

I introduced myself.

‘See they let you bring ya dog in. How’d ya manage that?’

‘He looks like a guide dog.’

I introduced Zac, and Weedo patted him.

‘Fair enough.’

I was getting the big hoy from the Blind Institute lady.

‘They want me; I’ll see you later.’

I took Zac over to Mrs K, and the lady put her hand on my shoulder.

‘Here is your young man.’

‘Hello,’ said Mrs K.

‘Pull up a chair.’

I sat down beside her.

‘How’s Keith doing without me? I hope he’s not being a nuisance.’

I could see that Mrs K was as sober as a seagull, so I knew she would be perfectly well aware of how Keith was doing, news of her family having lately replaced the cricket scores.

‘I’m keeping an eye on him. I’m trying to get him to go with his Aunty Daphne up to Wodonga, but he’s not keen.’

‘That makes two of us. But we will, I suppose.’

‘Mrs Kavanagh, if I can find Keith and bring him to see you, will you tell him it’s okay to go up to Aunty Daphne’s? He doesn’t know what to do.’

She sighed. Already, she was running out of steam. She was having a hard time without the grog.

‘Yes, all right. Look, I really appreciate you coming all this way. Tell Keith I love him, will you? And tell him I’m off the bottle.’

‘Yeah, I will.’

She reached out a hand. ‘Hello, Zac.’ She patted Zac, who remembered her quite well — it’s all a part of the training. This was the reason I had brought Zac: he was the dame softener, though Mrs K looked like she’d already had the stuffing knocked right out of her.

I was pretty amazed that she had remembered Zac’s name, as she had met him during the Great Kavanagh House Fire of 1959, when she had a few things on her plate, to say nothing of being full as a tick. For a second I thought I caught a glimpse of the Daffy in her. Then it was gone.

‘Mrs Kavanagh, there’s something else — it’s important. It’s about Mr Kavanagh.’

‘Yes. I heard it on the news. But he won’t bother Keith or me. He never cared about either of us.’

‘No, what I mean is, Keith has something he wants — a briefcase. He thinks that if he can find his dad and give it to him —’

‘What briefcase?’

‘It’s old and dirty. I think Keith dug it up from under your house. Anyway, he has this idea —’

‘No matter what he thinks, Fergus will only be interested in that briefcase — I know him. He’s a complete bastard. He’ll only hurt Keith.’

That was all she said. She went back to making brush number fifty thousand and one. I wasn’t wanted anymore. I got up and left. Sobering up doesn’t make you sweet.

‘I’ll bring him here.’

‘Thanks. I’d like that.’

Weedo raised his head as we reached the door.

‘I’ll be back, Weedo.’

‘I’ll keep an eye out for ya.’

The Sandersons were happy to see me, but they had that ‘Hello, I wonder what these two have been up to’ look. I thought it best under the circs to dispel their suspicions by giving them the Big Hello, you know, let them see that their worst fears were totally unfounded, and I had not had any exciting (which for a boy means dangerous and illegal) adventures that afternoon. Probably not the best decision, judging by the flinty looks on their dials, but anyone who expects a boy and a dog who are members of a secret society to return from a mission and blab has got another thing coming.

When I got up to my room at the Sandersons’ house I pulled out the map of my adventures and marked the places where the latest fires had happened with little red flames. At the lumberyard I drew Flame Boy lighting the fire and laughing. I had never heard him laugh, but I imagined it would sound pretty fiendish. Then I got a new sheet of butcher’s paper and added a new bit of map for the area north of St Dominic’s Church. There I drew Mr K, setting fire to the shoe factory. I gave him an even bigger laugh. Finally, on the southern edge I drew a map of the blind place, which looked more like a rabbit burrow than a home for people, and inserted the names Mrs K and Weedo, and a tiny drawing of a brush, which I also added to the legend with the note Blind People’s Home.

I wondered if the two evil superheroes had joined forces and begun a mission to destroy the whole of Melbourne, and then, perhaps, the rest of Australia. If so, I was hoping that they would go over to the Melbourne Cricket Ground next and burn that down, to pay Melbourne back for winning the premiership. We South Melbourne supporters take our footy seriously. It shows you how keen I was for that to happen that I almost asked God to arrange it. But then I remembered that he and I were no longer speaking.

I knew only that Flame Boy had remained in the area and hadn’t moved to Adelaide, which, according to Granddad, who had been there, needed burning down badly. I had to keep looking. There were still a few places I hadn’t looked, and they were all on my map. I checked them, then made a decision.

That night I was staying at the Sandersons’ place, as I usually did on weekends, when there was another mysterious visit, this time from another bloke who had an accent like Bobrov. This bloke did not come in a big black car. In fact, he came in a Silver Top taxi. I hurried down the stairs as soon as he arrived, and hid just out of sight; but Mrs Sanderson rounded me up and took me back up to the bedroom and told me to stay there. I never did find out what he wanted, but I could guess. His visit was short and sweet, and I reckoned I knew why. Also, just before he left, he shouted something at Mr S. I felt like a nong, not hearing a thing, especially as I was supposed to be a secret agent. But at least I knew one thing: Mr S was still in the dark about the briefcase.

Next morning, when I went down for brekky, Mr S was his usual old self, as if nothing had happened, and in fact, in any other house in Richmond, a visitor who did his block would be normal, but not in this one. But as I was hopping into the marmalade, Mr S looked over his glasses at me, so I knew he was going to ask me something.

‘Sleep well?’

‘Like a dog,’ I said, because Tom and I could never understand why you had to say ‘like a log’.

‘Good. Now, have you heard from the boy, Keith Kavanagh?’

‘He’s still around somewhere,’ I said. I didn’t think I could trust Mr Sanderson not to dob Flame Boy in, so I wasn’t going to tell him about the Gettis Caper.

‘You know, his father has been spotted once or twice. He’ll be back in custody soon. He may be under arrest at this very moment. Keith would be safer with someone who can look after him. I’m guessing that you’ve seen him, and I know you don’t like to get your friends into trouble, but I must ask you if you ever saw him with a briefcase.’

‘Yes, I did, but that was when he first moved in. But not since then. I asked him what it was and he told me it was his father’s.’

‘Well, it wasn’t. It was something his father took. If you see that briefcase again I want you to tell me. This isn’t a game: this is very serious indeed.’

I nodded. I was thankful that I’d never really had the bloody thing, and that I would never see it again, so I wouldn’t have to lie to Mr S. Now that Granddad had it, no one was going to get that information from me, even if they put me on the rack and whipped me. Twice. Granddad had stuck by me when Tom died, and that was that. And he had never called me Tom by accident, like everyone in the family, including Mum and Dad. You can put up with that when your brother’s still alive, and one name’s as good as the other, but not when he’s gone, and you need to remember him properly. Mr S had never met Tom, but it was too late: he was never going to catch up with Granddad.

But I felt that it was time to pay a visit to Granddad’s hideout and tell him what had happened at the Sandersons’: a spy report.

I left the Sanderson’s place straight after brekky, and walked out the front gate and into Kipling Street. At the end of the street, down near Fawkner Street, I saw a black Holden Special parked. It was a fair way off, but it was one of the cars I’d seen the day they dug up Flame Boy’s old house. I got a fright when I saw that car, as any kid with my name, address and history of getting into trouble would, and started walking quickly towards Church Street. When I got there, I saw a Kew tram coming, and was just about to congratulate myself on my good luck when I noticed another black Holden Special parked across the road, in front of the match factory, where it was blending in like Whelan the Wrecker.

I was disappointed in Mr Sanderson: I reckoned this was his idea. But this time I was ready and able, just not all that willing. I went back down to Carnival Lane and took the same escape route I’d used when Fergus Kavanagh was after me. It would be ages before the penny dropped with these blokes, and they were sitting in cars. I headed up Dynon Creek, just like before, and as I was jumping over old washing machines and dead cats I suddenly realised that if they had already arrested Mr K and given him the third degree, he might have told them about Dynon Creek and the big drain up at Eden Hill Station – in other words, about my intended escape route.

I kept running, not knowing what else to do. And then I saw the rope that I had tied over the rail just near Gazza Turner’s place months before. I climbed it, paused at the top to take a look down Limerick Lane, and climbed over the rail. I hurried up the lane to Gazza’s place, and ran across his back yard, past his green and white Ford Customline, his outdoor sofa, and his outdoor kitchen table, to his back door. The back door was open and there was a flyscreen door with clouds of cigarette smoke wafting through it.

I pressed my face up against it and called, quietly. After all, it was Sunday morning, and he might have had a hangover.

‘Who is it?’

‘Gary, it’s me. I need help.’

There were footsteps and complaints.

Gazza opened the door and looked at me.

‘Blayney. What’s yer problem?’

‘There are some blokes after me. In cars.’

‘What’ve you been up to?’

‘Nothing. They’re after my granddad. I need to warn him, but they’ll follow me. I was wondering if I could hide here for a little while. Just till they’re gone.’

‘No, you can’t.’

He went down to the lane and had a look around and came back.

‘Where does your granddad live?’

‘Kew.’

‘Fuck, he couldn’t live any further away, could he?’

I played dumb.

He sighed. ‘All right, then. Hop in.’

He pulled a set of keys out of his pocket and hopped in the car and let me in. He grabbed a pair of sunglasses off the dash and bunged them on. He reminded me of that Buddy Holly song: he was ‘Ready Teddy’.

‘What kind of cars are they in?’

‘Black FCs.’

‘Coppers. Get down on the floor.’

I did as I was told, and we drove around to Church Street and turned right.

‘See ya later, alligator,’ said Gazza as he made the turn.

For a while all I had to look at were Gazza’s Day-Glo pink socks. If I went home with those socks on, Mum’d kill me. After a while we turned right again and he said I could get up. This was the furthest I’d ever travelled in this car, because Tom and I had sat in the front seat when Gazza first got it and he was giving all the kids in the neighbourhood a free ride. Granddad always said Gazza wouldn’t amount to much, but Granddad didn’t have a Ford Customline. When we got to the Archbishop’s place, I told Gazza how to get around the back.

‘Thanks, Gary.’

‘How’ya getting back?’

‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

‘I’ll give you five minutes.’

‘Thanks.’

I ran inside and found Granddad and Uncle Seamus having a cuppa, pretty much as they were last time I was there. It was like stepping back in time in a space serial.

‘I thought I told you not to come over here again.’

‘I had to, Granddad. Mr Sanderson had another visit from a Russian bloke last night, a new one. And the bloke did his block and everything. He was after the briefcase too. But Mr Sanderson said he didn’t know where it was. And this morning he read me the Riot Act, but I didn’t tell him anything. And when I left to come and tell you about it a couple of carloads of coppers tried to follow me.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Uncle Seamus.

‘But I took Dynon Creek to Gary Turner’s place and he brought me in his car and made me hide on the floor.’

‘Who’s Gary Turner when he’s home?’ asked Uncle Seamus.

‘Local bodgie. More money than sense,’ said Granddad.

‘He’s waitin’ out in the lane. He’s gunna take me back again. Don’t worry, he’ll keep quiet. He owed me a favour.’

‘And now you owe him one, boy, and I told you never to let that happen.’

‘This was different, Granddad — I had to. Mr Sanderson says they might have caught Mr Kavanagh already.’

‘Don’t you worry about him. They’ll only catch him if he wants to be caught. That’s how they got him in the first place.’

‘I don’t get it. Why would he want to get caught?’

Granddad wasn’t falling for that one. I had to be content to leave empty-handed.

Outside, Gazza was still waiting, and having a quiet smoke (Marlboro).

‘So, all done?’ he said.

‘Yep. Thanks.’

‘You know why I helped you out?’

‘Not really. Because I didn’t see you that day down at Prince Patrick Street, when you found that toolbox?’

‘No, though I appreciate you not seeing me down there. No, it’s because blokes like us have to stick together.’

‘What d’ya mean “blokes like us”?’

‘Blokes who wear pink socks, for one thing.’

‘I don’t wear pink socks.’

‘No, but ya wanna, don’t ya, eh?’

He had me there.





40 The Italian connection

When I left Gazza’s place I went home via the lanes, to avoid the Black Holdens, and made my way to Dress Circle Lane to pick up Raffi, as I thought he might like to join me on my mission. My plan was to ask Mum if Aunty Daphne could take me and Flame Boy over to the blind people’s home to visit, the next time she went over. I couldn’t see any problems, as she had become friends with Mrs Kavanagh for a little while after Mrs K’s house had burnt down, and I didn’t think she’d blame her for our house burning down. Different thing altogether. And I couldn’t get Flame Boy to agree to anything else, so I thought it was worth a try. I didn’t think I’d confuse her by letting on that I’d already visited Mrs Kavanagh under my own steam. Kids are supposed to be like bread-and-butter puddings: incapable of self-propulsion. I didn’t take Zac, as he was asleep, in preparation for his next big mission down some drain or other. Nor did I ride my bike, as Raffi was with me, and he had never been allowed to have a bike. We took the tram, and this time I pretended it was Raffi who’d had polio, and it worked fine. Raffi said I was pretty convincing as the kid who had nothing wrong with him, and I told him I’d been pretending I had nothing wrong with me for ages.

When we got to St Dom’s Church I showed Raffi how to get off by swinging out over the traffic and then dropping down in front of the cars, forcing them to stop before the tram did. The clippie was probably amazed that a kid who’d had polio could do that, and I don’t blame her. All in all it was shaping up to be a successful mission.

But when I walked in with Raffi, something strange happened to the air in the living room: it went all sickly and made my legs feel sore.

The reason for the air going all funny was the look on Mum’s fizzog. She was looking at Raffi as if he had just sneezed green snot all over her new shoes. Or as if he was a zombie. Then the expression passed, and she was wearing her talking-to-visitors face again. But Raffi had noticed, and said nothing, not even hello.

