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    This is entirely a work of fiction. All of the characters are products of the author’s imagination, and they bear no relation to anyone, living or dead. Only the streets they walk down are real.
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    Chapter One


    ON STAGE


    YOU’LL KNOW ALREADY, if you’ve been paying any attention at all, that my expedition to the Northern Territory with my brother, Brian, wasn’t what you would call a ringing success. The Japanese had bombed me in Darwin; my talents had been under-utilised by the army in their efforts to entertain the troops in Concert Parties; I’d been ignominiously accused of murder, and my other brother, Fulton … well, I don’t want to talk about it. If you want to know the full horror, you can read about it in my excellent memoir, Amongst the Dead. On the upside, Brian discovered a talent for dressing as a woman. The soldiers loved him. In fact, one of them tried to rape him and, characteristically, Brian believes that I was too slow to intervene. I survived the tropics — creative endeavour and the tropics are antithetical — with my life and with my looks intact, despite the best efforts of the flora, fauna, and Military Intelligence to steal both from me. When I shave in the morning, the face that looks back at me still bears an uncanny resemblance to Tyrone Power, an actor I admire, despite his limited range.


    I don’t wish to dwell on what happened at Roper Bar, an outpost on the Roper River, in the third circle of Hell, to the north-east of Alice Springs. Suffice it to say, it confirmed, as if it needed confirming, that Military Intelligence is not to be trusted. It is an organisation without a conscience. I mean, of course, that the people who work in it are without consciences. I am perfectly aware that an organisation cannot be said to have a conscience. However, in all my dealings with the people in that organisation, I’ve found that they are peculiarly eager to put a chap in physical danger, and peculiarly reluctant to come to his rescue.


    I am an actor. As it happens, I have some skill in the area of private inquiries. I have had some modest successes in that business. The mean-spirited might tell you that those successes were more by accident than by design, but they would, wouldn’t they? I include my brother, Brian, in their number. The Northern Territory fiasco brought us closer together, but I’m aware that he still peevishly harbours doubts about my talents — all my talents. He was a high school teacher, which might explain his lack of imagination. If you’d ever met his ex-wife, the frightful Darlene, now languishing in an asylum in a mostly catatonic state, you’d see what I mean about his unreliable judgement.


    It grieves me to say that although Brian and I had acquired what I hope is mutual respect and affection, there was something between us that couldn’t be resolved. This was the suspicion I harboured that Brian had secretly agreed to go on working for Military Intelligence, despite knowing their ruthlessness and their belief that the ends justified whatever means, however unsavoury and grim, required to achieve them. The death of our younger brother, Fulton, ought to have repelled Intelligence’s embrace; instead, I had good reason to suspect that it had, on the contrary, driven him into their sinister arms. It’s a dreadful thing to discover that although you may love your brother, you can’t trust him.


    We’d arrived back in Melbourne on 9 December 1942, and for two days I’d been avoiding my mother and her fiancé — that word sticks in my throat — Peter Gilbert. I don’t wish to rehash the sordid nature of their relationship. Suffice it to say that until Brian had disabused me of the fact, I had been labouring under the illusion that our late, younger brother, Fulton, was in fact our brother, as opposed to his being our half-brother. Everyone, it seems, but I, knew that Fulton was the fruit of Mother’s adulterous affair with Peter Gilbert. Even my father knew that Fulton was a cuckoo in the nest.


    Fortunately for Fulton, my father died when he, Fulton, was only five years old, so he never experienced the small cruelties of which Father was more than capable. I’d always had a horror of vaudeville, for example. Even before I’d discovered the glories of Shakespeare’s verse (that miracle had happened when I was twelve), the relentless vulgarity of vaudeville depressed me. My father had exposed me to it. He thought it amusing to reward me on two consecutive birthdays with visits to the Tivoli Theatre. The raucous laughter of the audience, the pointlessness of the peculiar skills being demonstrated, the witless jokes, and the frightful din of music hall ditties were dispiriting. I was of an impressionable age, and I see now that it gave my father pleasure to see me so offended. Perhaps it was a private joke to the effect that the desirability of celebrating my birth was, at best, a moot point. His death when I was sixteen, and Fulton was five, rescued us both.


    I wasn’t happy about returning to Mother’s house after the conclusion of my work for Intelligence. It wasn’t a return to the safety and warmth of a secure refuge. The family home had never offered that comfort, and now, with Mother on the point of marrying Peter Gilbert, and with Brian in the continuing employ of Intelligence, the need to escape felt urgent. I was thirty-two years old, and the bedroom in which I was sleeping was unchanged since childhood. Mother, Brian, and Peter Gilbert, who’d taken up permanent residency, seemed oblivious to the tension in the house. I, however, was finely attuned to it. Whenever I entered a room and encountered one of them, my intestines fluttered and then seized. I was, of course, unfailingly polite, and although no one seemed to notice, none of the exchanges between us amounted to anything approximating familial intimacy. I had to move, and in order to move, I needed money — and to get money, I needed to work. I needed to work anyway to avoid the clutches of Manpower, who could decide on a whim that the fastest way to bring this war to a successful conclusion would be to put Will Power on an assembly line stuffing gunpowder into bullet casings.


    Prior to our posting up north, Brian and I had been outfitted for the job of concert party entertainers and troubadours by the wardrobe mistress for the Tivoli shows. Brian had said, half-jokingly I thought, that I should call on Joycey Dovey, the wardrobe mistress in question. It will give you some notion of how desperate I’d become that once Brian had put the idea into my head, I actually thought it might be a good one, and I decided to approach her. Approaching theatre managers directly never works. Perhaps Joycey Dovey knew of an opening somewhere. I’d scoured the pages of The Age and The Argus, but there wasn’t a single Shakespeare play in production in Melbourne, so the possibility of exercising my talents properly was nil. My professional options had narrowed to Wirth’s Circus, or the Tivoli. The prospect of descending into vaudeville was bad enough. Turning up at a circus tent and asking for work was a decline I thought I couldn’t contemplate and survive. Brian repeated his observation about calling on Joycey, and to my surprise he insisted on coming with me. I was oddly touched by this. He said that with both of us there, it might help jog her memory.


    We found Joycey pretty much where we’d left her six weeks previously — in the workrooms behind the Tivoli Theatre in Bourke Street. She was no more soberly dressed than on that first occasion, and her neck was still hung round with shapeless, grubby baubles of amber. She didn’t immediately remember me — given that I’d stripped naked in front of her, this was slightly discouraging. She remembered Brian, though, and recalled that she’d been obliged, under a requisition order, to supply us with costumes from the Tivoli’s limited reserves.


    ‘Two tuxedoes with top hats, and a satin sheath dress. I don’t suppose you’ve come to return them. Where are they?’


    ‘They’re mouldy shreds, I’m afraid, decaying somewhere near the Roper River.’


    ‘If it’s any consolation,’ Brian said, ‘I looked pretty good in the dress.’


    She snorted her disapproval.


    ‘Typical.’


    Was it really typical?, I wanted to ask. Was it typical that two tuxedoes (with two top hats) and a satin sheath dress should find their way into a clearing somewhere off the West Alligator River, where a group of isolated soldiers could enjoy a magic show and a recitation from Shakespeare? And was it typical that two tuxedoes (and two top hats), and a satin sheath dress, should rot with damp, mould, and fly-strike, within weeks of being worn? I held fire because I thought the loss of the costumes had already compromised me in Joycey’s eyes, and the chances of her putting in a good word for me with the Tivoli management were already slim without me challenging her far-from-accurate ‘typical’ assessment. It was entirely serendipitous that at the very moment Joycey began to wave me away, an assistant stage manager arrived, carrying a large, gaudy costume.


    ‘This has got sick on it, love,’ he said. ‘Roger’s got the flu, or some such.’


    Joycey’s face was a picture of distaste as she took the garment. Clearly, in these straitened times, it would fall to her to clean the offensive matter from the cloth in time for the next performance.


    ‘When’s it needed?’ she asked sourly.


    ‘Tomorrow arvo, only Roger won’t be wearing it. He’s completely cactus, and so’s his understudy. There’s a bit of a panic on about the show.’


    ‘He’ll do it,’ Brian said.


    ‘Yes, I suppose I could do it,’ I said, without being quite certain what ‘it’ was, although the costume ought to have given me pause. Even so, I made the statement carry a sense of tedium, as if stepping in like this, at the last minute, was a regular, even tiresome, part of my working life.


    ‘And who are you, love?’ asked the assistant stage manager, an elderly man who really ought to have done better for himself by this time in his life.


    ‘William Power. Professional actor. I’ve just returned from a tour of the north. Whatever the role is, I’ll be perfectly capable of learning it overnight.’


    I was examined from head to foot by both Joycey Dovey and the intruder, and neither of them bothered to adjust the looks of dubiousness on their faces.


    ‘As I say,’ I said with intentional gravity, ‘I’ve just returned from a tour of duty in the tropics, and I assure you, a Melbourne audience holds no terrors for me.’


    ‘The audience is mainly kiddies, mate. You don’t know what real terror is.’


    It was at this moment that I realised I was scrabbling for the part of a pantomime dame. It was too late, and I was too desperate, to withdraw my offer, and I didn’t want to appear weak in front of Brian.


    ‘Well, I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Still, it’s not for me to decide. Come with me and we’ll see what Percy Wavel — he’s the director — thinks of you. He’s in such a state he might just take you on.’


    Brian said that he needed to get back home. He didn’t say what urgent business required his attention. I was glad. I didn’t want him to witness whatever small humiliation might have been lying in wait for me at the theatre.


    I walked round with the assistant stage manager to the stage door of the Princess Theatre in Spring Street, and was brought out on stage by him. There were people rehearsing a section of the pantomime, in mufti, which made their exaggerated gestures seem amateurish and overblown. A small, harried, bland little man sat in the front row, giving ineffectual directions. I immediately surmised that this was Percy Wavel and that he’d been elevated beyond the limits of his talents as a result of the war. Nevertheless, after the briefest of introductions, and a demonstration that I could make my voice carry up into the gods, he thought I’d do.


    ‘Get Jim Stokes to detach himself from whoever’s cock is in his mouth, and come to the stage,’ he barked. Jim Stokes appeared, and we were introduced. He was Mother Goose, and I loathed him on sight. He was portly, wheezy, and not at all pleased to be obliged to block out the role with me.


    ‘Just follow me,’ he said. ‘It’s not fucking Medea, and leave the ad libs to me.’


    I was all reason and gratitude, and took in quickly the basic moves required of me as the Maid. There was really only one tricky bit, which depended on good timing for its comic effect. I couldn’t get this right, largely because I didn’t understand how it looked in the general scheme of things. Jim Stokes gave up, and Percy Wavel said we’d sort it out at the next morning’s rehearsal. I was given a script and told to report to the stage door at 10.00 am the following day. We would have a full run-through before the show opened at 2.00 pm.


    It’s well known that in Shakespeare’s day, acting was such a disreputable profession that women, who might disport themselves with some impunity as prostitutes, were not suffered to fall so low as to take to the stage. Consequently, Ophelia, Desdemona, and Portia were played by Tom, Dick, and Harry. I mention this in a self-conscious attempt to attach some shreds of dignity and nobility to the female motley I stood up in on the stage of the Princess Theatre on the afternoon of 12 December. This seemed to me to be a tragic and demeaning sideshow to the war. There I was, reduced to a pantomime dame in the Tivoli vaudeville company’s Christmas production of Mother Goose. Strictly speaking, I wasn’t the dame; I was the dame’s maid. Jim Stokes was Mother Goose, and therefore the real dame.


    It was suffocatingly hot, and the audience of howling children was viciously indifferent to the violence being done to my integrity as an artist by every ghastly syllable I was obliged to utter and by every mincing step I was obliged to take. As the foul smell of the ancient wig I was wearing wafted into my nostrils, I began to view the bombing of Darwin with something like nostalgia.


    That first show is not among my proudest theatrical achievements. My dialogue was minimal, and consisted mainly of saying, ‘Oooooh.’ I pulled faces and lifted my skirts to reveal the hairy legs beneath. Jim Stokes had been given, or he’d taken, all the best lines, such as they were, and Joycey Dovey had made only a desultory attempt to remove the vomit from my bodice. Under the circumstances, though, I thought I did all right. I don’t believe the audience was even aware that one of the dames was seeing the show for the first time, just as they were.


    In the mean, stale space of the dressing room afterwards, I sat beside Jim Stokes and glumly scraped the thick, white make-up from my face.


    ‘You’re too small,’ he said meanly. ‘It’s not a fucking drawing-room comedy. It has to be big, big, big.’


    As Stokes said this, he shed his voluminous costume and stood voluminously before me — pasty, flabby, and with an eruption of pustules scattered across his shoulders and mottled, glabrous chest. He was fifty years old, and I thought this might also be his avoirdupois weight. He’d taken a set against me because I hadn’t fainted with envy when he’d told me that he’d played the Brighton Pier in England in 1934.


    I watched Stokes in my mirror. When he’d wiped his face clear of the obliterating caricature of his ugly-sister mask, his porcine eyes and pitted jowls were revealed in all their grim, almost post-mortem dullness. He ran his pudgy fingers through his dry, grey curls, dislodging an avalanche of scaly dandruff. With his other hand he picked off the flaky skin from the corners of his nostrils, blithely unaware that an onlooker might find this disgusting.


    ‘You’re only filling in, of course, so I suppose we must make do,’ he said, as he wrestled with a stubborn flap of desiccated skin. The fact that I was ‘filling in’ was the one thing that was making my circumstances tolerable.


    After the first performance, I began to find my feet. The other cast members, whose names I was trying to remember, were generous to me, and one or two of them even praised my performance. No praise was forthcoming from Percy Wavel, and Jim Stokes didn’t become any more accommodating. He accused me of trampling on his lines and mischievously putting him off by missing cues and wilfully ignoring his feeds. I forbore to point out that any flaws in the performance were the result of his inadequate stagecraft, not mine. I’d been told to follow his lead, but I’d abandoned this strategy when he revealed himself to be such a frightful old fraud. Following his lead on stage would take me nowhere.


    By the third performance I was absolutely on top of the role, and my biggest challenge was preventing Jim Stokes from sabotaging me. Behind the camouflage that is the extravagance of pantomime, he tried to undermine me at every turn. With years of Shakespearian training behind me, I was more than equal to his assaults, and rose each afternoon magnificently above them. It was wearing and tedious, however, and my final performance loomed as a relief. Roger was recovering, and he was expected to return to his role after the fifth performance.


    My final appearance went well, and even the minimally discerning audience of children gave me a round of applause that was more sustained than that which they gave Jim Stokes.


    I might have put this brief flirtation with the grimmest of theatre’s byways behind me, were it not for the fact that, unbeknown to me, my brother, my mother, her paramour, Peter Gilbert, and his two adult children from his first marriage had decided to catch the show, and worse, much worse, they’d decided to ‘come round’ afterwards. The stage door wallah was supposed to keep people out, but an appeal to this decrepit creature’s sentimental side, along with a one-pound note, ensured that not only were my visitors allowed in, but the delightful surprise in store for me wasn’t ruined by their being announced.


    Jim Stokes hadn’t yet returned to the dressing room. It was his habit, often, to share a beer at the end of a performance in a remote corner of the wings with a young man for whom Jim Stokes in full drag fulfilled some bizarre, inexplicable yearning.


    I’d shed the heavy, ponderous dress, and was enjoying the sudden weightlessness of being naked before pulling off the wig and removing the make-up. I’d reached up to lift the wig when the door opened and my five visitors leaked into the room. From the neck up, I was a pantomime dame; from the neck down, I most certainly was not. There were a few frozen seconds in which everyone dredged his or her memories for a rule of etiquette that might cover such a situation. The young woman, who I’d never met, but who I knew to be Peter Gilbert’s daughter, stepped forward and introduced herself.


    ‘Cloris Gilbert. Will Power, I presume.’ She put her hand out and, in an action that I hoped expressed an insouciance I wasn’t feeling, I shook it.


    ‘I believe we’ll soon be related by marriage,’ she said, as if this somehow restored some balance into the wildly unbalanced situation in which we found ourselves. Over her shoulder I saw the look on the face of the young man who I assumed was her younger brother, John, and it came as close as I’ve ever seen to a cartoon sneer of unadulterated, unguarded contempt. Absurdly, I thought it might be the wig, and ripped it off, thereby providing him with the even more grotesque spectacle of being fully made-up, but wigless.


    ‘Darling,’ Mother said, ‘perhaps a robe might be a good idea.’


    I was in such a discombobulated state that it hadn’t occurred to me to cover myself. I did so, but almost casually, as if I saw no need to be frantic about my nakedness.


    ‘You were marvellous, darling,’ Mother said, and then typically spoiled it, rather, by adding, ‘and isn’t it lovely that we came backstage, because I wasn’t quite sure which one you were.’


    Wrapping myself in a bathrobe only eased my discomfort minimally. Brian made no attempt to disguise his delight at finding me reduced to a pantomime dame.


    ‘You really should learn how to walk in heels,’ he said. ‘I could’ve taught you, if you’d thought to ask.’


    He could have taught me, it was true. Brian, who’d played the femme in the Concert Party shows, had become an accomplished wearer of female shoes.


    Peter Gilbert made the formal introductions of his two children, even though Cloris had got there first, in her case. Cloris was, I recalled, twenty-eight, and John, twenty-six. Cloris must have resembled her late mother, and although she was no beauty, she had a striking face. It was strong, but not masculine. It was the face of a young Ethel Barrymore, perhaps. John Gilbert resembled his father very strongly. It pains me to say that he was a good-looking man, although his features were tensed into an unpleasant, continuous sneer. Despite his name, he looked nothing like John Gilbert, the actor. He hadn’t been named after him, as his father had once been at pains to point out to me. If he resembled anyone, it was the tragic Wally Reid, although I couldn’t imagine John Gilbert descending into morphine addiction, and dying in a padded cell, as Reid had done.


    The gathering in the dressing room was blessedly brief. Its main purpose, apart from humiliating me, was to let me know that Mother had acquired a good piece of beef — she rarely had difficulty acquiring good meat, which, although it wasn’t yet rationed, was nevertheless expensive and hard to come by. Mother had proved quite an adept at exploiting the local black market since the war began.


    ‘Black market is such an ugly, misleading term,’ she used to say. ‘The home front is a theatre of war, too, and we all do what we can. If good meat is there, and I can get it, to do anything else would be irresponsible and wasteful. And would do nothing for morale, and morale wins wars.’


    I was glad to accept this invitation to dinner. Although I lived in the same house as Mother, I’d made it my business to be unavailable for most evening meals. I didn’t want to talk to Peter Gilbert, who seemed determined to ingratiate himself as my future stepfather — an absurd term, given my age, and his.


    This dinner would be my first opportunity to properly assess the two people who would soon be my stepsiblings. I know it’s completely illogical, but I didn’t object to that term in relation to them. Mother’s marriage to Peter Gilbert was scheduled for 15 January 1943, and although, as I think I’ve made clear, I couldn’t see myself warming to Peter Gilbert, I have a sufficient reservoir of grace to sympathise unconditionally with his and Mother’s profound grief following the death of their son, and my half-brother, Fulton. Despite such natural sympathy, it was unlikely that it would transmute into affection. With no expectation that I would develop finer feelings for Peter Gilbert, the probability that I would embrace his children was remote, particularly after our awkward and undignified initial meeting in the dressing room. I couldn’t help but feel that I was at something of a disadvantage, having been seen naked by them and not having seen either of them naked in return.


    Not long after my visitors had left, Jim Stokes returned. Given that this was the last time we would see each other, I was prepared to be generous. Jim Stokes was not. He sniffed at me and suggested that I might like to take acting lessons between now and my next engagement. This was rich, coming from him, who lumbered about the stage, bovine in both grace and wit.


    ‘You’re very overweight,’ I said. ‘I think you might be dead soon.’


    With my make-up removed and back in mufti, I made my farewells to the mostly pleasant cast. They at least expressed some small regret at my departure. Percy Wavel wasn’t on the premises, so I was unable to farewell him. He was probably drinking in a nearby hotel.


    I emerged from the theatre into Bourke Street at 6.00 p.m. It was a bright, hot day, and the pavements were busy. I experienced a sudden surge of misanthropy — I am prone to this — and hated all the smiling faces for their complacent belief that they had something to smile about, and hated with equal vehemence the glum faces for their self-important certainty that their problems mattered.


    It had been arranged that we would have drinks before dinner. Brian had managed to buy a bottle of single-malt whisky — a luxury now, and more than ever the preserve of the rich and unscrupulous. I presumed Brian had found the whisky through someone in Military Intelligence. How else could he have come by it? He didn’t appear to be working. He claimed he was looking for work and that he had sufficient savings to see him through for a while. He denied, as he did every time I raised it, that Intelligence was his master. The denial was proof enough for me that he was lying. However he’d come by the whisky, we were to enjoy it before dinner. Initially I’d baulked at the idea, not wishing to engage in small talk with the Gilberts for a moment longer than was necessary. However, it occurred to me that a few whiskies would anaesthetise me against their company over dinner. I said I’d be home by 6.30.