In the meantime, Aunty Daffy, who was also there, was standing like someone had just stuck a cracker down her pants, and it should have gone off three seconds ago, but hadn’t. She was swinging her head from me to Raffi and back like Mr Squiggle, who she looked a lot like anyway. I was glad she didn’t say anything. In the end it wasn’t necessary.

‘Come here,’ said Mum, and walked out into the passage, and left Raffi standing in the living room with Aunty Daffy. In the passage Mum leant towards me and spoke so close to me it was raining in my face.

‘What is he doing here?’

‘He came over to see where I live. He’s the kid we told you about, the one —’

‘I know who he is, and I don’t want to see him in this house again. Now, send him home.’

‘But —’

Mum smacked my face, not as hard as Brother Ignatius, but hard enough to knock me off my feet. She had never done that before. I got up and headed for the living room, but Raffi came out and hurried towards the front door, looking back at Mum and me nervously. I followed Raffi out into the street, and told him to wait for me round the corner in Church Street. I went back in and walked into the hall, where I had left my bag. Mum was in the living room with Aunty Daffy. They were frozen like statues. Mum’s eyes were on me, but she registered no expression. Perhaps tiredness. Aunty Daffy proved me wrong by not laughing. I looked in her eyes for the judgement I had come to expect from most of the adults who knew me, but there was none.

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ yelled Mum, in the voice you normally save up for yelling ‘Fire!’.

Then, just like that, I left.

The first thing I did was take the tram down to South Richmond and go home with Raffi. I needed a bit of time to think, and for some reason I didn’t need to be by myself to think when Raffi was around. I suppose that was because we each sensed when the other wanted to be quiet. Most of the time I was thinking about what Mum had said just before I left, and whether she’d now be expecting me to leave home, like Dad. Anyway, we travelled all the way down Church Street like that, then went into Raffi’s place the usual way.

His mum was sitting in the lounge with her feet up, having a beer. I hadn’t seen many ladies doing that, as most of them preferred to drink stronger stuff, owing to the general quality of the local men, I think. Like a lot of women, Mrs Radion lived with just her kids, or kid, in this case. Some husbands were dead, some had shot through, some were just not there. I didn’t know Raffi’s story; but I didn’t have to. It was a hot night, so we walked in and plonked ourselves down on the sofa.

‘There’s lemonade in the fridge.’

We both went to look, and decided to go for the cola flavour. Back in the lounge we sat and did nothing, and said nothing. It was like a funeral, without the crying and bulldust.

‘Put the TV on, if you like. Just don’t make it too loud.’

We didn’t move.

‘So where did you go?’

‘We went to my place.’

‘And did your mother meet Raffi?’ said Mrs R in a worn-out voice.

‘Yes,’ said Raffi.

‘And?’ She had the faintest smile on her face, a smile and a tired frown.

Raffi suddenly started crying and got up, but didn’t go anywhere. He was just like a big rag doll. His mum put her beer down, got up and gave him a cuddle. I was going to cry too: I gave myself ten seconds. I grabbed my bag and disappeared into the lanes.

The last person you want to see when you’re down in the dumps is always the first one you actually run into. I had just left Dress Circle Lane, and was crying like a camel with a cold, not giving a continental who heard me, secretly hoping that everyone in that rotten town could hear me, and would feel half as sorry for me as I did for myself and for Raffi, who at least had a mum who wanted to cuddle him, when I bumped into Sidewinder, that is, Mario Camponi. Terrific. Goodbye Cobra membership, hello club outcast.

I had been looking down when I rounded the next corner, and a large hand reached out and barred my way. Normally, I would have died of fright, but I was so out of energy, I didn’t have the strength to have a heart attack, so my heart just kept on beating out of force of habit.

Mario didn’t speak, just looked around and gave me his hanky, which was clean, folded and pressed. It was the first time I had ever seen a boy with a clean hanky. No wonder he looked around first.

‘Who did this to you, Blayney? I’ll thump him for you.’

‘No one. I’m just … unhappy.’ No point telling him I was actually feeling quite good.

He put his arm around my shoulder and walked me the short distance to his home. I kept on crying; I felt no urge to stop. He took me through the front door, and several curious faces appeared at interior doorways, but no one said anything. When we reached the lounge room, there was an Italian record playing, something happy and silly, and a kid accompanying it on a piano accordion. I looked up, uncaring, and saw a boy with flashing eyes and a red and silver accordion the size of a Volkswagen. The music kept on going, as if it was the accordion that was playing him, and his eyes reflected loss to me. Mr Camponi raised his voice in a controlled way, so as not to spoil the recital.

‘Mama.’

Mrs Camponi appeared and pushed Sidewinder away.

‘What’d you do to ’im?’

‘Nothin’, Mum, I found him out in the street.’

‘Stop the music! Can’t you see he doesn’t like it? Now, you just sit here until you feel better.’

Mr Camponi stopped the record player, and the accordion player stopped playing, but his eyes kept flashing. I cried for another minute, though no one was bothered by it, not even me. I no longer cared about appearances. What a place I’d picked to turn into a baby: I reckoned I was washed up as a Cobra. Some other kid would get to call himself Python. It didn’t matter. Mrs Camponi sat with me and put her arm around me. She didn’t try to dong me or tell me to shut up. And when someone new appeared, to gawk at the freak, she shooed them away, the way you shoo chooks. She allowed the TV to be switched on, with the sound down low, and nothing more.

When I felt that there was no more crying to be done I stopped and looked around. The family responded by suddenly shifting into a higher gear, as if they had a special plan for the sudden appearance of crybabies, and they’d practised it a thousand times. It suddenly began to rain piano accordions, Gerry Gee appeared on the TV in front of us wearing a Richmond football jumper, and from another room I heard Buddy Holly singing ‘It Doesn’t Matter Anymore’. Mr Camponi started laughing. I have no idea why.

‘Come into the kitchen and talk to me while I cook,’ said Mrs Camponi. ‘It helps me.’

So we went into the Magic Kitchen, and I told her everything, except for the bits about Granddad, Uncle Seamus, Flame Boy, his dad, the Sandersons, the Creepy Crawleys, and the Briefcase of Mystery.

‘You needa a girlfriend,’ she finally said, stirring something in a way that made Mrs Sanderson look like an amateur, and a skinny one at that.

‘I’ve got one.’

‘So her name’s a big secret or something?’

‘Mona,’ I said quietly.

‘It’s Mona De Coney,’ shouted a girl’s voice, off stage.

I was too tired to be surprised. My normally unreliable brain told me that Tina and Mona probably went to school together.

‘Francesca De Coney’s daughter? Ho-o-o!’ She shook her hand as if it was hot, only in slow motion. ‘Better get used to crying. She’s a go breaka you heart one day.’

Sidewinder stuck his smiling face around the door.

‘She’s a gunna breaka you heart. Ha ha.’

Great.

Mrs Camponi was one of those ladies who asks a lot of questions, then answers a lot of them herself, like Mona and her Aunty Lucky, though I wouldn’t call Mona a lady. I was beginning to wonder if it was something that Italian girls and ladies did. If so, I had made a major discovery. But then I remembered that Mrs Esposito did not answer her own questions, and she was Italian too. But then, she didn’t ask any to begin with. She always knew what was going on in the house, and even outside it, in the world, even though she was home cooking all the time, because of all the babies, and because her family was the size of a small army. The way I look at it, if Mrs Esposito had been fighting against the Australians in Africa, we would have been done like a dinner.

Actually, Mrs Camponi only wanted to know two things: everything about Mona De Coney and me, and Granddad’s phone number. When I told her the phone number she immediately put down her cooking things, and said: ‘Cumma with me.’

We went down the hall to a phone stand, and she rang our phone number.

‘Pronto? Mrs Blayney? Ah Mrs Blayney, this is-a Mrs Camponi — Gabriella Camponi. It’s all right: he’s at our place … Oh, he knowsa my son, Mario … He comes here to play … We live in Yorkshire Street … Yes, that’sa right! We would like him to stay for tea, if it’s all right with you…. My husband Vincent will drive him home … Oh good … Tonighta we have justa gnocchi and pizzaiola. He like. You no worry. He’s a lovely boy. ArriverderLa. Good-bye.’

She turned to me.

‘Your mama is a lovely woman. I tell her not to worry. I ask her if you can stay for tea. I tell her my husband will drive you home. I tell her we have gnocchi and pizzaiola for tea. I tell her you a lovely boy. She say is all right.’

I felt like I was on Mars, which is how I always feel around at the Espositos’: there’s a lot of red stuff everywhere, and noise and fantabulous smells. The place is a lot like Luigi’s, only the lady in charge is shaped like a balloon full of water and has a kind voice, while Mrs Esposito is skinny and little, but has a voice like a sergeant-major.

I thought of the phone call I just heard (twice) and wondered if Mum actually understood all of it. I wondered if she really did want Mr Camponi to drive me home, or just keep me at his place, or simply drop me off at the nearest orphanage. I had become The Boy Who Runs Away. But I had also become the boy who was getting gnocchi and pizzaiola for tea. What a clever spy I was!

But then I thought of Flame Boy, sitting alone in the dark, and I hoped he had found the victuals, and hadn’t been run over by a train, or drowned in a drain, or fallen down a hole, or got lost, or been eaten by rats. And I thought of Mrs K, stuck in the blind people’s home that was, according to Barney, as dry as a nun’s bath mat, with no television to listen to, and no possibilities of having any fun that didn’t involve brushes, and horrible grey socks that Mum wouldn’t be caught dead in. And Mr K, ducking out of sight every two minutes, so he wouldn’t be locked up in the loony bin again — in a fireproof cell — and not even getting to spend time with his son, who was probably the only kid in Richmond desperate to find his old man. The Spirit of Progress was sick with worry about his nemesis, his nemesis’s father and his nemesis’s mother.





41 Bodgie socks

When Mr Camponi dropped me off at home, the first person I met was Granddad. He was waiting out on the verandah for me, sitting on the seat that he and Nanna used to love sitting on together. It was one of those perfect summer nights, when you can smell the air. That night it was a mixture of the garden, which I had taken over as Head Weeder since Nanna died and Granddad went troppo in it, Richmond Hill Panel Beaters down Lyndhurst Street, which you could smell day and night, weekday or weekend, and Melbourne itself, which had its own special air, a bit off but a bit friendly as well.

As I sat beside him on the bench and looked across the road to the wide lawns of the grand house there, I thought about how much I didn’t want to go inside. Since leaving Raffi’s house I had simply allowed myself to be carried along by the stream of events, like a dead dog in the river. I’d had no intention of actually making any decisions, not then or at any other time.

Now, I was sitting outside Granddad’s house, and it was Sunday night, and everything was in a mess. I wanted Tom to come back. I was tired of him not being there, which for me was a new feeling. Up to now I had been able to pretend that Heaven was a place, and that there were ways you could come back from it to visit, even if I knew deep down that you really couldn’t. But now I saw that there were no ways of coming back and it was more like Tasmania, an island in the middle of nowhere. That was why I wanted him to come back: because it was impossible. And I was angry at God, who had proven time and time again that he was my true nemesis and, in the Nemesis Handicap, could not be handicapped out of the running, because it was he who decided what weights the runners would carry.

Thus, my old earthly nemesis, Wonder Woman, was handicapped by being basically unhappy with her husband Ken (who I had once seen threaten to bash her) and, as far as I could tell, unhappy with life itself (though she had my sympathy there); and my current nemesis, Flame Boy, was handicapped by being a chuckle short of a kookaburra, and having a social disease (I admit it, but only to myself) that needed attention quick smart; while I myself was handicapped — Was I a nemesis? Probably — by being a twin without a brother, not to mention being a nutcase and a pest. My head hurt. I punched my palm. I punched it again. Granddad placed his hand on my fist, to stop me.

‘Did I ever tell you about the time I got buried alive at Gaza?’

I cast my mind back to the war stories I’d heard from Granddad. There was the time he charged the guns at Beersheba, and frightened the life out of the Turkish machine gunners, who’d wished they’d reported in sick that day. And there was the time he saved all the horses from drowning, and took them ashore, even though half of them were blown to bits by mortars. And there was the time they nicked General Bill Grant’s horse and gave him a draught horse to ride, which had almost cost him his corporal’s stripes. But I couldn’t remember him being buried alive. It sure sounded good, but.

‘No, I don’t think you ever told us that one.’

‘Well, after I saved them horses at Gaza — you remember that, don’t you? — we jumped on ’em and charged the town from the sea; but we got nowhere, so we had to take cover in a ditch, while the Turks killed our flamin’ horses with machine guns. I jumped into a bloody great bomb crater and was stuck there all day and all night. There was already a bloke in the crater and he had been hit by a mortar round — he was dying. We chatted about this and that, as you do when you’re in the middle of a battle and getting the shit kicked out you. He said his nickname was Polly.’

‘Like your poetry name.’

Granddad had written a lot of poetry in his life and his poetry name was Polly Beer.

‘Now you know where I got the name from. Anyway, the Turks kept us pinned down all night by firing off parachute flares, so everything was lit up like day, and none of us could move unless we felt like getting shot. But the mortars kept on falling. The next morning I woke up to find I had been buried in dirt and was being dug up —’

‘Like a zombie —’

‘Yeah, like a zombie. And some Aussies dragged me out of the crater and carried me away. When we got to a safe place, the mortars started again. Turned out I had a broken leg.’

‘What happened to the other bloke?’

‘He got buried too; he’s still there, I reckon. He died in the night, while I was talking to him. It was soon after that they gave me the medal.’

It was the Distinguished Conduct Medal. He once showed it to me and Tom.

‘For saving the horses.’

‘That, and a few other things. Anyway, the point of the story is that every now and then something terrible will happen to you. But it doesn’t stop you continuing to live your life. It just changes the shape of things a little bit from then on.’

‘Like you busting your leg: it still hurts.’