    The air was still, and I decided to walk home, as it would save me the cost and the discomfort of the tram ride. As I walked out of the city and up Lygon Street, I was filled with an extraordinary romantic yearning. I passed the cemetery, and was chillingly conscious of the secret it held. My role in the disposal of a corpse (had it really been only, what, twelve weeks ago?) was unlikely now ever to be discovered, but the guilt and the awareness of my foolishness would never leave me. I have no wish to go over this matter here. My memoir A Thing of Blood will answer all queries.


    These uncomfortable feelings were soon supplanted by an awful ache that I recognised as the absence of a woman in my life. I’d been disappointed in the past, both distant and recent, and perhaps, too, I’d been a disappointment — although I acknowledge this more in the interest of balance than truth. One’s own capacity to disappoint is never the equal of this capacity in others.


    I enjoyed the vague melancholia of loneliness for a while, but suppressed it when I opened the gate to Mother’s house in Garton Street. I entered, and heard chatter and laughter coming from the front room on the left. I couldn’t face them without first taking a bath and washing the Tivoli off my skin.


    I filled the bath with cold water, defying the current regulations as to depth. I sank into it and gasped. My body quickly adjusted, and I must have dozed off, because I was awakened by Brian splashing water in my face.


    ‘We’re waiting for you, Will. Get a wriggle on.’


    He was smiling his gentle whisky-smile, and generally exuding the air of a man for whom all was right with the world.


    ‘I don’t have to like them,’ I said.


    ‘That is a true statement. You don’t have to like them, and as you don’t actually like anyone, they might learn not to take it personally.’


    ‘You should have seen the way Peter Gilbert’s son looked at me. Utter contempt and horror.’


    ‘He’s not a theatre person, Will. He’s never seen a naked man in a lady’s wig before. I think he was just understandably appalled by you.’


    ‘Well, that’s not going to make it comfortable to have chit-chat with him.’


    ‘They’re actually quite all right. Both of them. They find the whole situation as strange and awkward as you do. They didn’t know about Mother, or us, until relatively recently.’


    ‘You make Mother sound like a scarlet woman.’


    ‘From their point of view, perhaps she was. Their father was committing adultery with her, and that’s frowned upon in Catholic households.’


    ‘I think you’ll find it’s frowned upon in a broader church than that one.’


    ‘Anyway, they seem quite at ease with Peter and Mother’s engagement, so perhaps they’re not as straitlaced as you might expect. Just hurry up, please, and try not to be rude.’


    It wasn’t until Brian had left the bathroom that I realised his parting statement implied that he believed rudeness was so entrenched in my nature that a conscious effort was required to quash it. I dressed, combed my hair carefully, and decided that I’d be on my best behaviour with Gilbert frère et soeur. There was a bottle of Hungary Water in the cupboard — it must have belonged to Peter Gilbert (Brian had never used cologne) — and I splashed a little on my neck. It was a most agreeable scent, and I thought it might annoy Peter Gilbert to know that I’d taken the liberty of using it.


    When I entered the front room, the earlier laughter, which had implied warm relations, had evaporated, and there was an unmistakeable froideur in the air — unrelated, I hasten to add, to my entrance. Something had gone wrong. John Gilbert was standing near the bay window, his back to the room, his hands thrust in his pockets. His sister, Cloris, was sitting with her hands clasped between her knees, staring at the floor. Mother wasn’t there — she was in the kitchen, finishing preparations for dinner. Brian looked stricken and embarrassed, and I surmised that he’d somehow been responsible for the ruin I saw before me. I wouldn’t have been human if I hadn’t felt a small spike of satisfaction.


    Peter Gilbert was standing by the fireplace, and his usual air of benign stewardship had entirely deserted him. His face was drawn, and his eyes moved from his daughter to his son and back again so rapidly that I believed he was experiencing a form of internal hysteria.


    ‘Good evening,’ I said, thinking this to be a relatively uncontroversial interruption. John Gilbert swung around and managed to extrude, ‘Is it?’ from between lips that barely moved. Cloris Gilbert allowed a small sob to escape.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, as if weeping were an unforgivable social gaffe. ‘It’s just that it’s such a shock.’


    ‘I feel as though I’ve missed something,’ I said, and perhaps my tone was inappropriately, if accidentally, rather lighter than the circumstances demanded. Nevertheless, it hardly warranted John Gilbert’s savage riposte.


    ‘You’ve missed something! It’s we who’ve been kept in the dark. You looked better in that dress than out of it, by the way.’


    ‘It’s looking less and less likely that our friendship will flourish, John.’


    ‘If was up to me I wouldn’t even be here. I wouldn’t have had to meet you. Unfortunately, our father’s behaviour took care of that, didn’t it?’


    ‘Well, yes, I suppose it did. So here we are, almost brothers.’


    This had the intended effect on John Gilbert and he sneered extravagantly. What I wasn’t expecting was that that word, ‘brothers’, would draw a rasping sound from Cloris, and I suddenly understood the cause of the tension in the room. Mother’s and Peter Gilbert’s issue, Fulton, was, in fact, the issue. The existence of Fulton as their half-brother must have been unknown to them until a few minutes prior to my entrance, and it must have been Brian who, in his blundering way, had let the cat out of the bag. It must have been quite a bombshell, and yes, I do know that the metaphor is mixed and that a cat is not a bombshell.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ I felt compelled to say. ‘It must be terrible to discover that you had a half-brother and that he died so recently.’


    Cloris stopped sobbing. John Gilbert’s face drained of colour so quickly that I thought he might faint. His father’s darting eyes fixed on me, and his expression was not dissimilar to the expression on the face of a man who was suffering a massive stroke. Brian’s mouth was open. Cloris turned her head on one side and said, ‘What? Half-brother? What half-brother? Died?’ Each word was eloquently expressive of their novelty for her. I felt ill.


    ‘You were discussing Fulton when I came in?’


    ‘Who’s Fulton?’ John Gilbert said. ‘Who the fuck is Fulton?’


    The obscenity was, under the circumstances, quite shocking. I’d expected John Gilbert to be prissier.


    ‘Fulton. He’s your brother. Surely that’s what you were talking about. Why else would you both be so upset?’


    Brian coughed.


    ‘Cloris and John were just digesting the fact that Mother and Peter had been together rather longer than they’d realised. That’s what we were discussing.’


    It was at this point that Mother came into the room, wiping her hands on an apron, and declared airily that dinner was ready to be served. Cloris, who’d pulled herself together, stood up, faced Mother, and said, ‘Who is Fulton?’


    It took a moment for Mother to comprehend the question. She stared blankly at Cloris and managed to express a small, ‘Oh.’ She then did a most extraordinary thing. She sat on the floor and said, ‘Oh, oh, oh.’ A good dinner was suddenly a distant prospect.
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    Chapter Two


    GERALDINE


    THE REVELATION THAT MOTHER AND PETER GILBERT had begun their affair while their mother was still alive was a shock for Cloris and John. I don’t think it was a moral shock, particularly. Neither of them had inherited their mother’s religiosity. Perhaps they felt betrayed. The fact that this adulterous relationship had produced a child whose identity had been kept from them was especially difficult to accept. John Gilbert reacted very badly to the news that he had a brother, and his perspective on it was perverse.


    ‘You wouldn’t give mum another child, but you were happy to breed ex-cathedra.’


    I half-admired this astonishingly Roman expression. It was Cloris who’d managed, after my unfortunate blunder, to calm things down sufficiently for all the dirty laundry to be laid before her and her brother. My mother’s resilience in the midst of this emotional cataclysm was a revelation. She outlined the essential facts of the matter with business-like efficiency, and she assured Cloris and John that she and Peter had intended to tell them about Fulton, but that they were, for the moment, still wrestling with the awful fact of his death.


    ‘He was a soldier,’ Mother said. ‘He was shot by the Japanese.’


    John Gilbert, callously indifferent to this information, asked, ‘How long have you two been lovers?’


    If he was expecting Mother to be shy about this, he would have been disappointed. My mother had never been shy about sex. I grew up fielding her impertinent and insensitive questions about my sex life, and she had a mortifying tendency to interrogate any girl I brought home in such a way as to embarrass her into flight. She explained coolly to John Gilbert that she and his father had formed a sexual alliance when their respective partners had no longer excited their passion or fulfilled their needs. This frankness was dramatically at odds with Mother’s appearance. Our father had left her a wealthy woman on his death, and she wasn’t given to austerity. She dressed elegantly, and never in shoddy, and her hair was expensively coiffed, and dyed a rich black. Hirohito, she was fond of saying, would not arrive to find that he’d turned her hair grey with worry.


    ‘You are two selfish, selfish people,’ John hissed.


    ‘Entirely,’ Mother replied. ‘Self-sacrifice has never been one of my strong points.’


    John hadn’t expected Mother to agree with him, and he was infuriated by it. He declared that he wasn’t hungry, and that when he thought about the way his father had deceived them, he didn’t think he’d ever eat again. This was so absurdly melodramatic that even he was mortified by it, and it was that mortification I suspect, more than his disgust at his father’s behaviour, that caused him to storm out of the house.


    With John Gilbert gone, and an apology made for him by Cloris, dinner was served. The beef was excellent. Cloris asked many questions, and all of them were answered without demur — mostly, it must be said, by Mother. Peter Gilbert was, I think, rather shaken by the vehemence of his son’s reaction. This fragility seemed rather odd to me, given his early career in Intelligence and in the hurly-burly of the law. I think Fulton’s death had unmanned him in some way, and when I looked at his face I thought I could see there the effects of a profound, irremediable sadness.


    It must have been difficult for Cloris to assimilate both the existence and simultaneously the absence of a brother. She asked if she might see photographs of him, and Mother produced a large envelope, bulging with them. I’d never seen these pictures. There was certainly no similar record of my childhood, youth, or manhood. As the photographs spilled on to the table, I felt small twinges of pique that Fulton’s every move seemed to have been deemed worthy of chronicling, while my own progress to maturity had largely escaped the lens. Perhaps he’d been the product of love, while I’d been the end result of joyless duty. I didn’t recall Brian being photographed much, either, and that made me feel better.


    Cloris pored over the snaps while Mother and Peter Gilbert commented on the circumstances that had surrounded each click of the shutter.


    ‘He looks like John,’ Cloris said. ‘In this one, especially.’


    She turned the photograph towards me for confirmation. I took it from her and examined it. Fulton looked to be about nineteen in it. He did indeed resemble John Gilbert, although he was grinning, so his face wasn’t disfigured by John’s sulky scowl.


    ‘All this was going on,’ Cloris said, ‘all this … this other life, and we knew nothing about it.’


    ‘Well, your mother …’


    ‘Did Fulton know that you were his father?’


    ‘Eventually he did, yes, but not in the beginning. Even after Agnes’s husband died — and Fulton could only have been five or six — it would have been too much to burden him with. I wasn’t here all the time, and he wouldn’t have understood. As he got older he began to suspect. I couldn’t disguise how much he meant to me, and he asked me directly just two years ago, when he was nineteen. Not long after that picture was taken, in fact. He wasn’t angry, or even shocked. He was happy. He knew I loved him. And I did love him, Cloris. I loved him as deeply as I love you and John, and that’s the truth of it.’


    ‘But you didn’t love Mum.’


    His shook his head.


    ‘No. Well, at first, of course. I think, or I thought, but no, not later. I’m sorry.’


    Cloris, in an impressive demonstration of pure nerve, asked, ‘You weren’t able to divorce Mum. Did you come to hate her for that?’


    ‘No,’ he said, and his voice was thin with astonishment. ‘How could I hate the person who gave me you and John?’


    ‘Did she know about this liaison?’


    Mother interrupted.


    ‘Excuse me, Cloris. I am Agnes Power. I am not a liaison.’


    ‘Your mother was never humiliated,’ Peter Gilbert said softly. ‘She may have known, but it was never discussed. She retreated into her faith.’


    ‘She must have hated you.’


    ‘No. She thought I was weak. She saved her hatred for the Presbyterians. There wasn’t any left over for me.’


    Cloris Gilbert suddenly smiled.


    ‘She did hate the Presbyterians.’


    Everything seemed all right after that. We all understood that there would be deeper discussions later. These would take place in private, when Peter Gilbert would try to explain himself fully to his children. Cloris might prove a sympathetic listener. I had my doubts about John Gilbert.
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    I am a man given to healthy introspection, but even if this hadn’t been the case, I would still have had to acknowledge in the court of self-awareness that I was temporarily without direction. As an actor, I was resting; as a private-inquiry agent, I was resting; my love life was resting. Only the first of these caused me real grief. I was an actor, and I’d been thwarted in the expression of this noble art by circumstances and by the fog of ignorance and indifference that had settled over Melbourne since hostilities with Germany and Japan had begun. I needed the stage — not the applause, it was never about the applause — the way a teacher needs pupils, a dentist needs teeth, and a surgeon needs a rumbling appendix. I pondered this as I tried to sleep after the revelatory dinner.


    I’d barely spoken to Brian, who’d remained unnaturally and discreetly silent throughout the meal. I associated this reticence with his having decided to work for Intelligence, his denials notwithstanding. Ever since our return from the Northern Territory, Brian had been so generally measured in his demeanour that the only conclusion I could draw was that he was exhibiting a kind of emotional professionalism, and that the spontaneity of anger, or even the ill-considered remark, were henceforth under tight rein. I was surprised at how keenly I felt his withdrawal from the possibility of confidences, and as I lay there in the bedroom of my childhood home in Princes Hill, I experienced isolation greater than I’d experienced in the remotest corner of the Northern Territory. Although I’d been back in Melbourne for barely a week, I felt internally bruised by a pounding urgency to leave, to put some distance between me and this new world of secretive siblings, impending nuptials, and the disaffected offspring of Mother’s paramour.
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    I had breakfast with Brian on the morning after the big dinner. He maintained his annoyingly bland, if smiling, uncommunicativeness. The most controversial thing he said was that John Gilbert seemed rather priggish, a statement of such obvious truth that it didn’t require expression. I pointed out to him that his small talk had become so small as to be unobservable. He smiled with the condescension of the spy I was sure he had become — smug and secure in his secret employment. The telephone rang, and as Mother and Peter Gilbert were upstairs, I answered it. Percy Wavel was on the other end, with the astonishing news that Jim Stokes had, as I’d meanly predicted, died during the night. There was no suitable understudy available, and as I knew the part, perhaps I would step in. I was silent.


    ‘You’d be paid Stokes’s salary, of course. It is the main part, after all.’


    My first thought had been that I couldn’t possibly step into the same costume that had enveloped Jim Stokes’s repulsive body, but the mention of my being paid his handsome stipend cauterised my disgust.


    ‘Perhaps at the close of the season, management might find other roles for you,’ Wavel said. ‘You’ll need to come down to the theatre now for a rehearsal.’


    After a brief show of reluctance, I agreed, and left for the theatre immediately. A hasty rehearsal had been organised with Roger Teddles, Mother Goose’s maid, who’d come down with the flu and who I’d never met, although I’d worn his dress. It was ghoulish, I suppose, to clamber into Jim Stokes’s costume — ghoulish and revolting. I’d seen the skin these garments had rubbed up against. It didn’t bear thinking about.


    Roger Teddles was the polar opposite of Jim Stokes. His ambitions in the theatre were limited. He was at the end of his working life, and was glad to be employed. His knees were going, and he spoke frankly about his left testicle, swollen over the years by a hydrocele. It was painless, he said, but tended to get in the way. I expressed my condolences to him about Jim Stokes. He said that people were unlikely to be plunged into grief by his passing. It was a shock, but only in the way that any sudden death is a shock. Subsequent emotions probably wouldn’t run to sorrow. There were many who would shrug and say, ‘No great loss to the human race.’


    ‘Sometimes,’ Roger said, ‘natural selection gets it right.’


    Percy Wavel didn’t bother to supervise our rehearsal. You won’t find his name decorating the lists of Australia’s great theatre directors. He ought, if talent were the decider, to have been in charge of the theatre’s boilers. With a great deal of study and application, he might have learned how to take tickets at the door. As it was, by some ghastly, war-driven flaw in the machine, he’d been given the task of directing the Tivoli’s matinee-only pantomime. He had no understanding of, or sensitivity towards, the peculiar needs of actors and actresses. He didn’t care about the performance, and so he made the assumption that neither did we. It didn’t take me long to discover that he was wrong about almost everyone in the company. Most of them were second-rate vaudeville performers, not actors at all, but they certainly cared enough to give their best.


    My first performance in Jim Stokes’s role went smoothly. I brought a subtlety to the part, the possibility for which had escaped his end-of-the-pier sensibility. The laughs weren’t as loud, but you can’t hear a wry smile, and that was the response I was after. Percy Wavel, who’d surprisingly prised himself off a bar stool to watch the performance, demanded that the laughs be put back in.


    ‘They’ve paid to see those hairy legs, so lift your fucking skirts,’ he said. Now that I’d signed a contract, his reserved and reasonable phone manner had been entirely abandoned.


    I’d had little to do with the rest of the cast when I’d been filling in. Now I made an effort to introduce myself properly. After I’d changed, I ducked my head into the other dressing rooms. There were only two in use, apart from mine and Roger’s — one for the females and the other for the males. They were a chaos of costumes and make-up, and the air in each was a fug of sweat, cigarette smoke, and grease paint. Activity was feverish, as most of the panto cast had to hurry back to the Tivoli to appear in the evening vaudeville show. In no time at all, before I’d had a chance to say a word, there was just one woman left in the dressing room. The rush of men down the corridor suggested that that dressing room would now be deserted.


    ‘I’m Will Power,’ I said to the actress, who was removing make-up from her eyes. She looked at me in her mirror.


    ‘Oh yes, you’re our new Mother Goose.’


    I smiled.


    ‘Well, I’m trying to be. It’s all been a bit of a rush.’


    ‘You can’t be worse than Jim Stokes.’ She turned to face me. ‘At least you’re slimmer and better looking than he was.’


    ‘Damning with faint praise.’


    She stood up and held out her hand.


    ‘I’m Geraldine. Everyone calls me Gerald. Nice to meet you off stage, Will Power.’


    Geraldine was assembled in ways that were designed to excite admiration. She wore her dark hair in a shorter version of Veronica Lake’s peekaboo style, and although she resembled the blonde Miss Lake only slightly, I could tell from the way she angled her head, and her general air of assured swagger, that she modelled herself on the star of This Gun for Hire. I must have been staring, I hope at her face, because she reached out and placed her hand on my forearm — a gesture of electric intimacy.


    ‘You don’t look like the last person I knew who was called Gerald,’ I said. ‘He was bald for a start.’


    ‘I feel like I’ve got a head start.’


    She didn’t remove her hand from my arm, and I didn’t want her to. I found myself examining her elegant fingers. She wasn’t wearing nail polish, but her nails were flecked with paint. She removed her hand and flexed her fingers.


    ‘I’m an artist as well as an actress. I help with the scenery, but before the war, portraits were a specialty, although I could knock you up a gum tree if requested.’


    She stepped back from me.


    ‘Have you ever been painted?’


    ‘No.’ Without thinking, I added. ‘I worked as a life model once.’


    I don’t know why I revealed that. It’s one of the incidents in my adult life that’s best forgotten.


    ‘Really? Posing pouch or no posing pouch?’


    ‘No posing pouch, I’m afraid. It wasn’t a planned component of my working life.’


    ‘Well, it’s nobody’s childhood dream to stand in a draughty room without so much as a posing pouch to cut the wind. Let’s face it, acting isn’t always enough to pay the bills.’


    ‘Which is why it’s not the only arrow in my quiver.’


    ‘You’re not a teacher, are you?’ Her tone suggested that this would be a grave disappointment if true.


    ‘No. In fact, the life modelling was in the way of being undercover work. Ironically, I suppose, given the lack of cover.’


    ‘Heavens. Are you a policeman?’


    ‘I’m a private-inquiry agent. It’s a sideline. Mostly, I’m an actor.’


    ‘It’s just like in the movies. Do you investigate murders? Oh lord, was Jim Stokes murdered?’


    I laughed.


    ‘Jim Stokes was murdered by his diet. I have looked into a couple of murders in my time.’


    ‘I am frankly riveted.’


    ‘Would a cup of tea somewhere be in order? I’d like to get your views on the rest of the company. I haven’t met them properly yet.’


    ‘A cup of tea would be marvellous. Where?’


    ‘Somewhere quiet.’


    ‘I live in Parkville, but my landlady disapproves of gentlemen callers, and besides, it’s only a room really, and it’s a ghastly mess.’