‘No, it’s me hip that hurts, and I was born with that. No, I’m talking about getting dug up by those Aussies. They could just as easily have dug up the other bloke instead, and not even known I was there. Or I could’ve got me leg blown right off, and then I’d never have boxed. See? That was a bad day and night, and yet here I am.’

‘Bloody Turks!’

‘That was a long time ago. You know Mr Mustafa down the shop? He’s a nice bloke, isn’t he?’

‘Yeah. Mrs Mustafa makes fantastic lollies — you’d kill for one, Granddad.’

‘They’re Turkish. So no more of that “bloody Turks” stuff. That war ended over forty years ago.’

‘I always thought you hated ’em.’

‘Never, not even when I was in Palestine. Great horsemen, not like us — real lancers. So, where’ve you been, visiting your girlfriend?’

‘Nah, having din-dins with the Camponis.’

‘And how are Vinnie and Gabbie, these days?’

‘You know ’em?’ It was hard to believe, but then again, not really.

‘D’ja see that Admiral TV of theirs?’

‘Don’t tell me it fell off the back of a truck!’

‘I’m not telling you anything. I’m just asking if you saw it.’

‘It’s going like a bought one.’

‘Another happy customer. And Italians have lots of relatives. That means more TVs.’

I got an idea, one of my better ones.

‘Why stop at TVs, Granddad?’

‘I never did, young feller.’ He gave me a nudge with his elbow.

‘Now, you still haven’t told me how that boxing lesson went.’

‘I broke Oby’s nose and got into heaps of trouble. Brother Timothy — he’s the Head Brother — said the moment the Archbishop dies I’m gunna cop it. He mentioned your name … and he said all kinds of nasty things about our family.’

‘I remember that bloke from when he was just another young troublemaker heading for a life of hard labour. I think he’s forgotten where he came from.’

‘Where did he come from?’

‘From the arsehole of Melbourne, boy: Collingwood. I can see I’m going to have to remind him.’

‘Granddad, you won’t make things worse for me, will you?’

‘Never. I’ll always be in your corner, boy. Now, changin’ the subject, a box of these fell off a truck just near here, and I managed to get a pair. All the young blokes are wearing ’em. D’ya want ’em?’

I looked into the brown paper bag he offered me. Inside was a pair of lime-green socks — Day-Glo — that were so bright I swear one of them was still alive. I was pretty sure they were bodgie socks, but I wasn’t going to tell that to Granddad, as I knew he had a low opinion of bodgies, and I wanted those socks like Bugsy wants carrots. The problem was, I couldn’t wear them anywhere in Australia without drawing more attention to myself than a bushranger in a bank queue, and it was necessary for my roles as the Spirit of Progress and special agent of the Olympians that I keep a low profile at all times. For example, if I turned up at school with them on, I would probably be burnt at the stake, Archbishop or no bloody Archbishop.

‘Jeez, thanks, Granddad. They’re bewdies.’

‘Now, let’s go inside and say hello to your mother. She’s been worried sick about you.’

I must have given him one of those looks.

‘Don’t look at me like that. You think I don’t know what you’ve been going through for the past year, but I’ve got a pretty good idea. And you don’t know what your mother’s been going through. Losing a child is a terrible thing for a woman. I’d rather it had been me who’d died, to save you both the pain. I mean that. And I think she was just starting to mend when this happened.’

‘But Dad’s shot through before.’

‘I wasn’t talking about that, though that’s another thing. That’ll work itself out in good time. There’s more, and she’ll tell you about it when she’s ready. The main thing for you to know is that she loves you: you’re all she’s got. She wants to tell you, but she misses Tom even more than you and me put together. You know, when she was a kid, I let her down. I wasn’t there a lot. Her mum, your nanna, wasn’t there most of the time either, because she was in and out of those TB hospitals for years. I think your mum’s got a right to be angry. But she’s not angry at you. Now go on.’

He gave me a little shove, the way a racehorse will when it knows you’ve come to give it sugar cubes.

I went in and left Granddad outside, where there was at least a breeze. Mum was sewing something, not her best choice of activities, but better than cooking. Aunty Daffy was sitting near her, having a beer. She had a placid look on her face, like her first glass was just a fond memory.

I went up to Mum, and she put the sewing down — I was glad to see it wasn’t something of mine — and kissed me, the way she used to before Tom died, and that was a long time ago. She was crying, and so, not to make her feel the odd one out, I looked as serious as I could.

There are three kinds of crying: no sobs but tears, which is what girls do when you tell them they are beautiful (I had only done it once, and I still didn’t know if I would do it again, or stop pushing my luck); little sobs, which is what ladies do when they’ve been on the turps and someone bungs on ‘Begin the Beguine’ or ‘We’ll Meet Again’; and bawling like a giant panda when you take away its bamboo sandwich. Mum had invented a fourth way: red eyes, which, in Richmond, is the same as letting it all out like a two-year-old in any other suburb.

I still wasn’t sure if she was angry or not, so I waited: Granddad’s Rules for Getting Along with Girls. After a while she looked at me, and I noticed that her eyes were the same as Charles’s mum’s eyes after she’d had a few snifters of Gilbey’s and a couple of Bexes, and one or two other little things she used to take to prepare her for going on television, and then when she was home and just thinking about going on television.

‘Don’t you ever leave without saying goodbye again. I was worried sick. You’re all I have. We have to stick together.’

‘Like’ — I was about to say Laurel and Hardy, but I remembered that Tom liked Abbott and Costello better — ‘Abbott and Costello.’

‘More like the Three Musketeers.’

‘Oh, yeah, I wasn’t counting Granddad.’

‘Neither was I. There’s something I want to tell you, something important. It’s time you were told.’

I knew what was coming, but I pretended I didn’t know what day it was, sticking to the rules.

‘I’m going to have a baby. We’re going to have a baby.’

‘What kind?’

I had heard from Aunty Betty, the person who Tom and I thought might have started World War II, that ladies always know what kind of baby they’re going to have.

‘I don’t know; whatever God gives us.’

God again. I didn’t like where this was going already, and felt like telling Mum that messing around with God could only bring bad luck and probably heartbreak. But she was off with the fairies, and smiling at me as if I was Princess Panda and had just told her that she had won a set of luggage on the Darrods Wheel. I had a thought.

‘Mum, what if he gives us twins?’

Mum kept smiling, but now her dial looked like it did the day Aunty Betty found an earring in her pavlova.

‘You would have to say that.’

Granddad came in just then, and kissed us both on the hair. I’d never seen him do that before and I was impressed, as everyone knew that was how people got hair-lips.

‘So, you’ve been eating Italian food, have you? What was it like, then?’ said Mum.

I wanted to tell Mum that it was only the best food I’d ever tasted in my life, bar none, that’s all. But she was still smiling like Loretta Young introducing a guest, so I decided to tell a white lie, which is always okay when you tell it to a copper, a fireman, or your mum.

‘It wasn’t a patch on yours, Mum.’

Aunty Daffy spilt some of her grog — a confessable sin in Richmond.

Mum made her mouth into a straight line, and turned to Granddad.

‘I wonder which side of the family he got that from. Now, ice-cream?’

‘You bet. What flavour?’

‘Neapolitan.’

‘Bewdy.’

After school on Monday, I went down the hill to Raffi’s place, to see how he was getting on. I took the tram I would have gone home on every day if I hadn’t moved. My best friends were on it, and MBF was also there, telling some kids from our school how I broke Oby’s nose, as if they hadn’t already heard it a dozen times.

‘So then Oby says: “Oh really?” And Blayney says: “Yeah, really.” And Oby says: “You wanna try it?” And Blayney says: “Yeah, I wanna try it.” And Oby says: “Ten quid says you can’t beat me.” And Blayney says: “Let’s make it twenny quid — or are ya gutless?”’

And so on. It was sickening, and I could tell that the others were just as embarrassed as I was. Suddenly, one of the other kids, who were all older than us, said: ‘I suppose you think you’re a big man, Blayney. Well, my old man reckons your old man pissed off because he couldn’t stand the sight of you anymore, and your grandfather’s a jailbird, and was put in prison for killing some bloke, and your mum’s up the duff to the garbage man. And —’

As curious as I was to find out what came after ‘And —’ I was not going to sit there and take that, especially as I’d had to pay fourpence of my hard-earned cash to get on. I got up slowly, mainly because the tram was rocking like mad, and lurched over to the kid, who was a lot bigger than me, and was sitting down with his mates. He stopped and looked at me, thinking he was safe sitting down. I kicked him in the shins as hard as I could, as Granddad had told me that kicking doesn’t usually achieve much unless you hit a vital spot, and I was hoping the shins were a vital spot.

The boy let out a mighty scream and bent double, so that I could have had my pick of vital spots. But I was thrown off the tram, which the conductor stopped between stops, just for me. In fact, we were all thrown off, plus a few kids from Abbotsford Tech who happened to be sitting with us. I was the last to go. The conductor grabbed my arm and asked for my name. I said: ‘Matthew Foster.’ He told me he was going to be in touch with our principal.

The kids were impressed with the way I had kicked the big kid, and agreed that he deserved it. I said I was sure that everyone would see it that way, especially Brother Timothy.

I was still wearing my St Dominic’s uniform when I knocked on the back door of Raffi’s place. Raffi’s mum hadn’t arrived home, but Raffi was there, still wearing his high school uniform.

‘You okay?’ I asked.

‘Yeah. You?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I heard from Tina that you went over to her house.’

‘Not exactly. Mario met me down the street and took me back to his place.’

‘It’s the same place.’

‘I know, but I didn’t go over there because it was Tina’s place.’

‘I know that. Your girlfriend’s Mona De Coney.’

‘Yeah, how did you know that?’

‘Mona told Tina, and Tina told me. And she told me what happened over at her place.’

‘I was upset.’

‘I know what it’s like. I cried all night when Chrissy died.’

‘What, Chrissy your cousin?’

‘Yeah, she lived next door.’

‘Do you miss her?’

‘Yeah. Sometimes. Do you miss your brother?’

‘Yeah. Sometimes. Am I allowed to come in?’

‘Yeah, why wouldn’t you be?’

‘Because …’

‘Because your mum kicked me out of your place.’

‘Yeah. It’s because you look like me. I think it reminds her of Tom … my brother.’

‘That’s funny, you don’t remind my mum of Chrissy.’

We looked at each for a minute and started laughing and wrestling. We were still wrestling when Mrs Radion came home. She grabbed hold of us and started wrestling the both of us and laughing.

‘So what are you doing here? Gabbie Camponi told me you shot through to her place. My cooking not good enough for you? Or was the attraction the lovely Tina?’ She grabbed Raffi in a headlock. ‘Eh? Eh?’

‘Neither, Mrs Radion.’

‘Oh, I know. I’m just having a lend of you. Raffi told me what happened at your place. I’m terribly sorry for you both. I s’pose you’ll have to give your mother time to get used to the idea.’

I had no idea which idea she was talking about, because there were a lot of them going around just then, and I’d lost count. But I knew the appropriate response.

‘Yeah.’

‘Now, who’s for a beer? No one? Fair enough, I’ll have one meself. It’s the quick and the dead around here. You two will have to be happy with Vegemite on toast.’

We looked at each other. In that moment, I saw what Mum had seen, what Mrs Radion was talking about, not just a kid who looked a hell of a lot like me, but the reason that kid looked a lot like me, the thing about him that I’d never been able to put my finger on, the Tom thing. I saw it, but Raffi did not. I know he did not because his gaze was one of calmness, like Audie Murphy before he took on a whole company of Germans. He was staring at me because he could, because we knew each other well enough to do it.

But I was looking at him with a feeling in my stomach, like the lift just went down, but the lift driver didn’t say ‘Going down’ first. Raffi had only met Tom once, for a few minutes, but I had spent weeks with Raffi. And my brain had finally made the connection. Raffi broke the staring thing, and ran off to the fridge to organise a snack. I was paralysed, and became aware that my gob had opened all by itself, which Granddad says you should never let the punters see. The connection had electrocuted my brain. Slowly, I turned towards Mrs Radion, who had been watching the whole thing. She sighed and made the frog mouth, only gently.

My conversation with Mum made it easier for me to be at home, and I also noticed that Granddad was home to stay. I wondered if this meant that the briefcase had been safely stashed and Granddad and Uncle Seamus were home and hosed and had finished their secret stuff. So I asked him.

‘Granddad, did you manage to stash the briefcase in a safe place?’

‘I don’t want to hear about that flamin’ briefcase again … unless Sanderson or someone else mentions it to you. Then I need you to give me the whisper.’

‘I’m worried, that’s all, because now that Keith hasn’t got it, his dad might shoot through without him.’

‘That’s something that neither of us can do anything about. We’ll just have to see how things turn out. Either way, it’s not your business. Besides, it looks like his aunty’s in charge now.’

‘What about those blokes who followed me?’

‘I’ve had a word in the proper quarters and put a stop to that. Providing you keep your nose clean you should be okay.’

I was always amazed at how many people Granddad knew. Mr Sanderson had told me a few months before that I was like the hub of a wheel, because I was connected to so many other local people. But when Granddad said that, I saw that it was really him who was the hub of the wheel, though he was keeping his mouth closed about what it all had to do with him and Uncle Seamus, who I’d always thought had a screw loose, but now wasn’t so sure.

‘Granddad, I have to find Keith, aunty or no aunty.’

‘Do you think I haven’t had a look around? He’s got to come to the surface some time or other. And when he does, we’ll be waiting. Then he’ll be safe.’

‘I don’t think he wants to be safe. I think he wants to be with his dad.’

‘I doubt whether that’s going to happen. Why don’t you concentrate on being twelve?’

‘Because I’ve got to save him.’

‘You should stop all this: you’ll only make yourself sick.’

This was the new way everyone had of telling me to stop doing something, instead of the usual ‘stop it or you’ll get a sore’.

‘Granddad, I know why I look like Raffi.’

He looked away and had a little think.

‘Who told ya?’

‘No one. I just suddenly realised it.’

‘Fair enough; I suppose it was staring you in the face. And you were never slow off the mark. Best keep quiet about it.’

‘Dad knows too.’

‘Yes, yes. Just say nothin’ to nobody. What does Raffi think about it?’

‘He doesn’t know.’

‘One day he will. In the meantime, keep it to yourself.’





42 D-Day

Some days are light, and some are heavy. That Friday was heavy. It shouldn’t have been: there was no school for any of the kids in Melbourne, as the temperature was expected to top a hundred and five, and people were dying like flies all over the city. In fact, earlier that morning I served at the Mass of a visiting priest, Father Green, an old guy who was about the same age as the temperature that morning, who couldn’t wait to cark it as soon as he got back to the presbytery. I could see him sort of melting during the Mass. By the time Communion rolled around — I was the only person in the church apart from Mrs Vassalo, who didn’t really count, as she went to Communion every day of her life, and was planning to make the Pope look like a wimp — he was legless, not from the grog but from the heat, and I had to lug him around like a sack of briquettes. We didn’t even give Mrs V Communion, as Father was unable to talk, so I helped him from the church, vestments and all, not really giving a bugger. Mrs Moran and I laid him on his bed, and, after mumbling something about Brunswick, he dropped off the perch.

Now I sat at the table and thought about corn flakes and the fact that they tasted better as you got closer to the bottom of the box, and wondered if it had anything to do with the footy cards they put in there. It was no good: the heaviness kept creeping into the kitchen, which was weird, because the monster who roams our kitchen doing evil things to food — I call her the Creature of the Green Enamel Oven — had got up early and gone into work for a shift and a half, a bit of overtime. Those shifts only came along once in a blue moon, so she was keen to make a few extra quid, even though Granddad told her they didn’t need the money. But while having Mum out of the house felt good, it didn’t make the heaviness go away.

Granddad was always flush. When he was young he lived in America — in Hollywood — and started a stunt-riding company, because he knew all about horses, from the war. Anyway, the stunt company sort of grew, and was still growing. He told me that his company had cornered the movie horse market, and I would never see a movie with horses in it that he didn’t make a quid from. Hence the dough. This was something he hardly ever talked about, like his adventures in the war, and you practically had to torture him to get him to cough up any intelligence. But Mum liked to pay her own way.

Plus, Aunty Queenie had been in America with him, and it had something to do with her. I found this out by grilling Aunty Queenie when Granddad once left me at her place while he went to see a man in Balaclava about a load of something nobody wanted anymore.

‘Aunty Queenie, can I ask you a few questions about the old days?’

‘Hello, here’s trouble.’

‘No, really, nothing serious.’

‘Why don’t you wait till your Granddad comes back from … um —?’

‘Aunty Queenie, I know where he’s gone.’

‘Well, you shouldn’t know. I don’t know what he’s doing to you.’

‘Barney says I’m getting a rounded education.’

‘Yes, well, Barney could do with a smack in the ear.’

‘Anyway, what I was wondering about was the time you and Granddad were in America.’

‘Hah, those were the days. We went to every decent boxing match in all the big cities: New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, St Louis. Then we went to the West: that’s where the real money was.’

‘What was in the West?’

‘Hollywood! That’s where I got married, you know.’

‘Wow, Hollywood!’

‘Yes, but it never took. I haven’t seen him since.’

‘What was his name?’

‘Bit of a stickybeak today, aren’t we? Rollo Brik.’

‘You mean you were Mrs Brik.’

‘They have some very strange names in America. Hey, you like movies, don’t you?’

‘You mean pictures?’

‘That’s right. Well, Rollo used to make them.’

‘Wow! Which ones?’

‘None you would have seen — it was a long time ago.’

‘Did you have any kids?’

I had once seen an old picture Granddad had of her and a kid. For a second I thought I was onto something, but it was no dice.

‘Too many questions.’

So what I knew on this heavy Friday morning were the following things: one, it was as hot as Johnnie Ray; two, something exciting was going to happen; and three, I was going to solve the problem of what to do with Flame Boy once and for all. I felt like one of those ladies who could tell the future. All I needed was a crystal ball and a voice like Valentine Popovich’s mother and I was away. It was the same feeling I had when South beat the crap out of Collingwood — at Collingwood. I thought: Hello, I’ve got the funniest feeling. It’s like just before you chuck. You think: I don’t reckon I could get odds against heaving right now. So my brain, which has let me down more times than a sideshow spruiker, now felt like it had just had a grease and oil change and was cruising for once.

All this occurred to me as I stepped out of the front door and was hit by the Friday heat, which any kid will tell you is the worst heat of the week. But the hotness of it blasted my brain into gear, and took some of the weight out of the heaviness.

I walked up to Church Street, and looked up at the spire of St Dominic’s, once the tallest structure in Australia, Brother Gabriel said. He told us the Archbishop built it that way to put the wind up the Proddies — and it worked like a beauty. He said they still haven’t got over the shock. And then, just for good measure, they built St Patrick’s Cathedral, which was as big as the South Melbourne footy ground. Tom and I had been baptised in there. I wondered which of us they poured water on first, because he would have been the first one to qualify for Heaven. Probably Tom, because he ended up there first. Suddenly, as I looked up, I was inspired: I suddenly realised that being inspired was a holy experience, from God, and that was why they were always putting ‘spires’ on churches and forever going on about it in Mass. That was the true light that lighteth every man who cometh into the world. That was me. I was here, but where was the bloody light, for God’s sake? As usual, I realised, I would have to do everything myself.

Raffi and I had a plan for the day, and it was too good to waste on worrying about the temperature. Basically, we didn’t care how many people dropped dead right in front of us, clogging up the footpaths and tram lines: we were on a mission. First, we were going to the pictures in the city, to see The Shaggy Dog. We knew that the picture theatre would be the coolest place in Melbourne. Then we were going to the City Baths, to get cold, wet and full of lollies. Then for Raffi it was home you go; the Spirit of Progress had his own secret mission.

Today was no ordinary Friday: it was the day of the Volga’s departure. And I had got Barney to show me how to find out what time it was leaving, and sworn him to secrecy. I would have made him swear on my cat’s skull, but I didn’t want him to think I was weird or anything, so I took his word. Besides, I had the funniest feeling he didn’t know much about the Volga Caper, Granddad being a pretty secretive bloke himself, and having a rule about secrets: that if more than one other bloke knows it, it might as well be on the front page of the Sporting Globe.

I knew from Granddad’s conversation with the wharf boss that Mr Kavanagh wasn’t going to board until the last minute. The general view was that he would shoot through to Russia without his son, and I was inclined to agree, even though I’d led Flame Boy to believe that his old man was absconding with him to Albury. Still, I was prepared to give Mr K every opportunity to prove everyone wrong. The Daffy Plan may or may not have been a good one: Daffy may have been an aunty, but she was still an adult, and capable of letting us down wholesale. As far as I was concerned, my Albury plan was probably going to be the one adopted.

But in the meantime, it was off to the Globe. The way I looked at it, a secret agent is no good to anyone if he’s half dead from dehydration, thirst and heat exhaustion, not to mention boredom — and boredom was a monster that was always ready to jump out and bite your average kid. On the way in, we counted cars — Raffi counted Holdens, and I counted Fords — and spat on any car that tried to pass us, unless we liked the look of it, and providing it was close enough. But it turns out that it’s bloody hard to spit on anything at all when there’s a heat wave on, let alone moving cars.

At the Batman Avenue terminus, who should we see crossing the road but Matthew Bloody Foster, the kid I spent practically my whole life avoiding like Brussels sprouts. He had been on the same tram, with his mum, except down the other end. To my complete delight, his mum had made him wear his purple shorts. I could tell that she had a tight rein on him, no doubt because of what she had seen us doing to the local traffic. The look on Foster’s dial told me that he was dying to come over and pester us, but wanted to stay in his mum’s good books. Just then, I felt for him: I wanted him to come over and cop whatever ridicule I could dream up, for the shorts, and for other things. But they were well away.

Naturally, I thought Raffi knew nothing about Foster, Son of Baked Bean Tester, beyond what I’d told him. So imagine my surprise when he suddenly waved the flipper and yelled out: ‘Hey, Foster!’

‘Hey, Radion! What are ya doing with Blayney?’

‘We’re friends!’

‘I didn’t know you knew Foster,’ I said. ‘Don’t tell him about the Olympians.’

‘We used to live in his street. Don’t worry, I won’t. Hey, look. He’s got his purple shorts on.’

‘Hey, Radion!’

‘What?’

‘We’re going to see The Shaggy Dog!’

Raffi and I looked at each other.

‘So—!’

‘Don’t tell him,’ I cut in. ‘We’ll go in last.’

‘But we’ll have to sit up the back.’

‘Yeah, but then we can roll aniseed balls under the seats.’

‘Ye-e-ah.’

By this time, the Purple Pest and his captor were well away, and we waited for a few minutes before moving off to the same theatre. However, after going to all that trouble we ran into the PP himself in the lollies queue — that would be God’s little joke.

‘Hey,’ said Foster as if he was not in the least bit surprised to see us, and as if we were still having the same conversation, ‘guess who I saw in Church Street? That kid who lights fires. Mum didn’t see him, but I did. I told her, but she said don’t worry, if he’s not trying to hide, the police will catch him. I —’

‘Where was this?’

‘It was up near Swan Street.’

‘Well done, young Foster. The Commandos would have been proud of you.’

‘Ssh, don’t tell Radion about the Commandos,’ said Foster, right in front of him. ‘That was our club.’

‘Don’t worry, he’s got his own club, haven’t you, Radion?’

‘Yeah,’ said Raffi. ‘And it’s full.’

‘We don’t care, do we, Foster?’

‘Nah, me and Blayney don’t care. Anyway, I joined another club, ’cept it’s more like a gang.’ I hoped he wasn’t going to say the Destroyers. ‘It’s called the … um … the … the Rockets!’

‘What street’s it in?’

‘Can’t tell you.’

There was a silence full of picture theatre foyer music — just then it was ‘Moonglow’ from Picnic. I hoped a bomb would go off. Anything.

‘Also —’ (Another one of Matthew Foster’s favourite words.)

‘What?’

‘That kid was crying.’

So Flame Boy’s infamous superhero identity was coming unglued. I’d seen it all before, and a lot closer to home than I cared to admit to just anyone. The sooner I caught up with him, the better for the whole family. But I knew I had no intention of searching for him in the blast furnace that Melbourne had turned into until I at least had a picture and a dip under my belt. Still, I hated to hear it, especially from a boy who was wearing purple shorts to the pictures.





43 The Torch

The picture turned out to be one of the best pictures of all time, having everything: spies, a friendly dog, and a girl. I liked it so much I decided not to roll any of my aniseed balls under the seats, in case we got thrown out.

The picture also had a museum, which made me turn to Raffi and say: ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’

‘Nuh.’

‘I’m thinking, Secret Agent Radion, that we should go and visit our old buddy the Olympic Torch.’

‘Oh. Now I’m thinking what you’re thinking.’

‘Good on you, Raffi my son. A visit to the Torch it is.’

By the time the coolness of the Globe had worn off, we were back in Swanston Street, where there was no shade all the way up to the museum, which was like an oasis. So hot was it, in fact, that a hundred feet from the theatre I was beginning to wonder if this was such a good idea. But I thought of the Torch, all by itself, probably not having been visited all day, and just begging to be recognised for the great thing it was, the thing that they talked about in the Mass: the light that no one got.

We were refreshed as soon as we walked into the place, oldness being a kind of medicine, and we headed straight to the Torch. When we found it, it was sitting in the raised hand of its dummy runner (it was supposed to be Ron Clarke, but if I’d been Ron’s mum I would have lodged a protest, it looked so crummy). In the background were lots of big blown-up photos of Olympic athletes doing Olympic things, and odds and ends from the Games themselves. But the only thing that looked real was the Torch. And we could tell from the scorch marks around the top that this had been one of the fair dinkum torches that Mrs Radion had told us about, and maybe even the real Ron’s torch (as the sign said).

The big room was dead quiet as we stood there on one side of the roped-off area. There was not even an echo. We looked around, a thing kids do naturally when something is about to happen — we’re born with it. When girls see boys look around like this they look around too — usually for someone to tell. This is why boys do not hang out with girls; except for pashing, which does not count, because with pashing most of the looking around is usually done by the girl half of the outfit, I’ve noticed.

I ducked under the rope and walked up to the fake Ron Clarke.

‘What’re you doing?’ whispered Raffi.

‘Getting a closer look. Keep a lookout.’

‘Don’t —’

I had touched it, to see how it felt. It felt like an Olympic torch. Only electric. I felt its power.

‘Don’t —’

I lifted it out of Ron’s hand. It was lovely — torchy. Suddenly I wanted to sing. I began to whisper:


‘Torche-e-e

Torche-e-e

Torchy, Torchy the Battery Boy –’



‘Put it back!’

‘You have a hold.’

I gave it to Raffi. While he tested it, I looked around.

‘Can you feel its power?’

‘Yes, I can,’ said Raffi. And he hefted it like an expert.

I hopped back under the rope.

‘Here, put it back,’ he whispered, and handed it to me. For a moment, both of us were holding it. Then all hell broke loose down the museum attendant end of the pitch.

There was only one entrance to the big room, and just then it was blocked by a large guard-shaped door-stop. I looked to both sides, quickly, as you do when the chips are down, and the canyon has been sealed off by the sheriff and his posse. To our right was a locked door blocked by a steam-driven car; to the left, a series of World War I army nurses’ uniforms in glass cabinets. There was a gap in the cabinets, and in that gap was a door. I recognised it as my door.

‘Come on.’

I ran for the door and opened it, and we stepped into the huge storeroom of exhibits the public never got to see. I closed the door behind us and turned the key in the lock. We stood there for a moment, staring at each other, then at the Torch, which I was still holding — it had a natural feel to it.