    In a rush of gallantry, I offered Mother’s house. It was on Geraldine’s way home, and I would walk her across the park afterwards. The murderous Eddie Leonski, despite having been hanged, had left Melbourne nervous about unescorted women after dark. I reassured Geraldine that we wouldn’t be alone in the house, that it was all very proper. She lowered her chin and raised her eyes, and told me that I was a gentleman and that gentlemen in the theatre were a rare and unexpected pleasure. She laid her hand on my arm again and said, ‘Lead the way.’ I somehow knew that it was I who was being led, and it was my inclination at that moment to follow.
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    We walked up to Princes Hill, and Geraldine was free in her opinions of her fellow cast members. It was a mostly happy company, with friendships forged in the Tivoli. The pantomime was an annual money-spinner, and it was considered a bit of fun and a distraction from the hard grind of vaudeville. Geraldine had never done vaudeville. She couldn’t, she said, sing, dance, or juggle, and she wasn’t willing to strip and assume a static, heroic pose as one of the living statues. I withheld my feelings about vaudeville and vaudevillians, not wishing to get off to a bad start. Geraldine clearly held her fellow performers in high regard.


    ‘We should go and see them after tomorrow’s show. Peggy Dunston — she’s the girl who plays Jill — is incredible. She’s one of the Dunstan Sisters, and you won’t believe what they can do.’


    I was feeling queasy at just the thought of what the Dunstan Sisters might be capable of. I suspected that they were one of those acts involving inhuman and nausea-inducing feats of physical elasticity. Nevertheless I agreed to go with Geraldine to the Tivoli the following evening. I’d known her for barely an hour, and I was already in her thrall.


    We arrived at the house in Garton Street to find both Brian and Mother standing at the front gate. Peter Gilbert was walking south towards the cemetery. All three of them saw us approaching, and Peter Gilbert paused as if considering whether or not etiquette demanded that he return and offer a greeting. He decided against it, and strode on. Mother and Brian at least had the grace to wait for us. I began to introduce Geraldine, and realised too late that I didn’t know her last name. She rescued me by saying, as she took Mother’s hand, ‘Geraldine Buchanan. How lovely to meet you.’


    She created precisely the impression that I’d hoped to create myself — that we’d known each other for some time. Brian looked Geraldine up and down, and his gaze was appreciative — a fact that made me absurdly and inexplicably proud of her. I’m not given to sudden, adolescent attachments, but as we sipped tea and made small talk in the front room of Mother’s house, I found my feelings for her migrating into the regions of the heart.


    ‘Do you enjoy being in pantomime, Geraldine?’ Mother asked.


    ‘Please, call me Gerald. Everybody does.’


    ‘A woman called Gerald? That’s rather unusual. Are you a lesbian?’


    I was both appalled and unsurprised. Mother had made the impertinent inquiry into something of an art. Geraldine, to her credit, didn’t blanch.


    ‘What an interesting question, Mrs Power. I’m not a lesbian. Are you disappointed?’


    ‘Yes, I suppose I am rather. I like lesbians.’


    ‘My father’s name was Gerald. He died when I was very young and I just sort of assumed his name, but not his moustache.’


    Mother laughed, and against her better judgement I think she began to warm to Geraldine. I say ‘against her better judgement’ because on the few occasions in my youth and early manhood when I’d made the mistake of bringing a girl home, Mother had been merciless in her treatment of her, and the relationship had collapsed very soon after the meeting.


    ‘I don’t mind pantomime, Mrs Power. I admit the role of Silverleaf in Mother Goose is a dull one. Playing the good fairy doesn’t get any laughs.’


    There was further discussion about pantomimes generally, with Mother skilfully avoiding making any mention of my performance in the play. I hadn’t told her that I was now Mother Goose, the grand dame part, and when Geraldine mentioned this, Mother said that of course she’d return to the Princess Theatre to see me. I knew this to be a polite lie, but didn’t disturb the conversation by pointing out that most of my performances had escaped my mother’s attention. I knew that she had grave doubts about my professional abilities, and I knew this because she’d told me so on more than one occasion.


    ‘You have some talent, darling,’ she once said, possibly thinking she was being both helpful and kind, ‘but in the theatre you need presence, don’t you, and I’m not sure you can practise that.’


    ‘The theatre is uncertain work isn’t it, Gerald?’ Mother said.


    ‘Yes, it is. I don’t rely on theatre work — on acting, I mean. I’m an artist. Portraits a specialty.’


    With an instinctive understanding that one of Mother’s most notable and reliable characteristics was her vanity, Geraldine screwed up her eyes, concentrated her gaze on Mother’s face, and said, ‘I’d love to paint you. Your face is quite beautiful. I suppose you’ve been painted already.’


    ‘Just once,’ Mother said. ‘It was hideous, so I burned it.’


    ‘I didn’t know you’d been painted,’ I said.


    ‘It was before either of you children was born. Your father and I were in Broome.’


    ‘During your year of heat, Mother,’ Brian said.


    It was the first time Brian had said anything. I looked at him and thought how remarkable it was that he was, by degrees, making himself invisible — a desirable quality in a spy, but hopeless at the dinner table, or over afternoon tea.


    By the time we left Mother’s house, darkness had fallen, and I walked Geraldine across Princes Park. We stuck to the paths. The ovals had been pitted with air-raid ditches, and falling into one of them and perhaps breaking a limb would have put an end to my stage career. Geraldine said that she thought that Mother was rather marvellous, but that Brian seemed shy and reserved.


    ‘You wouldn’t have said that if you’d seen him shimmying around a stage in a satin sheath dress. He gave Jean Harlow a run for her money. Now he’s practising reticence. His ambition is to vanish.’


    ‘He’s awfully good-looking. I’d like to paint him before he succeeds.’


    ‘You want to paint everyone except me.’


    ‘Oh, I’d love to paint you as Mother Goose.’


    I was strangely hurt by this, and I made no reply. Geraldine must have sensed that her words had stung me. She put her arm through mine.


    ‘Oh, Will, of course I’d love to paint you. It’s a very intimate thing having your portrait painted. Are you sure you want me to look at you that closely, so early in our acquaintance? I might see things you don’t want me to see.’


    ‘How you see me will tell me a lot about you, too.’


    ‘Yes, it will. Most people who sit for portraits don’t think about that.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Will you sit for me?’


    ‘I’m wary of artists.’


    She laughed.


    ‘You don’t need to worry about me. I’m not really very good at all.’
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    I sat for Geraldine the next morning. Neither of us needed to get to the theatre before 1.00 pm. She was renting a rather squalid bed-sit in a rooming house in Fitzgibbon Street in Parkville. I had the impression that she’d only recently moved there, and she admitted that these were temporary digs, that she’d left the bulk of what she grandly called her ‘estate’ in Hobart.


    ‘Hobart? What on earth were you doing there?’


    ‘Running away from somewhere else in Tasmania.’


    ‘Good lord. How old are you?’


    ‘I’m twenty-four, and that’s not a very gallant question. I haven’t demanded to know how ancient you are.’


    ‘I’m thirty-two, and I suddenly do feel very ancient.’


    ‘I’ll try to make you look younger.’


    ‘You said you weren’t very good. Should I be worried?’


    She set up her canvas, and directed me to stand in the light from a grubby window, and to fold my arms so that my fingers were splayed prominently.


    ‘You have lovely hands.’


    I’d never been complimented on my hands before. I’d always thought them my weakest feature — the fingers not quite long enough, the dark hair on their backs just a little too strong and visible. They weren’t particularly expressive hands. I depend on my voice and my face for my effects.


    ‘This is the most terrifying part,’ Geraldine said. ‘The first mark. Don’t look at me. Look past me, as though you’ve seen something that’s caught your eye. Yes, good, like that. Only more natural. Not quite so silent movie. Yes. Good. Perfect.’


    She began attacking the canvas with a stick of charcoal, looking at me occasionally, but mostly concentrating on whatever marks she was making. From time to time she used a rag to violently erase a passage, and her features became contorted with concentration and frustration.


    ‘I’m not getting you,’ she said crossly. ‘I’m just not getting you.’


    I broke my pose and walked towards her.


    ‘No,’ she squealed. ‘You mustn’t see it until it’s done.’


    ‘I just thought you might need to get a little closer.’


    She put down her charcoal.


    ‘How much closer, Will?’


    She took two steps and was in my arms. Her mouth tasted of charcoal, the consequence of her absently tapping her teeth with it between strokes. She pulled away and placed her hand on the side of my face.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’ve put charcoal all over your cheek.’


    ‘The charcoal goes on the canvas, not the model. You have to get that right.’


    ‘You really don’t have to be a gentleman at this point, Will. I’m a long way from anyone who might disapprove.’


    She took my hand and demonstrated the truth of this remark by guiding it up and under her skirt. My fingers didn’t meet the resistance of undergarments. These she’d discarded in either a feat of legerdemain at some point, or more probably she hadn’t put any on that morning.


    ‘I said that you had beautiful hands,’ she said, and deftly proved her own manual dexterity by removing my belt, undoing my flies, and pushing my trousers and underwear down to my ankles — all, seemingly, in one fluid movement. My desire for her stood incontrovertibly exposed.


    I would have preferred not to have fallen quite so heavily against her easel as I struggled to take off my shoes, and it made the most awful clatter as it fell to the ground. I fell on top of it and sat indecorously, in the brief glimpse that I had of it, on a face recognisably my own, in charcoal. Geraldine freed my trousers from my ankles and helped me to my feet. The face was now a disfigured smudge, and she turned me round and declared that a reasonable transfer had been made to my buttocks.


    I will draw a discreet veil over our lovemaking. It was entirely mutually satisfying, and I don’t believe I flatter myself when I confidently declare that I gave as much pleasure as I received — and that was a considerable amount. It wasn’t until afterwards, in the quiet bliss of gentle exploration, that I thought perhaps it had been too long between washes for Geraldine’s sheets. Her situation in the house wasn’t ideal. It had been converted during the Depression from a large, two-storeyed family home into a collection of four flats, two of which were occupied by single women, and none of which had its own bathroom or toilet. The owner, who occupied the largest flat, downstairs and at the front of the house, was a termagant, Geraldine said, who had a set against men, and who believed that they should be discouraged from visiting. Her name was Mrs Ferrell, and she was fond of saying, ‘This is a respectable house, not a bordello.’ Respectable it may have been, but it was also tired and grubby, and demanded of its residents that they use an outside lavatory. Geraldine’s room was at the top of a perilous flight of stairs. It was close to the bathroom, which might have been advantageous were it not for the fact that the plumbing was uncertain and noisy. The horrid smells from the kitchen — rancid lard and cabbage — drifted up the stairs and insinuated themselves into Geraldine’s bedroom.


    ‘How have you managed to escape the clutches of Manpower?’ I asked.


    ‘I haven’t. The acting is very much part-time, so they make use of my painting skills.’