‘They’ll put us in jail,’ said Raffi.

‘No, they won’t. Follow me.’

I headed to the other side of the room, dodging stuffed marsupials and engines that did nothing useful when you started them up, and opened the door to the stairs. Down we went, down, down, down, in pitch dark, with Raffi hanging on to the back of my T-shirt and cooing in terror as I spoke to him soothingly: ‘Keep one hand on the wall. I know the way. Soon it will be light.’ And so on, as much for myself as for Raffi, though the darkness itself didn’t frighten me. What frightened me was the descent. It was as if we were descending into a place of comeuppance. I prayed to my archnemesis not to let us be caught, not for ourselves — every kid knows that you plays your game and you takes your chances — but for our parents, and our granddads and nannas, so that they wouldn’t have to visit us in the Home for Bad Kids every month, like Rhysie Savage, who got done for borrowing a car, which Barney says is never a good idea while you’re still wearing your school uniform, though in itself is probably something that everybody does from time to time.

However, prayers turned out to be completely unnecessary, as my memory had worked fine. When we reached what felt like the bottom we found a door and pushed it open, revealing a dimly lit tunnel heading up a hill to our left and down to our right. I shoved as much of the Torch as I could into my bag, and looked at Raffi, who looked as white as a condensed-milk sambo.

‘We go right. Whatever you do, stick to the wall. There are little trams down here, and they don’t make much noise. But they go fast. No people, just trams: you’ll see.’

At the main tunnel, under Swanston Street, the world was mine once again. I did not creep along, I swaggered (Raffi continued to creep). I gave the Torch to Raffi to hold, to give his confidence a boost, and led the way, like Sherpa Tenzing. When a double tram shot past us from behind, the breeze was so strong I thought my time was up, and Raffi let out the Scream of Death, which was only natural in the circs. Down towards the river we went, until I saw the little tunnel branching off to the left, near St Paul’s. Raffi burst out into the lane behind the cathedral like a kid who’d been held under water, while I stepped out behind him as if I did it every day. But I badly needed a quiet sit down somewhere.

In all the excitement, we forgot all about the City Baths, and headed straight across Flinders Street and hopped on the first tram down Batman Avenue. For Raffi, that was the way home, and I think that right then, he had no plan at all, and was running that way out of force of habit, the way all frightened rats, cats and kids do. But I was heading that way for a reason — the Spirit of Progress is a creature of reason — and had a destination in mind, the only place I could think of to take the Torch, where it would never be seen again by human eyes, unless those eyes were Olympian.

At Yorkshire Street we hopped off, not doing our swinging out over the road trick, because we were carrying the Torch, and because it was too bloody hot, but mainly because we were still in shock over what we’d done. We hadn’t spoken all the way down on the tram, though I wanted to badly. And I could see that Raffi did too. But what can you say that will top: Hey, we just committed the Crime of the Century?

We hurried down Yorkshire Street to the end, through the old cemetery, until we came to the even older cemetery behind it. It was all overgrown with long yellow grass at this time of the year, and looked very unhappy in all the heat. Raffi was immediately more nervous, if that was possible.

‘Where are we?’

‘Bethstone. It’s an old magic cemetery.’

‘I didn’t even know it was here.’

‘No one does, only zombies and ghosts.’

I could tell from the look on Raffi’s dial that he hadn’t considered the possibility of these things being just a few streets away from home.

‘They eat brains, human brains — and dogs’ brains,’ I added unnecessarily, as Raffi must have been the only kid in the Southern Hemisphere who didn’t have a dog.

‘Why dogs’ brains?’

‘Have you ever smelt a dog?’

‘Ye-e-ah.’

‘There you go.’

We had reached the old drain, hidden in the long grass, which was my private entrance to my underground hideout, and which I hadn’t even shown to Flame Boy. I lowered myself into the drain on my front, until I could feel the concrete steps on the right-hand side, then started my descent. All the time, I was talking to Raffi, explaining, so he wouldn’t lose it and go troppo, which would have been completely understandable.

‘This is where my secret underground hideout is … You have to climb down these skinny little steps … I have a torch stashed down there so we can see … we can hide Ron’s Torch here …’ and so on, as much for myself as for young Raffi.

At the bottom we stood in the rectangular slot of light provided by the drain, and smiled at each other for the first time.

‘Are you having fun?’ It was my voice speaking, but I was perfectly aware that the question was pure Tom. It was the sort of thing he might have said to me in the middle of one of our dangerous adventures, like the time we climbed onto the roof of Mrs Carruthers’ house and then walked along the top of a high wall so we could get into Old Man Sweeney’s junk yard.

‘I don’t know. I don’t want to go down there.’

‘Wait here while I go and get the torch. I’ll just be a minute.’

Two minutes later we were in the hideout, on the big ledge down the drain, which looked even bigger than usual in torchlight. Raffi was impressed and dropped from nine to about five on the Panic Scale.

‘Wow! How did you find this place?’

‘This is where that bloke took the Harrigan kid; this was his hideout. Now it’s mine — and yours too. Just come down here any time — better get a torch, first. Now, for the Torch —’

‘But how did you know about the tunnel … the one under the museum … and all the other tunnels?’

‘Look, Agent Radion, or should I say Special Agent Radion’ — that did the trick — ‘tunnels are my business: tunnels and drains … and underground railway stuff. Now, for our new Torch.’

I placed the Olympic Torch in its new permanent home – the hub of a rusty machine wheel that was down in the hideout – and straightened it. Then I stuffed the top of the Torch with paper, and poured in a little bit of the kero I was going to use for the hurricane lamp, then lit it, and gave it to Raffi to hold. It burnt with a soft light that made the hideout look friendly for the first time since I’d found it.

‘We can’t take it back,’ said Raffi.

‘They’ve got a hundred of the buggers. This one’s ours. Finders keepers.’

Raffi nodded, seriously.

‘Finders keepers.’

‘Best you don’t tell your mum; she’d break us up.’

We watched in silence while the flame filled us with its holy light, then died. Then I took Raffi back to the narrow steps that led up to Bethstone.

‘You know how everyone’s looking for Keith Kavanagh? Well, I think I know where he might be, but it’s a long way from here up this drain. I’ve been there before, so I’m going to take the torch and go for a look. I can’t take you with me in case the battery runs out — I can find my way out in the dark, but it would be too dangerous for the two of us together. Okay?’

Raffi wobbled the coconut: he was all for the peaceful life, and in fact was looking at me as if I’d lost my marbles.

‘Look, his aunty is visiting at our place, and — oh hell, it’s a long story. If he’s not there, I’ll meet you at your place in half an hour, and we can go for a swim. If he is there, I’ll have to take him back to his aunty. If you don’t see me in an hour, I’m at home and probably in trouble for something — dunno what.’

‘What if you get stuck in the drain? What’ll I do?’

I could see that young Raffi was new to panic.

‘Don’t worry, I won’t. As a matter of fact’ — I did the voice — ‘down here, folks call me … the Ferret!

‘Yes, the Ferret! A strange being from Richmond Hill who runs around under the ground, and can see in the dark. The Ferret! Who steals Olympic torches; finds kids who go nuts and set fire to things; and rescues beautiful Italian girls — I’m talking about Mona, not Tina.’

‘I know.’

‘— ’n stuff.’

Raffi scrambled up into the blast furnace, and was gone.

I turned up the big stormwater drain, which was bone dry. The only place Flame Boy could be was Kansas Station, under Eden Hill, so that was going to be my first port of call. If that didn’t work, my back-up plan was: I didn’t have a back-up plan, which is the worst thing that can happen to a spy, bar his gun jamming just as he is about to give the bad guy a dose of lead poisoning. (Usually, on those occasions, the dame — that would be Mona — decides to change sides, and clobbers the bad guy with her handbag, which is chock-full of heavy makeup jars and bottles.)

I figured that I had plenty of juice left in the old batteries, providing I used the method of drain exploring that I was expecting to be named after me one day, that is, of switching the light off and on every now and then. This was the way I had walked up to Kansas last year. Seeing the Olympic Torch burning back in the hideout had inspired me, so that I knew that nothing could possibly go wrong.





44 Father and son

When I heard the sound of a train not far away and seemingly under the ground with me I knew I was under the hill that was Eden Park. The drain suddenly opened out into a huge underground space full of old rails, sleepers and machinery. And there, in the abandoned work area, sitting by a fire, were Flame Boy and his old man. They were cooking something, and it smelt delicious.

‘Come and have some,’ called Mr Kavanagh.

I walked into the large brick-lined space, and looked at them, wondering if I now had a mysterious Olympic light about me.

They looked like a couple of derros camping under the railway bridge in bad weather. They had made the place into a kind of home. They were cooking eggs and bacon and fried bread. I gave it a nine.

Flame Boy was in some kind of angelic state, the same state I’d seen him in whenever there was fire around. His eyes were reflecting the dancing flames, and he was gazing at me as if he had already died and gone to Heaven and had become one of those visions that appears to shepherds and guides them to wherever shepherds get guided to. He also had a halo.

All around them, on the walls, shadows bobbed and weaved like boxers from Hell. Mr K was looking amused, and relaxed. He had a pipe going, and from it wafted a beautiful aroma of sweet, woody tobacco. I sat down near them on an old drum and watched as they fried.

‘Nicely done, finding us. Very clever. You worked out that the stormwater drain under Fawkner Street ran from the river up to Kansas Station. Good detective work, that. But a long trip, and dangerous too. So I’m guessing you’ve done it before.’

‘That’s right. I was worried about Keith. I wanted to make sure he found you.’

‘Well, he didn’t: I found him, and lucky I did too. I appreciate all you’ve done for Keith, actually. We both do, don’t we, mate?’

He had to give Flame Boy a bit of a nudge to bring him back from wherever his mind had gone.

‘Yeah.’

It was better than nothing.

‘Are you going to take him with you, Mr Kavanagh?’

‘That’s the plan. I’m just waiting for the all-clear. Then we’re off.’ I remembered what Granddad had told me, and Mrs Kavanagh. He was looking me straight in the eye too.

‘You’re waiting for the briefcase, aren’t you?’

‘I told you it was important. I need it.’

‘A lot of people want it. Even a lady I know wants it.’

‘Patricia Martello is no lady.’

I was confused.

‘I don’t know her. I mean Luca Martello.’

‘Same thing. What did you tell her?’

‘That I didn’t know what she was talking about.’

‘Hell, even I’m not sure if you’re telling the truth. Anyway, this has to be done my way, otherwise, it won’t work.’

The eggs and bacon were ready. He doled them out onto tin plates and gave us a fork each.

‘Here you go.’

‘Thanks. I know where Keith’s mum is.’

I leant closer to Flame Boy. ‘Keith?’

‘Torch.’

He shot a glance at his dad. So did I. Two glances.

‘Torch? Did you hear me? I know where they took your mum.’ Nothing. This was hard yakka. ‘It’s not far away. We can visit her before you go away; we can go right now. Then we can come back here. You have to see her before you go. You might never see her again.’ I took a breath. ‘She loves you.’

Flame Boy looked at me as he munched. I wasn’t even sure if he could hear me.

‘He won’t listen while there’s a fire going.’

‘Where is she?’ Flame Boy said, suddenly, spitting fried egg in my face.

‘She’s in the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind, in Prahran. She lives there. It’s not a home; she isn’t locked up or anything. We can go and visit. She needs to see you … talk to you, one last time. If you like, you can go home with your mum to your aunty’s place.’

I knew how stupid I sounded, but I meant every word. All the time I was just thinking of what Mum might want me to say, well maybe not Mum, but Mrs Radion perhaps. Keith was looking at my face, trying to work out whether I was fair dinkum, or maybe whether he even cared. I would have felt the same: it’s a superhero thing.

‘Keith can go, but I have to wait,’ said Mr K.

‘How long?’

‘I can’t say. I’m waiting for a bloke — he’ll have the briefcase.’

If he was talking about Granddad, I didn’t want to be there when he turned up. I mean, how would it look: ‘G’day, Granddad. Can I interest you in a fried cackleberry and a strip — not to mention aiding and abetting treason?’ I don’t think so.

‘Give us two hours to catch a tram there and back and have a quick visit. Two hours will be plenty of time.’

I could see by the look in his eyes that it was one of those forever decisions. I saw that look in Nanna Taggerty’s eyes the last time I saw her. She knew she wasn’t going to see me again, but the look wasn’t saying that: it was saying that she had just passed the point of no return. Flame Boy’s old man was the same: he had made his decision and there was no going back on it.

‘You’d have to come back here to Eden Park Station to meet me — up top. You know Keplar Street, outside? On the south side, Keplar Lane, halfway down, red gate on the right. Don’t be late. If they catch me they’ll put me away for good.’

‘Are you going to Albury?’

‘What? Oh yeah, Albury.’

He was lying. I had tried, but he was lying.

‘What’s the quickest way out?’

‘To Keplar Street? Up those stairs and out the door at the top. Leave it unbolted when you leave. Take your time: no rush.’

‘Come on, Keith,’ I said.

‘Torch.’ This time there was no glance.

I felt like a nong. His dad gave me the ‘fair enough’ shrug.

‘Come on, Torch.’

‘Go on, quick. Say goodbye to your mum, Keith, and come straight back. Don’t worry: I’ll wait.’

Flame Boy allowed himself to be led up the stairs. It was a long way to the top, and when we exited into the afternoon sun we were inside a big scrap-iron yard for railway parts. We left the door unlocked and hurried out the gate and got our bearings. We were on Keplar Street, and a short walk to the underpass and the station. While we waited for a train, I made a phone call.

‘Hello, Taggerty residence. Daphne Honeysett speaking.’

‘Hi, Aunty Daphne. It’s me. I’ve got Keith with me and we’re going down to the blind people’s home to visit his mum right now. We have to hurry, so I can’t wait for you. But if you come straight down you can meet Keith and explain to him about your house in Wodonga, ’cos he doesn’t believe me. This might be your last chance: his father’s leaving today. Here’s our train. Have to go. See ya.’ The Spirit is like Joe Friday. He likes to stick to the facts — just the facts.

I banged the phone with the side of my fist the special way Barney had taught me, and my coins came back to me. Two minutes later we rattled out into the sunlight near East Richmond Station. Half an hour later we were getting off a tram at Wesley College and walking fast.

The blind home people were happy as Larry to see Flame Boy, even though he looked (and smelt) like a zombie who’d fallen down the sewer. I explained to the lady we met that Keith was my cousin and had just found out where his mum was, and needed to see her because he was going into hospital tomorrow for a serious operation to his brain, and there was a possibility that he may never be able to visit or recognise her again. This they accepted with a knowing nod. They must get a lot of kids like me dropping in.

The lady did all the talking, and then Flame Boy went over to his mum and she hugged him for a much longer time than I would have done. I went over to the broom section and visited Weedo. This time his socks were a kind of olive tartan; I was glad he couldn’t see the look on my face.

‘G’day. So, you’ve brought Keith to visit his mum, have you?’

‘Yeah, how did you know?’

‘Oh, I know everything that happens in this room. I know, for one thing, that Keith hasn’t had a bath for a fair while.’

I laughed. ‘Yeah, well, you don’t get a prize for working that out. What else?’

‘I know about your brother.’

A shiver ran through me, like wire. ‘How?’

‘Molly told me everything. I was sorry to hear about that. I remember having a family myself.’

‘What happened to them?’

‘Dunno. One minute I had a job and a girlfriend, and I was savin’ up for a car, and I was flamin’ laughing, and the next minute I was in this place, and no one wanted to know me.’

‘You could see!’

‘See? I had eyes like a bloody hawk. Then I was in this accident at work. Smashed my head in. And now, here I am. Strange thing is, they say I still might get better. Or I might not. Life’s funny, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah.’ I’d noticed that everyone in the place was in hysterics, but kept my mouth shut.

‘Ah, here we are!’ A female voice tore through the place, bending a thousand brushes out of shape.

Aunty Daffy swept past me like a lavender willy-willy, and headed for the happy couple.

‘Hello, Molly.’ Aunty D swept a batch of brushes to one side as if they were Jap prison guards and kissed Mrs K. To my surprise (but not Aunty Daffy’s), Mrs K began to cry.

‘I’ve been a bloody idiot, Daff … I was rude to you … ’n’ now Jean’s house … And the boy’s … in strife.’

‘You have been a bloody idiot, Molly, but not for any of that stuff. Anyway, enough said: water under the bridge. I came to tell you I love you and I’m not going back without you two. Let’s give this town the flick, eh?’

Mrs K chirped up a bit just then, and remembered her manners.

‘Daph, this is Keith,’ she said. ‘Keith tells me he doesn’t want to go back with you.’ She paused and took a breath. ‘But I think we will, if you’ll have us.’

‘I’m very pleased to meet you again, Keith. I last saw you when you were a baby. Look, I know you’ve got a fair bit on your plate just now, but I think we can solve a lot of the problems you and your mum have if we shoot through to my place. It’s big, out of town, and, best of all, you’d be safe as eggs.’

‘Dad said he’d take me with him.’

‘But Keith, love —’

‘No! Dad said!’

I bunged my oar in.

‘Sorry, Mrs Kavanagh … Aunty Daphne, but we have to get back to Mr Kavanagh. We only have two hours.’

I felt as if my head was being squeezed. Everyone wanted something different; everyone thought something different was going to happen. I was the only person who knew the simple fact that Mr Kavanagh would soon have the one thing he truly needed, and would then be off to the Volga like a shot, Keith or no Keith. But Keith needed to know, one way or another. You need to know about your old man. A lot of kids didn’t know, or weren’t sure — I thought of Raffi. Flame Boy deserved to know where he stood. He had nothing else.

Mrs K gave the squirming Flame Boy a second kiss, though you’d have thought that one would be enough.

‘Thanks for bringing Keith, dear. I didn’t think I’d see him again, and no one could tell me anything.’

‘That’s okay. Gotta go.’

‘But you’re wrong about your father, dear. He won’t take you with him, wherever he’s going. He’s not like that.’

‘Yes, he will — he promised.’

I looked at my watch. I wasn’t sure if Mr K would wait.

‘We have to go. Say goodbye.’

‘Keith, your Aunty Daphne is offering you a new start, away from trouble, where we can all be together.’

‘No. I have to go to Albury.’

For some reason, this had the same effect on the conversation as treacle on a ukulele. You would have heard a clock tick, if there’d been one. The ladies were looking at each other in confusion, even Mrs K, which I could understand, in a way.

Then Flame Boy, who was after all a boy of action, grabbed my hand, and started towing me out to sea, as if it was me who needed looking after. Aunty Daffy kissed her sister quickly and reached out a hand to me. We were like the Big Whip in Roller Derby.

I let myself be pulled to the door, shouting goodbye to Mrs K and Weedo.

‘See ya, Weedo. Gotta go.’

He was enjoying the show, laughing and slapping his thigh.

‘See ya, Champ.’

As the Kavanagh Express reached the door, Aunty Daffy yelled to Mrs K: ‘Pack your things, Molly, pack your things.’

The lady who brought us to the Brush Factory was still waiting, and took us back. We left Mrs K crying. Keith pulled me along like a locomotive. I didn’t resist, as it was good to see him showing a bit of spirit. Aunty D provided the guard’s van. I felt like turning around and saying: ‘Come on, Daffy, give us one of your laughs.’ But it’s times like that the Spirit is famous for not pushing his luck.

We took a tram up St Kilda Road, with the whole procession sitting near the door because of Flame Boy’s smell, which was a cross between a dead emu and a blue heeler who’d been tucking into the baked beans. All the way, Aunty D tried her best to convince Flame Boy that he’d be better off with her in the Garden of Eden she called Wodonga. But despite appearances, Flame Boy was not as thick as a brick, and was not buying it.

I looked for ways of giving Aunty D the slip as we made our way to Platform Five at Flinders Street, but it was a case of nothing doing. I should have realised that if Aunty D wasn’t going to let a thousand Japs get the better of her, she wasn’t going to be fooled by a couple of under-age superheroes, regardless of their combined knowledge of fires and girls.

We took the train from Flinders Street, and stayed on till Eden Park, to the surprise of Aunty D, who had been expecting us to get off at East Richmond. Then we rushed over to Keplar Lane and went looking for the red gate. I had no choice: I had to take her with us. Inside was a run-down wooden house. There was nobody home.

Flame Boy did not take it well. He started screaming and kicked everything within kicking distance. Then he produced a box of matches.

‘I’m gunna burn this place down!’

Aunty D snatched the matches from him and grabbed his wrist. All this was going on while I investigated. The kitchen smelt of cigarette smoke. There was a warm pot of tea on the table, and half a cup filled. There was a newspaper on the table folded at one of the back pages, which showed ship departures. I found the Volga. We still had time to get there.

‘I know where he is!’ I was getting the hang of the inspiration thing.

‘He’s gone to Albury,’ said Flame Boy, hopefully.

‘What —?’ Aunty D began to ask, losing the thread.

‘No, he’s gone to Russia.’

‘He can’t go to Russia,’ said Flame Boy.

‘Why not?’

‘He doesn’t know where it is.’

It struck me as sensible as anything else I’d heard that day, so I didn’t try to correct him, but grabbed him and pulled him through the door.

‘We need a train. Come on.’

‘I’ve had enough of this,’ yelled Aunty D.

Flame Boy’s response was to stomp on her foot, which revealed her weak spot, probably from all those years laying railway lines in the jungle.

She let go, and we all ran down to the station, which was just through the subway tunnel at the end of the lane, and caught the next train back to the city.

All the way to Port Melbourne I was thinking of that bloke on the wharf, and what he had said to Granddad: no luggage. During the trip, Flame Boy remained quiet, which suited me, because the last thing I wanted to do was field a question about his old man deserting him — again — especially as that was something I still hadn’t figured out for myself. I could tell him that dads were an odd lot, and prone to take off due to pressure from the little woman, or under the influence of the grog, or just because they felt like it. But the truth was, I hadn’t a clue. If I had been his dad I suppose I would have shot through too. Looking at the family, it had been in much worse shape than a lot of other families in Richmond. I reckoned that it was bound to happen, and that was as far as I got. But Flame Boy did not ask, and I was spared the pain and effort.

At Station Pier we found the Volga, a huge passenger ship, not like the Lena at all, except for its Russian flag, which also was pathetic, though it had lots of pennants all over the place to make up for it. There were people lined up along the deck rails, waving and yelling, and generally thanking their lucky stars they had found a way of getting away from a city that had just about reached melting point.

Flame Boy broke into a gallop as we got off the train. The ship was down on the big pier tooting its horn like a tuba player who’s lost his place. But while Flame Boy was galloping, I did not break out of a trot, because there was something about that ship that I had never seen on any other ship: it was no longer connected to the Commonwealth of Australia by any visible means. The gangway had been withdrawn, and the giant ropes that tied it up had been let go. It was leaving.

As we came abreast of the ship, Flame Boy turned into one unhappy little Vegemite, and I thought for a minute that he was going to whip out the Redheads again. I grabbed him and dragged him up to the office of the bloke Granddad had spoken to.

The bloke was sitting in the same place, wearing the same clothes and, I reckon, smoking the same rolly.

‘What’s up, fellers?’

‘His father’s on that ship and he needs to get on.’

‘Who’s his father?’

‘Mr Kavanagh. Fergus Kavanagh.’

‘Sorry, no such person on the passenger list.’

‘But you didn’t look.’

‘Don’t have to. Now piss off.’

Flame Boy decided that this was the right time to throw that tantrum he’d been holding back since the age of two. I think he may well have kicked everything in the place, including the bloke. I made no attempt to stop him, as it was a reasonable response. But fair’s fair, and we were soon bundled down the stairs and thrown out onto the wharf, just in time to see the huge hull slowly drawing away from us.

Flame Boy decided to continue his bawling outside, and I wondered for a while if he might hurl himself into the water. He did not, I suppose because Flame Boys can’t abide the stuff — my nose told me as much: I wouldn’t have given him more than three on the Blayney Scale of Smells and Pongs, even allowing for an unhappy breeze.

He kept his eyes on the waving crowd on the passenger deck, no doubt in case the flamin’ miraculous should occur. But it did not. I could have told him from personal experience that it’s when you’ve just lost the one closest to you that God is most likely to piss himself laughing and close down the miracles kiosk for the day.

I tried to coax him away from the disaster, but he remained, grieving because he had lost so much: his mum, his dad, his house … his briefcase! And now he would be arrested, put on trial for house-burning (oh, all right: arson), and sent to some place where there was nothing worthwhile to burn, perhaps to the desert. I knew they wouldn’t put him in the loony bin, after his father had shown how easy it was to burn one down. He would end up a Desert Rat — Rat Boy.

We waited on that wharf for half an hour, until it was obvious that the captain had not forgotten anything he needed to come back for, then we left. Flame Boy was back to his usual quiet self, but it was the kind of quiet that felt bad, like the quiet that settles on the playground when the bully turns up out of the blue (not that that was a problem for me anymore). I recognised this particular brand of quiet because the same one had come over me just before I took an axe to Dr Stern’s torture machine last year, after he used it to electrocute Flame Boy’s brain.

Where Flame Boy was concerned, I had a history, one that I did not brag about. Though we were not friends we were fellow superheroes, and that’s enough. There’s a code. I’m sorry, but there it is. Flame Boy had only tried to torch the fat copper’s house last year because he saw him shoot my dog. Despite the best of intentions, on the day he actually got his addresses mixed up and burnt down the pub next door by mistake. But his heart was in the right place. I don’t hold small errors of judgement against him. Hell, I wouldn’t have known where to put the first match, so I’m not qualified to criticise. And besides, we’re talking about a certifiable lunatic here.

As for our house, I was reluctant to blame Flame Boy entirely. That particular bonfire had God’s handiwork written all over it. Apparently, he still had not finished doing his block at the Blayney family. God uses whatever is at hand his wonders to perform, a bit like a psycho in an axe factory. This time is was Flame Boy, who could no more control his actions than a wind-up duck could. And anyway, I liked Granddad’s house better.

As we went back to the station I saw Aunty D sitting on a seat on the far side of the pier, watching us, waiting. She had a thoughtful face on, and made no movement. Her crinkly hair was moving a bit around the edges, and I wondered if it was because a sea breeze had kicked up, or because her hair doubled as a kind of radar antenna for kids on the run. She was a bit frazzled, I realised — I had become an expert. But she was not letting it get her down. This was how she had worn the Japs down. She hadn’t won the DSO for nothing. She was a stayer.





45 Flame Boy spits the dummy

I let Flame Boy hang around with me as I bought a ticket, and took him back to Flinders Street. But he was not the same Flame Boy I had come to know. He had gone within himself to ponder the ways of the world, though I could have told him that he would be none the wiser after he had waded through all that ponder and would only ruin a good pair of shoes.

If I tried to grab him by the shirt, he shrugged me off as if I had ringworm. If I spoke to him, he told me to shut up, which I thought was fair. I looked back as we left, but there was no Aunty D: she had caught our train, like a World War II resistance fighter. She probably even knew how to blow the train up if she felt like it.

At the entrance to Flinders Street Station I smelt lavender, and realised Aunty D was right behind us; but I didn’t care. If she wanted to collar Flame Boy and drag him back to our place, that was all right with me. I had run out of puff. But suddenly, he took off like a rocket and shot across the road to the Batman Avenue Tram Terminus and jumped on a tram. He was going to Richmond. I let him go. For some reason, I thought Aunty D would too, but she stepped up beside me and said: ‘Where the hell is he going?’ And I realised she was not familiar with the tram system in Melbourne.

‘Dunno. Richmond, I s’pose. All those trams go to Richmond.’