    ‘I didn’t know portrait painting was considered an essential industry.’


    She laughed.


    ‘It’s not. Manpower couldn’t care less whether or not I can capture a good likeness. Have you seen that awful short at the pictures, the one about camouflage?’


    Incredibly, I was all too familiar with the propaganda short she was referring to. Even by the standards of these films, it was more than usually patronising, but its most remarkable feature, from my point of view, was that it was the short for which I’d provided the narration.


    ‘Is this the one you mean?’ I asked, and proceeded to intone the deathless script.


    ‘Their knowledge of camouflage — a woman’s secret weapon — is useful when it comes to painting trucks. It’s axle grease instead of hand lotion, lubricant instead of lipstick, for these ladies of little leisure.’


    ‘Hey, that’s the one.’


    ‘You don’t recognise the voice?’


    ‘It’s you!’ she shrieked. ‘No wonder you’re word perfect. How did you get that job?’


    ‘Oh, you know, sometimes acting jobs just fall into your lap. I was well paid.’


    I didn’t want to elaborate on how that job had fallen into my lap. It belonged to that recent period in my life when I was embroiled in the ugly world of Military Intelligence.


    ‘So, are you one of those ladies of little leisure who paints trucks?’


    ‘Whenever I’m told to, even when it clashes with a performance. The understudy goes on when I’m away. That’s happening tomorrow, in fact. It’s annoying. I’m being sent off to Puckapunyal to paint trucks, and to paint some scenery for an army show. I don’t mind, really. I feel like I’m doing something useful.’
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    That afternoon’s performance was something of a triumph. The laughs came precisely where they were supposed to come, and I managed to bring off the degree of pathos I thought the part demanded. Even Percy Wavel was driven to offer faint praise when he said, ‘I told you all you had to do was lift your skirts.’


    After the performance, Geraldine made hurried introductions. The actors’ and actresses’ names were a blur, but I spoke out of costume for the first time to the Principal Boy, the Comic, the Squire, the Principal Girl, the Villain, the Goose King, and the two Bailiffs. All of them were hurrying round to the Tivoli to do their peculiar turns. I’d agreed to go with Geraldine, and so I found myself in a seat with an alarmingly good view of the stage. It was the Dunstan Sisters who made the view alarming. There were three of them, and they seemed to have been born without tendons or ligaments between their joints. The extraordinary positions they manoeuvred their bodies into were both obscene and repugnant. I felt ill watching as arms, legs, and torsos were forced into oppositions that nature never intended. I don’t consider it a noteworthy achievement if a woman can place her head, for all intents and purposes, inside her own private parts. I can’t imagine a situation where this might be a useful skill.


    I was prepared to be more tolerant of the other acts, having now met many of them, but however much I wanted to enjoy them, I couldn’t. The comic wasn’t funny, although the audience would beg to differ; the fire-eater and sword swallower were disgusting; the singing was ordinary; and the dancing was uninspired. The tableau vivant of naked ladies was faintly absurd, largely because the looks on their faces were so vacant. I told Geraldine none of this. I frankly lied, and clapped and hooted along with the American servicemen who made up the bulk of the audience.


    In the raucous foyer afterwards, Geraldine struck up a conversation with a group of doughboys, and before I could object, she’d organised that two of them should join us for a drink at a place she knew nearby. Since becoming a private-inquiry agent I’d had some contact with the louche world of Melbourne after the blackouts had been raised. I was not, however, a denizen of these clubs, and I was a little surprised that Geraldine was able to lead us into an alley off Bourke Street, and thence into a busy club, secreted behind a nondescript door.


    It wasn’t, it transpired, a seedy place at all. It was rather elegant, although dim lighting obscured a multitude of architectural and design sins. It wasn’t especially noisy, either, despite the number of people there. There was no music, which meant that patrons weren’t obliged to shout at each other. As in all of these places, American uniforms were numerous. It was the Yanks, after all, who had the money to pay for the over-priced alcohol. I think pounds, shillings, and pence were still such a mystery to many of them that they weren’t even aware when they were being fleeced. We found a table, and while Geraldine and I sat, Privates Harlen Quist and Anthony Dervian forced their way to the bar.


    ‘They’re sweet, don’t you think?’ Geraldine said.


    ‘Well, perhaps. I don’t know much about them. I suppose if neither of them turns out to be a psychopath, we’ll have had a successful evening.’


    She leaned towards me.


    ‘Oh, Will. You were hoping we’d be alone after the show. I’m so sorry. I just feel so full of energy after our show, and then the Tiv, that I just want to go out somewhere and have a drink.’


    Not wishing to reveal peevishness as being among my catalogue of emotional responses so early in our relationship, I smiled broadly and reassured her that I was making a joke at the expense of all those hysterical people who thought every American was potentially Eddie Leonski’s successor. She seemed relieved, and Harlen and Anthony returned, bearing an extraordinary bottle of champagne.


    ‘We didn’t know what else to ask for,’ Harlen said. ‘Hard liquor didn’t seem very lady-like.’


    The Americans were personable. They were just boys, really, and neither of them had been outside the United States before. Indeed, Harlen had never been outside Ohio. Anthony, who’d grown up in lower Manhattan, had at least been to Washington, and on one occasion to Montreal. At one point, Harlen called me, rather tentatively, a ‘bar stud’. Uncertain of his meaning, I asked him for clarification. He was embarrassed, as if he’d made a ghastly faux pas, and pulled from his pocket a small booklet. I’d seen one of these before — Instructions for American Servicemen in Australia. The book was predicated on the notion that Australia and Australians needed to be interpreted for the Americans. Soldiers were advised that we drank tea, not coffee; ate vast quantities of butter, beef, and lamb, but relatively little pork; that we weren’t keen on vegetables; and that ice-cream wasn’t the nation’s favourite dessert. Harlen opened the book, and pointed to a sentence that he’d underlined as being a useful conversational gambit. Of course, the best thing any Australian can say about you is that you’re a bloody fine bar stud.


    ‘Oh, I see,’ I said. ‘Bastard.’


    In the brief dictionary of slang at the back of the booklet, Americans were told: Bastard (pronounced ‘bar stud’) — sometimes a term of affection.


    I advised Harlen that it might be best to avoid using any of the slang terms glossed in the booklet.


    Geraldine wasn’t in the least flirtatious with either me or the Americans, and I appreciated her discretion. The champagne had a slightly depressive effect on her, which was a surprise, and we’d been in the club for barely an hour when she asked if I’d walk her home. Harlen and Anthony, who by this time had insisted that we call them Len and Tony, said that they’d be pleased to walk up to Parkville with us. They were stationed at Camp Pell, which was in effect Royal Park, and very near Geraldine’s digs. I couldn’t blame them for not understanding that Geraldine and I might want to walk alone. No signals had been given that we were a couple, so I tamped down the small resentment I felt at their accidental intrusion into our privacy.


    Geraldine was silent as we walked. She didn’t reach for my hand or lean into me. I put this down to natural reticence in the company of two young soldiers. They spoke warmly about their families, and said that Christmas was going to be hard for them. Len, who said he came from a large family, couldn’t accommodate the idea that Christmas could be celebrated in summer heat. In a rush of sympathy for their feelings of dislocation, I invited them to have Christmas lunch at Mother’s house.


    ‘Geraldine’s coming,’ I said.


    ‘Am I?’


    ‘Of course you are.’


    She put her arm through mine at that point.


    ‘Well now,’ she said, with an odd hint of melancholy, ‘I think that will be grand.’


    Len and Tony struggled politely against the idea, but accepted the invitation with alacrity when I mentioned that my mother was an excellent cook, and that it would be a poor table without them. As the effect of the champagne wore off, I wondered how Mother would receive the news that two strangers and a girl she’d only met once would be joining us on Christmas Day.


    At Geraldine’s house, after I’d given them Mother’s address, Len and Tony left us.


    ‘You can’t come up, Will. House rules.’


    To soften this stricture, she kissed me and called me ‘darling’, and when she said that word she contrived to make it sound as if I’d been the beneficiary of this promotion for years. It fell into the portals of my ears and flowed through my body, flushing all doubts and misgivings before it. I kissed her, and experienced an anaesthetising rush of euphoria. This was, I thought, bliss. I’d never felt anything as powerful, not even among the undiscriminating, unrequited, and unpredictable attractions of my youth. The bliss was almost immobilising, and I was reluctant to leave her.


    ‘Goodnight, Will.’


    ‘Will I see you tomorrow morning?’


    ‘No. I’m leaving for Puckapunyal very early. I’ll be back in two days. Be kind to Sophie.’


    ‘Who’s Sophie?’


    ‘She’s my understudy. You saw her tonight at the Tiv. In fact, you saw all of her tonight.’


    ‘All those naked women look exactly the same.’


    ‘It’s not their fault they’re not allowed to move.’


    She kissed me again, and disappeared into the house. At some point over the next two days, she vanished.
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    Chapter Three


    SUSPICIOUS EXITS


    I WALKED THROUGH THE DARK OF PRINCES PARK with some nervousness. I’d had, relatively recently, an unfortunate encounter with policemen in the shadows of the Treasury Gardens in the city. On that occasion I’d been following a suspect in a case upon which I was engaged, and it hadn’t gone quite as smoothly as I’d hoped. In short, I’d been assaulted, only to have this ignominy compounded by two policemen who were patrolling the gardens to disrupt the socially compromising couplings of local women and American servicemen. These two buffoons had found me, sprawled and injured, and had leapt to the conclusion, upon noting the word ‘entertainer’ on my identification papers, that my purpose in being there could only have been to engage in buggery. Fortunately, in Princes Park this night, I met no one.


    Although it was quite late, when I arrived at Mother’s house I found her listening to the last radio program before closing at midnight. A colourless, female voice was exhorting listeners, on a show called ‘What shall we have for dinner?’, to surprise their husbands with a ghastly meal of soup derived from beetroot tops, onion skins, ragged lettuce leaves, and celery tops, followed by an allegedly delicious baked custard made with unpearled barley and lemon juice. Mother looked up and smiled when I came in. I thought she was smiling in acknowledgement of my arrival, but it soon became apparent that the source of her delight was her imagining families all over the city struggling to digest this hideous meal. I had enough champagne still in my system to tell Mother that Christmas lunch would be busier than she’d anticipated. She was, in fact, delighted that two Americans would be coming. She reserved her dubiousness for Geraldine.


    ‘I liked her of course, darling,’ she said, and how different that ‘darling’ sounded to me. ‘The soldiers are strangers, but doesn’t it imply a degree of, well, permanence, when you ask a young lady to a family occasion?’


    ‘What on earth are you implying?’