I had thought for a minute I would never see him again. And in a kind of haze of relief, I assumed that Aunty D was thinking the same thing. But I should have known better.

It was like the Saturday I was out and about with Granddad, and we finished up at Flemington, which we often did, and thought we’d, or at least I’d, trust to fortune, which was one of Barney’s expressions, as Granddad’s whole life was based on not trusting, either to fortune, or to anything else. And the strangest thing happened. We ran into a punter who owed Granddad a tenner, and Granddad muttered to me: ‘Here we go.’

But the punter, George Someoneorother, said: ‘Arch, mate. Fancy meeting you here.’

‘Yeah. G’day, brother.’

And before you could say: ‘So, George, what about that brick you owe me?’ George put his hand in his pocket and shoved a tenner at Granddad on the quiet, so that no one could see he was flush.

‘Here, Arch, take it, quick before I change me mind, and thanks, mate; yer saved me bacon.’

‘It’s a pleasure, George. So which horse paid?’

‘A sweet little filly called Baccarat.’

‘Just remember, cobber: the house always wins in the end.’

‘Only for the drongos, Arch. See ya.’

‘And there goes one of ’em,’ said Granddad to me, as George walked off.

Half an hour later a bloke who bought his clothes at the same shop as George ran into us and pulled the same stunt, giving Granddad a handful of notes.

‘There’s a guinea in there for the bank, Arch. Buy the boy a present. God bless you.’

‘That was nice of him, Granddad, asking God to bless us. Is he a priest or something?’ For Granddad had told me your man of the cloth likes nothing better than to put on his lucky green checked jacket and become a punter for the day.

‘No, boy, just another drongo. But still, it was lucky we ran into him.’

And then, as the arvo wore on and we were just about to leave, another bloke came up to Granddad, a bloke dressed in a very smart suit and tie and shiny shoes. He was a large bloke and wheezed as he spoke, but on the whole he was happy to see Granddad, though I noticed neither of them made a move to shake hands.

‘Mr Taggerty, as I live and breathe. What a stroke of luck. Saves me sending my bloke around to pay you what I owe you for the furniture. Made a nice profit. Thanks for helping me out; I won’t forget it.’ He winked at me. ‘But then, I don’t suppose you’ll forget it, either.’ He handed a wallet to Granddad. ‘It’s all there.’ He looked around. ‘Any more furniture comes your way, don’t forget your mates.’

The bloke with no name ruffled my hair — it was the kind of hair that no respectable hair ruffler could resist — and disappeared into the crowd, and off we went.

‘Aren’t yer going to look in the wallet, Granddad?’

‘No need, boy. There’s never any need. He’s an old customer.’

I remember that day because it was as if everyone in Melbourne who owed Granddad a dollar was out and about saying: ‘Now where can I find that Taggerty rascal, to pay him the million quid I owe him?’

I remember because Granddad laughed as we went through the exit, and I said to him, ‘Penny for ’em, Granddad.’

And he said, ‘I never thought I’d see all that money again.’

And now I was thinking the same thing about Flame Boy. But then I realised that, even though I had finally accepted that he was a lost cause, I couldn’t turn my back on him just like that, and I couldn’t turn my back on the good citizens of Richmond, who were unaware of the monster heading in their direction, hungry for something to kick, or worse.

‘Is he going to your place?’ asked Aunty D, demonstrating a complete ignorance of the history of the case.

‘He doesn’t know where we moved to. Anyway, he knows Mum’d murder him if he showed his face there.’

Flame Boy was going to torch something, and it could, as the Sandersons had said, be their house, which was where Zac the Wonder Dog was currently having a well-earned rest. Or it could be Raffi’s house, or the Camponis’ or the Espositos’. Or perhaps, I imagined, it could be the Fosters’ house! Delicious, but too guilt-producing. Reluctantly, after five seconds of sheer bloody enjoyment, I let the idea drop.

And then with a thrill of horror that ran down my legs and into my runners, like hot pee, I realised that if Flame Boy had followed me before, he might have followed me again, even across the river to Mona’s place. Her house was one of those old ones that could go up in a couple of minutes flat, and her dog was one of those silly Dalmatians that would think Flame Boy had come to play.

Suddenly, I hated all Dalmatians. Why the hell couldn’t she have a dog that hated firebugs, or one that hated everyone, like a German shepherd? And if Mona got killed, who would pash me? Not Josephine Thompson: hadn’t Mona told me that she had no idea who I was? And what would I tell the priest in Confession? It was my fault, Father, that Mona died in the fire, and what was worse, she was the best kisser I’d ever met, and stuck out in front like a film star? That’d get lots of laughs in the old confessional. I had to stop him. The Spirit of Progress swung into action!

‘I think he’s going to torch something.’

‘Shit! What?’

‘Something important.’ I grabbed her hand. ‘C’mon. We have to follow him.’

‘What, on a tram?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Bugger that for a joke!’

Aunty D flung her arm out across the road and let out a whistle that would’ve attracted the twenty nearest pie-boys at a footy match. A Yellow Cab pulled up and she bundled me in. She pointed down Batman Avenue.

‘Follow that tram,’ she yelled in his ear.

The taxi driver turned around. ‘Strewth! There’s no need to deafen a man. Why don’t you catch a tram, if it’s not a stupid question?’

Aunty D was getting nowhere.

I looked at the driver’s badge.

‘Alec, my brother just got on that tram by accident. He’s mentally retarded and we have to keep an eye on him. He likes trams. You can drop us wherever he gets off.’

‘Why didn’t ya say so?’ said Alec, calmly, pressing down his horn and doing a right turn into Batman Avenue in front of two lanes of traffic and another two lanes of trams.

Under owner’s riding instructions, we got the driver to drive past a few trams until we spotted Flame Boy, then we gave the driver the office. Then we played the waiting game that had made both me and Aunty D famous.

At Church Street he suddenly appeared on the side of the road, then got the jump on us and left us for dead at the two-furlong post, catching a Malvern tram. He was going south, towards our old home territory.

‘He’s heading for the river, Alec. Stick with him,’ I said. And Alec did.

By the time we made the right turn he was well away, but within sight. I began to worry that he was indeed going to cross the river, when he suddenly jumped off the tram at Kipling Street. It was an inelegant getting-off, one that I would never have done. I didn’t know which way to look.

‘Stop!’ I shouted at Alec, and swung open the door on the driver’s side, taking ten years off the life of a two-tone yellow Vauxhall Victor driver. Bloody Vauxhalls — don’t get me started.

Flame Boy was well on the way to the winner’s circle by the time I had got my bearings. What I saw as I looked across Church Street frightened me half to death. Flame Boy was running into the main entrance of Bryant & May’s match factory.

I hurried, but I could see that the security bloke was having a barney with a truck driver about the price of fish and hadn’t noticed the Boy of Mystery slip by, not that Flame Boy was sneaking or anything. In fact he was being about as sneaky as Audie Murphy taking on a whole company of Jerries with a machine gun. But no one saw him, and he disappeared into the depths of the factory.

When I crossed the road and tried to follow suit, it was nothing doing.

‘Where the hell d’ya think you’re goin’?’

The truth, Blayney, tell the bloody truth, mate!

‘Me mum’s having a baby … right now, at home, and I have to get Dad!’

‘Jesus, what’s his name?’

‘Can’t stop!’

I ran like hell into the nearest door off the road that led into the factory. Inside were corridors and offices. I ran down a few corridors, heading for the back of the factory, where we had started our open day guided tour. There were noises around me, but I wasn’t aware of anyone shouting Stop that flaming kid! except behind me, and when you’re a kid you get used to that.

At the back of the building there was nowhere to go but upstairs, and as I took to the stairs I heard a gaggle of ladies going troppo at something on the next floor up. When I got there, everything was going: the machines, the smelly chemicals, the ladies in their fireproof overalls and funny hats, making matches like they were going out of style, and the lovely noises of things going bang and grind and punch and cut and chickachickachicka. The factory had gone from dead to alive, like a giant mechanical zombie. There was wall to wall to ceiling action. It was breathtaking. The Spirit of Progress was in love with the match factory.

Meanwhile Flame Boy had climbed a steel ladder up to a long walkway above everything, and had started kicking everything in sight, which couldn’t have been easy, as everything in sight was made out of metal.

‘I hate you,’ he was shouting, over and over, losing all sense of the subtlety and grace that is the mark of the superhero. He was losing his superheroness and turning into something else. Had any of my superhero friends been there, perhaps Wonder Woman, who was in my eyes some kind of Queen of the Superheroes for reasons I can’t even explain — perhaps it was the way she sometimes shushed her husband, Ken, when he was about to say something, despite him being a nasty piece of work — I might have nodded in Flame Boy’s direction and shaken the lemon knowingly, as if to say, ‘Now there goes your busted, worn-out superhero. Let that be a lesson to you, Lesley.’ (Except for the Lesley bit.) It was like watching a raging plasticine monster melt in the sun and turn into a grey puddle.

By this time ladies were backing away from their machines, which were still making thousands and thousands of matches like mad and spitting them out all over the place like machine guns, because no one was doing anything about them. Mum suddenly appeared to my left and took in the situation – I think that’s what she would have called it – and, spotting me, made that ‘keep back’ motion that traffic cops are famous for. Then blokes started coming in and shouting and climbing up to the walkway towards Flame Boy, ignoring me completely. But something happened that stopped them dead in their tracks, the way you stop when you’re at the circus and the bloke is about to stick his scone into the lion’s mouth, and you were halfway to getting another handful of popcorn. Everyone stops. The popcorn stays put. And the thing that stopped these blokes stone cold in their tracks was that Flame Boy had produced a box of matches and taken one out. And lit it.

Tom and I were once playing match factories and getting a shoebox ready to burn, when Mum came along and asked us what we were doing.

‘Nothin’ Mum,’ we said, at the same time. ‘Hey, Mum, what happens if the match factory catches on fire?’

‘We have a fire drill, which we practise all the time. We all line up and go outside where it’s safe. And then the sprinkler system comes on, and water gets sprinkled all over the factory floor, to put out the fire. And all the machines shut down. And the fire brigade is called. And that way, there is no danger to anyone and everyone remains completely calm at all times.’

I swear on my dead cat’s skull that’s what she said. But on the day, when Flame Boy lit that match, none of those things happened. I think Mum would have been better off doing what kids always do and just making something up. Then she might have said: ‘God knows — probably complete bloody pandemonium.’ Because that’s exactly what happened.

Any tick of the clock I expected Flame Boy to throw his lighted match into the big match-making machine, and then, when the flames shot up around him, to spread his arms like James Cagney in White Heat and say, ‘Made it, Ma! Top of the world!’ But he started moving along the big metal walkway he was on, heading round the other side of the factory, back towards us. His match burnt his fingers and went out. He lit another. His face was pained and desperate, confused, just like the first time I ever saw him, when his mother slashed his legs with a fork for trying to burn their house down. I shouldn’t have been there then, and I shouldn’t have been there now. But I recognised that Flame Boy could be subdued. His rage was not infinite.

As he rounded the near corner of the factory and faced us, I called to him.

‘Keith —’

‘I told you —’

‘Sorry. Torch, the briefcase is here. Your dad hasn’t left.’

‘Where?’

‘Here. My mum has it.’

‘What’s she doing with it?’

‘I gave it to her to look after.’

‘Where is it?’

‘In her cupboard in her office. Isn’t it, Mum?’

Mum now had a wild look on her face like Jane when she realised Tarzan could speak to Cheetah in Chimpanzee. Beside her was Aunty D, looking like that warrior queen who kicked the shit out of the Romans, with her steel-wool hair and her flaming red dress.

‘What blood —?’

‘Say yes, Mum. He wants it.’

Mum had given up by now, and had the look of a kid who knows he has just failed the Latin test he thought he was going to fail anyway, and should have listened to his Uncle Mervin and gone to the Tech.

‘Yes, Keith. I have the briefcase. It’s in my office. If you come down I’ll give it to you. Come on, it’s all right.’ She was pretty good at the bulldust thing once she got the hang of it.

Flame Boy hurried to a set of metal steps and made his way down, holding a fresh match in one elevated hand and a matchbox in the other. He trotted towards us like Ron Clarke.

‘I’ll do it!’ was his new catchcry. It wasn’t until this point that the crowd began to work out that this was not just some cheeky little larrikin pretending to put the wind up them in his loveable, boyish way, but the kid the papers had called the Torch!


Yes, the Torch! (Alias Flame Boy.) A strange being from just down near the River, with powers and abilities far beyond those of normal kids. The Torch! Who incinerates cars, trams, houses, timber yards, factories, and pubs — and assists at barbecues. And who, with his magic box of Redheads, fights a never-ending battle for a world in which every kid can be free to set fire to whatever he wants … within limits. No! Bugger the limits!



The realisation spread like mumps. That’s when the pandemonium happened. But Mum held up a hand, and the crowd stopped slashing their wrists and watched as Mum ushered Flame Boy into her office. She didn’t try to wrestle him to the ground or anything, as Jungle Jim would have done (but she could have — did I mention that she fought the Japs?), but gently showed him her wooden cupboard, and made him sit down in her posh office chair. Then she took out her key and turned it in the lock.

All you could hear were the match machines spitting out millions of little matchsticks onto the floor. Then that, too, stopped, as someone somewhere pressed the big red button that said STOP. Mum put her hand out for the matchbox and Flame Boy gave it to her. He was in one of his trances, like a crim after Mandrake the Magician gestures hypnotically at him and makes him think he is a chook.

Then she slowly opened the door and let him see what was inside. He just stared. He was out of petrol. Mum quietly stepped outside, without a word, and a big bloke who was built like a Ford Prefect took her place, and wrapped Flame Boy in his arms tighter than a cabbage leaf in a dim-sim.