    ‘You’ve only just met her. Surely she wouldn’t …’ She stopped before completing the remark, but as we both knew, she might as well have delivered a lengthy dissertation on my various inadequacies. I couldn’t give her the absolution of believing that her grief for her favoured son, Fulton, had naturally reduced me in her eyes. My reduction had begun long before Fulton had been born, so, however she might protest, if pushed, she couldn’t lay that flattering unction to her soul.


    ‘Is it really so difficult to believe, Mother, that a woman might find in me qualities to which you are blind?’


    I was immediately and mortifyingly conscious of how pompous I sounded.


    ‘Well, Will, I mean to say, a woman?’


    The rising terminal was stunningly offensive.


    ‘What exactly are you suggesting, Mother?’


    ‘Darling,’ she said, and I could tell that she hoped that that word would function as some sort of salve for what she was about to say.


    ‘It makes no difference to me at all; it’s not like I haven’t in my time … well, never mind. I just mean that I always assumed that, well, the theatre, the general air about you. Oh dear, I’m not doing terribly well, am I?’


    I was losing the battle to assimilate the components of this fragmented confession and simultaneous j’accuse.


    ‘Just yesterday, Mother, you asked Geraldine, a woman you’d known for less than an hour, if she was a lesbian, and now, here you are, asking your son if he’s … I suppose I should be flattered that at least you have the grace to find the inquiry an awkward one.’


    ‘Are you absolutely sure Gerald isn’t a lesbian? I did like her. She seemed more interesting than any of the other girls you’ve brought home.’


    ‘You really have no idea, have you, how offensive your remarks can be?’


    ‘Oh Will, don’t be so corseted. Sometimes you can be ridiculously Victorian.’


    I saw no reason to prolong the discussion, so disciplining a desire to defend myself against this absurd claim, I kissed Mother on the forehead and wished her goodnight.


    ‘I am pleased about Christmas, Will. Truly I am.’


    I walked into the hallway and found Brian, who tried unsuccessfully to assume the position of a person who hadn’t been lurking and listening.


    ‘You have to be a ghost if you’re going to be a spy, Brian, not a fucking poltergeist.’


    I went upstairs to bed. I’d scour the next day’s papers for rooms to let.
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    The next day was Sunday, and there were no papers to scour. I flicked through Saturday’s Argus, and found a flat in South Yarra that seemed possible. I tore the page from the paper and put it in my pocket. There was no show on Sunday — the absence of anything to do in Melbourne on Sunday had been a cause of tension between the Americans and the city fathers. After a great deal of pressure had been applied, picture theatres were allowed to open on Sundays, thereby getting thousands of soldiers off the street and into the movie houses, along with their giggling and compliant Australian girlfriends. The experiment didn’t take, however, and Sundays soon returned to dull normality.


    It was an overcast day, but by 10.00 a.m. it was already hot. I went into the back yard, much of which had been turned over to the growing of vegetables. Peter Gilbert was out there, turning earth with a garden fork. He was wearing baggy shorts and no shirt. He’d kept himself in good shape — I gave him that. The hair on his chest might have been grey, but his skin hadn’t yet begun to go slack and sag indecorously. He must have been sixty-five, yet he carried himself convincingly like a much younger man. The sight of him bare-chested had an unexpectedly positive effect on me. I realised that part of my antipathy towards him had been a sort of visceral disgust when I thought of him as my mother’s lover. The thought wasn’t quite so disgusting now, which may point to a shallowness in me, although I don’t think it does, really.


    ‘Good morning, Peter.’


    I could tell that he was surprised to be addressed civilly by me. He leaned on the garden fork.


    ‘You know, Will, I could have happily killed you on Friday when you blurted out that Cloris and John had a brother.’


    I was immediately defensive.


    ‘No reasonable person would imagine that that particular nugget of information had been withheld.’ I regretted my tone instantly. The ‘nugget’ was, after all, the source of both Mother’s and Peter Gilbert’s grief. He didn’t give me time to redress what I’d just said. Instead he sighed, as if he could expect nothing better from me — a presumption I resented mightily — and ran his forearm across his brow.


    ‘I was going to say, Will, that early in the evening I wanted to kill you. Later, though, I realised that you’d done your mother and me an enormous favour. Cloris and John had to find out sometime, and the longer we left it, the more awkward it was becoming. My wife has been dead now for almost six months. Of course my children are shocked by what they rightly see as almost a lifetime’s deception. They don’t understand, they can’t understand, how I could live a lie. I think Cloris knows that I did it for them — and yes, I did it for myself, too. Don’t imagine that I’m not aware of that. However, a separation from their mother would have disrupted their lives. She was a fanatical Catholic. It didn’t bother her one iota that there was nothing between us. We slept in separate bedrooms, for God’s sake. She liked the arrangement. She found sex disgusting, and took no pleasure in it.’


    ‘Why are you telling me this?’


    ‘Because I’m going to marry your mother in a few weeks, and I hardly know you at all.’


    ‘My father and you were very good friends.’


    ‘Yes, we were, when we were very young.’


    ‘And yet you cuckolded him.’


    Peter Gilbert didn’t bat an eyelid.


    ‘Yes, I did. Our friendship wasn’t worth the tiniest part of the love I felt for Agnes. I threw it away without the slightest qualm, and I’d do the same again. Your father was a strange, cold man, Will.’


    ‘Mother is very fond of saying that I’m very like him.’


    ‘I’m sure she’s only referring to your mannerisms, which are similar to your father’s, and you do look remarkably like him.’


    ‘I don’t really want to discuss these things with you, Peter.’


    ‘No, I see that. I just wanted to tell you that what happened on Friday night is for the best. I was perhaps labouring under the misapprehension that you might have been feeling bad about revealing the truth about Fulton.’


    I was about to reassure him that I wasn’t indifferent to the consequences of my faux pas, when Brian, with the poor timing that is his special gift, shouted from the back door that tea and cake were ready in the kitchen. Peter Gilbert retrieved a shirt from the back of a garden chair and put it on. The moment had passed when I felt I could apologise for my blunder. It would sound now like a rushed, insincere afterthought. I’d do it later that day. While I was thinking this, Peter Gilbert moved past me. Before he entered the house, he turned and said, ‘You’re a hard man to like, Will Power. You really are.’
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    I was sufficiently unsettled by what Peter Gilbert had said to want to avoid small talk over tea and cake. I decided instead that I’d walk into town and take advantage of Sunday lunch in the Menzies Hotel dining room. With a regular income, although its permanence was uncertain, I shouted myself to the full, three-shilling option. The room was very crowded and noisy, and the male diners were still mainly American servicemen, despite most of their number having been moved to Queensland. I sat alone and repulsed the advances of two women who thought I might like company, and by extension that I might like to pay for their drinks. I assumed that they’d been emboldened by the regular success they no doubt enjoyed when making similar offers to American officers. As I ate a passable beef consommé (which hadn’t been clarified as well as it ought to have been — perhaps it was the difficulty in getting egg whites), I thought about my conversation with Peter Gilbert. I felt embarrassed by my childish peevishness, but acknowledged in my own defence that my poor feelings about Gilbert had their roots in my childhood. In that light, they were perfectly explicable. By the time I’d finished an excellent rabbit terrine, I’d reassured myself that I had nothing to apologise for — unless I bore some responsibility for being an unwelcome disruption to the smooth running of my mother’s and Peter Gilbert’s affair.


    I paid the bill and took a tram home. Mother and Peter Gilbert had gone out. Brian was in the front room listening to some dreadful serial on the wireless. He turned it off when I came in.


    ‘Peter said that you and he had a chat.’


    ‘Like most conversations I’ve had with Peter Gilbert, it was something of a curate’s egg.’


    ‘It hurts Mother’s feelings, you know, the way you conscientiously refuse to accept Peter.’


    ‘Yes, and of course the fault is all on my side. It’s possible, you know, that Mother has one or two failings of her own. I’m sure you find it difficult to believe that she has character flaws, but perhaps you haven’t been on the receiving end of them for most of your life.’


    ‘We’ve all got flaws, Will.’


    ‘Yes, but we excuse them in people we like by calling them character traits.’


    Brian surprised me with a conciliatory non sequitur.


    ‘I’m coming to see Mother Goose again, now that you’ve settled into the part.’


    ‘I’ll get you a ticket.’


    ‘All right. That can be your Christmas present to me.’


    I then produced my own non sequitur.


    ‘How much are they paying you, Brian?’


    ‘How much is who paying me?’


    ‘Why are you maintaining the pretence that you’re not working for Intelligence? I watched you walk out of Victoria Barracks just a couple of weeks ago, and you had the air of a man who’d signed on the dotted line.’


    He stood up and managed to control any exasperation he might have been feeling.


    ‘I’ll say it again, Will. I signed nothing.’


    ‘You don’t seem to be looking for work.’


    ‘How would you know?’


    There was no point discussing this matter further. I didn’t want to argue with Brian. We’d grown close during our tour of the north, and it was a great disappointment to me that he was willing to have any kind of relationship with the arseholes in Military Intelligence.


    ‘All right, Brian. Let’s not talk about this anymore. What day would suit you to come to the theatre?’


    ‘How about tomorrow arvo?’


    ‘Goodo, and I’ll get you tickets for the Tivoli show afterwards. I know you’re inexplicably fond of the Tiv shows. There are three sisters in this one whose gifts are truly astonishing — but not in a way that anyone would celebrate or emulate.’


    Brian smiled and switched the radio back on. I decided to take a walk in Princes Park. One of the few wonderful things about growing up in the Power household was its proximity to Princes Park. It was just a few steps from our front door. I was so familiar with it that I’d felt comfortable and unafraid to wander it even at night from an early age. I was unaware until I was an adult, and had had to politely decline the invitation from a priapic young man, that one section of the park served as a meeting place for the dangerous desires of homosexual men — dangerous because the police would occasionally use entrapment to extract exorbitant hush money from terrified married men, pastors, and other upstanding members of the community, who enjoyed physical pleasures that couldn’t be satisfied by wives or girlfriends. An actor I know, who witnessed one such capture from behind a fig tree, said that it was curious that the two policemen who were using themselves as bait made no move to declare themselves until, as he rather biblically put it, they’d successfully spilled their seed upon the ground.


    As I crossed the road and headed into the park, I thought how one’s life turned upon the smallest and most unexpected of chances. If I hadn’t been with Joycey Dovey at the moment the assistant stage manager had come to her with a vomit-stained bodice, I wouldn’t now have a salary sufficient to allow me to escape my mother’s house. The untimely (for him — not for me) death of Jim Stokes was a stroke of luck, and an even grander stroke of luck was my meeting Geraldine Buchanan, who would return from Puckapunyal in a day or so. I was looking at the ground, so I didn’t immediately see the person who called out, ‘Hey, you!’