46 A tale of two towns

I saw Flame Boy as he was being led away by the giant. I didn’t want to be there in case he saw me. But he did. He walked within kicking distance of me, but made no attempt to send me back to the hospital, where they were thinking of making me an honorary patient, but simply gave me his lopsided smile, which spoke of forgiveness. I wanted to cry when I saw that: I wondered how many of these tragic moments had we shared, and how many would we share again. And I wondered if life had been cruel enough to us in those moments.

They were your typical superhero wonderings. Because I was sure that your common or garden kid didn’t wonder about those things, but maybe just why his mum and dad hated each other and were on the grog all the time, and why his teachers were so rotten to him, and why he wished he was dead. Ordinary stuff, in other words. But just your day-to-day stuff, and not a thought at all about the actual moments. It’s the actual moments that your superhero notices. He is like a pair of binoculars, or a microscope: he has focus.

I followed the small crowd as they took Flame Boy out the back and bundled him into a big purple Studebaker, and drove away with him.

And though I had been in the centre of the drama, though I had been hot on the heels of Flame Boy when he had interrupted the happy ladies of Richmond in the business of making Redheads, though I was somehow implicated in the Attack Of The Flame Boy From Mars, I was virtually ignored, and told by Mum to wait while she got her things, because a fat man with a clipboard and shoes with cream panels in them had turned up and announced that the factory was closed for the day, for safety reasons.

I went home with Mum and Aunty D on a tram. Mum and I were both exhausted, though for different reasons. My reason was that I had fought a losing battle to save Flame Boy from the torturers and jailers, from the doctors and their brain-electrocuting machines, and from separation from both his mum and his dad. I did not want these things to happen, though less for Flame Boy than for me. I did not want to fail yet another boy who was going to die, who never had a bloody chance. I didn’t want to let him down. Now, I didn’t think I could live anymore.

I don’t know why Mum was exhausted, but I knew that I had something to do with it. I thought Mum might finally be thinking about giving in to Dr Dunnett about getting my brain barbecued. I wouldn’t have blamed her, even though all week she had been in a good mood with me (because God had put one over her with that baby thing). But something told me Granddad wouldn’t let that happen. Just to be on the safe side, I sat close to Mum so she’d think nice thoughts about me and, to my amazement, she put her arm around my shoulder, as if we were mates. I didn’t move a muscle in case she came out of her hypnotic trance and realised that I was not in fact Errol Flynn.

Aunty D was, I could tell, taking it all in her stride, as if she went into battle against fire-breathing dragons every day, although she was actually on a kind of holiday, and probably woke up that morning and thought to herself: Now what’ll it be today: four hours at the hairdresser’s, or a quiet morning at the Hibiscus Tea Shop, followed by the matinee showing of Sleeping Beauty at the Gala?

The tram strained slightly as it pulled across Swan Street, then banged and shook its way up Church Street Hill. Halfway up the hill it stopped behind another tram. I stood up and swung out of the door to get a better look. We were stopped behind two trams, and the reason was that a car on the side of the road, parked outside the cop shop, was on fire. It was the purple Studebaker.

All the doors were open and there was a small crowd of coppers and plainclothesmen calmly standing around watching. The flames had completely engulfed it, and it had a bit of the look of Barney’s car, just after they yanked him out of it. There was no sign of Flame Boy, but no one was panicking, so I assumed he had pulled the escape act for which his old man, and now he himself, were famous.

I wondered if I should share this bit of intelligence with Mum and Co. I looked at their faces. No, not really. Better they don’t hear it from me, I thought.

The tram drivers finally got bored and got going, and I swung back in again, as our tram rattled past.

Mum and Aunty Daffy both craned their necks and had a look, and Aunty D said: ‘Hello,’ while Mum said: ‘I could just scream.’ Fair in the circs, I thought.

From further up the hill, I heard a fire engine, the Eastern Hill Mob, and wondered if one of Old Man Ferguson’s kids was driving the fire engine. The Fergusons were a bunch of bloody maniacs.

At home, I discovered that I had become the Invisible Boy again. I went up to my room, wondering what invisible boys ate, hoping it was something visible, as I was a little peckish just then, but not game to raid the fridge in case Mum shook herself out of her quiet mental state and returned to normal. For a few seconds there, on that tram, I had been as near to happy as I had been in over a year, and I had come to within an inch of bursting into a chorus of ‘Clang, clang, clang went the trolley’. But Flame Boy’s escape had been an instant setback in the mood of the Blayney Battalion, and now I had no idea what was going to happen next.

In my room, I realised that, in his desperate and lone way of being Flame Boy Versus The World, he had provided for me a torch to light the darkness. It was just like that bit in the Mass: And the light shone in the darkness, and the darkness grasped it not. No one else got it, but I did. Like the Olympic Torch, which had been passed from person to person, and then to me, his light had been passed down from his ancestors, who had probably begun by setting fire to caves, to his father, who may have possessed a certain knack, but not the full talent, then to him. And now I felt that the light had been received by me, the Spirit of Progress, to use to light my own way, in my own way. I would not let him down.

But what to do now? I went downstairs, and stood in the doorway to the living room, where Mum had flopped like a giant blonde golliwog. She paid me no attention but stared at the TV as if some terrific cooking class was on it; but it was switched off. It was true: she couldn’t see me. In the kitchen, I could hear Aunty D organising a couple of coldies. See, now that made sense.

I left the house, expecting to be told not to go too far. Nothing.

As I reached the gate, I spotted Raffi standing across the road, looking like he was prepared to run if necessary, a stance that boys are probably born in. He came over to me.

‘H’llo.’

‘H’llo. I was worried about you.’

My chest suddenly flooded with hot air, which shot up to my head, burning my eyes.

‘I’m okay.’

‘It’s been hours. And you were down in that drain. I thought —’

I couldn’t speak.

‘And you said two hours.’

I started to cry, at least, someone did, and I’m pretty sure it wasn’t Raffi. He put his hand on my shoulder and I stopped. For some reason it was okay that it was him.

The door opened behind me, and I turned around. It was Mum.

‘It’s all right,’ she said and walked up to us.

Raffi kept his hand on my shoulder, protectively, I thought — defiantly.

‘It’s all right … Raffi …’ She put a hand on each of our shoulders and smiled a little.

‘I’m all right now.’ She kissed me and went inside.

‘I thought she was going to hit you again.’

‘I thought she was going to hit you.’

‘There’s a car on fire down at the police station.’

‘I know, I saw. It used to be purple.’

‘Now it’s black.’

We laughed.

We put our arms around each other’s neck, the way little kids do, and walked up to Church Street. At the corner two fire engines dashed past and for a moment we were washed by a rush of cool air.

‘Let’s go!’ said Raffi.

‘Uh-uh.’ This was one fire I didn’t want to attend, in case I was recognised as a known associate of the infamous Torch.

‘Why not?’ Raffi could hardly believe his ears.

‘Because that car was set alight by Tiger. It’s an escape trick he learnt from his father. He does it with more pizzazz, but.’

‘Wow!’

‘That’s right.’

Raffi raised an arm and pointed. Across the road, darting into St Dominic’s Church, was Keith Aloysius Gonzaga Kavanagh, alias Flame Boy, the Torch, and Tiger. Like Quasimodo, he was seeking sanctuary.

‘Come on!’

We weaved our way across the street and shot into the foyer of the darkish church. I automatically dipped my fingers into the holy water and blessed myself, while Raffi stared.

‘It’s what we do. You don’t have to. Come on.’

Inside, it was quiet and cool, and there were a dozen or so people shuffling around in the gloom, carefully, so they wouldn’t step on God’s toes. Too bloody late, people. I took Raffi to a dark corner towards the back of the huge cavern, and grabbed a spot for us at the end of a pew. All the other sinners were either walking or kneeling. Flame Boy had gone to ground.

‘What now?’

‘We wait.’

After a while a kid’s elbows appeared on the back of our pew, beside us, then a kid’s fizzog. The smell told me it was my nemesis.

Raffi looked at me, but I didn’t turn around. Any second I expected the whole Victorian Police Force to turn up and arrest us both for leaving the scene of a conflagration for the purpose of praying. But nothing happened to disturb the peace. After a while, Flame Boy sniffled. He was crying.

‘What are you crying for? Did you get burnt?’

‘Nah. I’m just not happy.’

‘That makes two of us. I’m the Invisible Boy, and you’re up Shit Creek without a paddle.’

‘What’s he doing here?’

‘Hello, Tiger.’

‘Um, Copperhead just came up to tell me about the mighty fire you lit, didn’t you, Copperhead?’

‘Yeah. It’s a little ripper. I never liked Studebakers much, anyway.’ Raffi was pretty good once he got going.

‘Take me to Albury.’

‘I told you, he’s gone to Russia.’

‘Take me to Albury.’

Flame Boy had developed a nervous habit of repeating himself; with me it was hiccups.

‘What would you do when you got there?’

‘Look for him.’

A thought occurred to me.

‘Do you realise that Russia is not in Albury?’

‘Where is it?’

‘It’s in another country. It’s overseas. You can’t get to it by train.’ I reckoned that covered everything.

The Kavanagh wheels turned a few clinks, then stopped.

‘I don’t care.’

Finally, I couldn’t stand the smell any longer.

‘Come on.’

Raffi had been following this conversation — or rather, not following it — closely. He now jumped up with us and followed along like a border collie.

I took Flame Boy down to the East Richmond Station and fronted up to the ticket window.

‘When does the next train go to Albury?’

‘Leaves Spencer Street at nine o’clock tonight.’

‘How much is it a ticket?’

‘One way or return?’

‘One way.’

‘First Class or Second Class?’

‘Second.’

‘Any luggage?’

‘Nuh.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Twelve.’

‘That’ll be four and six.’

‘I just have to go home and get the money. We’ll be back.’

We went up to Granddad’s house and I told Flame Boy to wait on Nanna’s special seat on the verandah while I went inside for some money. He wasn’t going anywhere. Raffi sat down beside him, unsure of his new position in the Blayney territory.

Mum was standing inside the screen door. She said nothing, but turned and walked, or rather marched, into the living room.

‘He’s got the boy outside,’ she announced to Aunty D.

‘We found him in the church.’

‘It’s a bit late for praying, isn’t it?’

I looked at the two women for a long time. I could feel heat filling me. I waited for a moment until I was completely filled. The Spirit felt safe in the presence of Aunty D.

‘I’ve got Keith with me. I’m going to take him down to the station and put him on a train to Albury. It leaves Spencer Street at nine o’clock. I’m going to buy a ticket for him.’

‘What is this thing with Albury?’ said Aunty D.

‘It’s where I’m sending him.’ I felt the fire in my face. ‘Dad said it was the most boring place in Australia, so I reckoned they wouldn’t notice the odd fire.’

Aunty D laughed so loud I jumped.

‘Now I’ve heard everything. You were going to send him to my place?’

‘I thought you lived in Wodonga.’

‘Albury … Wodonga. Same diff — it’s where I live. Jean, it’s bloody providence! Why don’t we bring him in and give him a shower? I’ll do a quick pack. Then we’ll go down to the blind place and get Molly and catch that train and be out of your hair. But he’ll need the shower.’

Mum closed her eyes and bowed her head for a moment, then looked up and nodded, deadpan. I could read her mind. She would have preferred to kill him, but this would make the whole problem go away.

And so it was done. I sat Raffi down in the living room, where he looked around as if he was expecting the roof to cave in at any minute. Flame Boy I herded to the bathroom.

Aunty D took off her red dress and supervised the shower and hair washing in her petticoat, as if she did it every day, while Flame Boy objected and squirmed in embarrassment, but got nowhere. It’s a pity to see a superhero being turned back into a boy. I couldn’t watch.

While Flame Boy was climbing into some of my old clothes, I went in and had a word in his shell-like.

‘When you get there, don’t start any fires. Or they’ll stick you in the loony bin. And don’t set fire to the train: they take a dim view of that. Here’s some money. Granddad says a bloke should always have some dosh on him, for luck.’

Flame Boy looked at me calmly; I could see that he had no emotions left in him at all. He had used up his whole twelve years’ store in one go. I think that if I had given him a box of matches just then, and a copy of the Australasian Post, he would have handed them back with a gentle shake of the head and a ‘tsk, tsk’, as if to say: ‘Really, Spirit, I’m surprised at you, and not a little disappointed.’ Or perhaps not.

Mum called a taxi and while Aunty D was getting organised I grabbed the phone and told Raffi’s mum where he was.

‘Jeannie, thanks for taking care of me. Just like old times. Say goodbye to Seamus for me. Here’s my address and phone number. I expect you to flaunt it disgracefully next time you see him.’

‘We don’t see him very often, thank God.’

‘Oh, you will.’

The Silver Top came, we all went out to meet it, and Flame Boy hopped in, looking dangerously bright-eyed and restored, and eating a banana. I thought of the Gettis Zoo. Aunty D tried to kiss me to death, but failed — a lot of good aunties have been down that road. She tried to talk to me, but couldn’t. All she could do was hug me and kiss me, till I was bent out of shape. And I’m here to tell you that the pretend aunties can be a lot worse than the real ones. When she got into the taxi, she wound down the window, and I passed her the brown paper bag Granddad had given me — it was no good to me.

‘Remember that bloke I was talking to at the blind people’s home? His name’s Weedo. This is a present for him.’

They left.

I sat on the step with Raffi for a while and watched the traffic go past up at Church Street. Raffi pulled out his number puzzle and made the tiles slide around with little clicks. Melbourne was getting sad and grey. There was thunder. The trams banged more quietly, then made no noise at all. Somewhere, I could smell hot chips. They smelled greasy, a bit off, made in yesterday’s oil. I nudged Raffi, and we followed the smell around the corner. I bought a bob’s worth and three potato cakes, and a dim-sim for Mum, because she had a soft spot for them.

At home, while Mum was organising the plates, I looked at Nanna’s old clock: I reckoned they’d be close to Prahran by now.

Soon, they’d be giving Weedo his present.
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