    I looked up to find Peter Gilbert’s son, John, leaning against a tree with his hands in his pockets. I walked towards him. He detached himself from the tree, and stood with his feet apart and with a surly expression on his face.


    ‘If you’re here to apologise for your behaviour on Thursday,’ I said, ‘it’s not me you need to apologise to.’


    He gave a derisive little laugh.


    ‘I haven’t come here to apologise to you or anybody else. But it is you I want to talk to.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘A couple of reasons. Your mother said something about you, and so I thought, even before I’d met you, that you might be useful.’


    ‘Useful? You make me sound like a piece of plumbing.’


    ‘I had second thoughts when the first thing I saw of you was your plumbing.’


    ‘You have to expect that if you burst into a person’s dressing room.’


    He waved this away.


    ‘Forget about that. I’m certainly trying to. I want you to tell me about my dead brother.’


    ‘Your manner isn’t really very inviting, if you don’t mind me saying so.’


    ‘I’m not here to charm you. I want to know about my bastard brother.’


    ‘Ah, there’s the rub. Fulton’s birth offends your religious beliefs.’


    ‘I don’t have any religious beliefs. I lost my faith a long time ago. I don’t believe in sin. I’m not going to stand here quivering from head to foot in an ecstasy of indignation about Dad’s adultery. The duration of his deception was something I could accommodate. The fact that he’d another son was something else altogether. That he thought so little of us that he couldn’t be bothered telling us is a personal betrayal I find hard to forgive.’


    I felt the need to mollify him in some small way, so I said, ‘If it’s any consolation, John, you and your sister weren’t the only ones to be deceived about Fulton’s parents. I didn’t know that Peter was his father until a few weeks ago, and I grew up with Fulton.’


    ‘Well, you must be really dumb.’


    ‘All right.’


    I turned and began to walk away.


    ‘Wait!’ he called, and, astonishingly, he added, ‘I’m sorry.’ Even more astonishingly, he contrived to look contrite. I suppose I’m a sucker for contrition, because I walked back to him.


    ‘Can we go for a walk?’ he asked. I nodded, and we set off into Princes Park.


    ‘Do I look like him? Cloris saw photographs, and she said I looked like him.’


    ‘Yes, you do. Very like. Only Fulton smiled a lot, which I’ve never seen you do.’


    To confirm the observation, he looked at me sourly.


    ‘There’s nothing to smile about. Nothing.’


    I had little sympathy for the tedium of his misery.


    ‘What is it that you want from me, John? Surely more than the fact that you look like Fulton.’


    ‘What do you think of my father?’


    I was suddenly conscious of the incipient hypocrisy of my position on this point. I disliked Peter Gilbert on the basis of his betrayal of my father’s trust. Was my objection to this adultery of the same order as John Gilbert’s? They may have been distinct, but perhaps they weren’t different. I decided to answer his question truthfully.


    ‘I don’t think much of your father.’


    ‘So we agree on that much, at least.’


    ‘He was my father’s closest friend, and yet he cuckolded him.’


    ‘I sometimes wish I still believed in sin. Calling something like that “reprehensible” doesn’t seem adequate.’


    ‘I don’t believe in sin, either, John. I do believe in character, and it doesn’t say much for a man’s character if he’s willing to do what your father did.’


    ‘What about your mother’s character?’


    Without hesitation, I said, ‘It says a great deal about her character, none of it flattering.’


    John reached out and grabbed my wrist.


    ‘I think we have a lot in common, Will.’


    There was a desperate quality in his voice that was unsettling.


    ‘Disliking the same people isn’t the same as having a lot in common.’


    ‘I wasn’t suggesting a friendship. Look, can we stop this pointless banter? Your mother mentioned that you were a private-inquiry agent as well as an actor.’


    ‘That’s true.’


    ‘I want to hire you. I have money. Dad is nothing if not generous.’


    This was so unexpected that it stopped me in my tracks.


    ‘You want to hire me? Why? What do you want investigated?’


    He looked at me, and his face was calm. I couldn’t see in it the fevered contortions of madness. His eyes were clear and sane.


    ‘I want you to investigate my father. I believe he murdered my mother.’


    I was silent.


    ‘I believe he poisoned her, slowly. I don’t know how he did it. I only know that he did it.’


    ‘Have you spoken to Cloris about this?’


    ‘Cloris and I don’t …’ He stopped, his eyes drawn now to Mother’s house. We’d moved some distance away, but we were close enough to see Mother and Peter Gilbert turn in at the gate. Peter Gilbert looked towards the place where we were standing. He shaded his eyes with his hand, but he couldn’t possibly have been certain that the small figures, deep in the park, were his son and me. John Gilbert pressed a piece of paper into my hand.


    ‘That’s my telephone number. He did this, Will, and he might do it again. Think about that.’


    He walked away towards Royal Parade.
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    Mother and Peter Gilbert were in the kitchen when I entered the house. I went upstairs to my room and stretched out on my bed. John Gilbert’s accusation had dismayed me. I thought it was absurd and probably the product of an agitated mind. Still, what did I know about Peter Gilbert, really? I knew he was a solicitor, and that both he and my father had worked in some vague capacity in Intelligence in the Great War. It was where their friendship had been forged. I tried to think this through. If my recent travails in the Northern Territory had taught me anything, they’d taught me the perilous consequences of jumping to conclusions. Nevertheless, it was difficult not to succumb to the irresistibly satisfying notion that Peter Gilbert was a murderer. I began to doze with this thought in my mind, but before I’d slipped into sleep, a knock on my door roused me.


    ‘Who is it?’ I asked, ludicrously, given that it could only have been one of three people.


    ‘It’s me — Brian. I need to talk to you.’


    I got up and went to the door. I hadn’t looked closely at Brian since our return from the north, but when I did so, I thought his new life in Intelligence was agreeing with him. Even though he hadn’t shaved, his face was a picture of health. It had filled out a little since he’d reacquainted himself with Mother’s cooking, but it wasn’t jowly or fleshy. The gauntness he’d acquired was gone, and for the first time I began to think that perhaps he looked more like Tyrone Power than I did — an observation that had been made in the past by others, but which I’d always dismissed as ridiculous. He seemed nervous, which wasn’t like him when he was around me.


    ‘I’ve been wondering what to do,’ he said, ‘since we got back.’


    I looked puzzled.


    ‘For work, I mean. I’ve been wondering what to do for work. I don’t want to go back to teaching.’


    ‘But you have a job. You work for Intelligence.’


    Just as he’d managed to do earlier, he kept exasperation out of his voice.


    ‘I don’t work for them, Will. They offered me a job, I’ll admit that. I turned it down. If I’d taken it, do you think I’d still be here?’


    ‘Perhaps even Intelligence was willing to give you until after Christmas, after what they put us through.’


    ‘I don’t work for them.’


    He said each word slowly, and carefully. ‘I don’t like their methods any more than you do, Will. I was vulnerable up there. I’m not as emotionally strong as you are.’


    ‘You mean cold.’


    ‘No. That’s not what I mean. My marriage had been a disaster, and I spent a fair bit of time in high heels and a sheath dress. It was a confusing time.’


    ‘Did you have sex with someone up there? A bloke?’


    His face registered no surprise at the invasiveness of the question.


    ‘Well, after a fashion and up to a point.’


    I was careful to keep my face immobile.


    ‘Does that horrify you, Will? Do you think I’m not normal?’


    ‘Being normal hasn’t got very much going for it, Brian. Of course it doesn’t horrify me. Horror is what I felt when you married Darlene. That was an act of cataclysmic normality.’


    ‘It was just the situation up there.’


    ‘Who was it?’


    ‘It doesn’t matter who it was. I was susceptible, and I don’t imagine anything like that will ever happen again. Not that I regret it. I don’t, but I’m not queer.’


    There was a pause. Brian changed the subject.


    ‘I think Mother liked Geraldine.’


    ‘Yes. I think she did. Not that it matters. It makes a nice change, though.’


    ‘She never really took to Darlene, you know.’


    It would have been ungracious of me to point out that in not taking to Darlene, Mother wasn’t Robinson Crusoe. I was a little surprised that Brian had mentioned his wife, who now languished in an institution, in a fog of confusion and psychosis.


    ‘I hope it works out for the two of you,’ he said. ‘She seems very nice.’


    Even he was aware of how awkward this sounded, and he hurried on. ‘I wanted to ask you if you could find me some work.’


    ‘Work?’


    ‘Please get it into your head, Will. I don’t have a job. I need work. I need to earn money, and I don’t want those bloody Manpower arseholes sticking me in some shitty war job.’


    His indignation caused his face to flush a faint red, and I wondered if he was a sufficiently accomplished actor to manufacture this. Perhaps he was telling the truth.


    ‘What kind of work do you think I could find for you? Acting?’


    ‘No. I’m no actor. I thought something in the way of your private-inquiry stuff. You’re still a private-inquiry agent, right?’


    ‘That was always something of a sideline, and now I’ve got a decent acting job, so …’


    ‘Yes, that’s excellent. You always believed something like this would happen, didn’t you?’


    I shrugged.


    ‘I learned early to believe in myself. No one else seemed particularly interested in following my example.’


    Brian made no comment, and I was grateful that he didn’t bother defending either of our parents on this point.


    ‘Maybe I could take over the business. What do you think? Just to keep the chair warm.’


    ‘I think, Brian, that you’ve got the wrong idea about the private-inquiry business. I don’t have anything to pass on to you. Were you expecting me to solemnly hand over a deer-stalker hat and a magnifying glass?’


    ‘You mean there was no business?’


    ‘Business is altogether too grand a word for it. I don’t have accreditation of any kind. I fell into it, and to my surprise a bit of work turned up. I can admit now that I might have strayed a little out of my depth.’


    Brian seemed taken aback by this admission.


    ‘The north has really changed you, Will.’


    ‘The north has changed everything.’


    We were both silent for a moment.


    ‘If you’re serious, and you really want to get into the detective business, you could begin by having a look at something close to home. There’s money in it.’


    ‘I’m listening.’


    ‘I was collared by John Gilbert, not half an hour ago, across in Princes Park. He’s a desperately unhappy young man. At first I thought he had the emotional range of a disturbed twelve-year-old, but having thought about it, I’m not so sure. He came to me because Mother had mentioned to him that I was a private-inquiry agent.’


    ‘John Gilbert offered you work? He wanted to hire you?’


    ‘Yes, he did.’


    ‘What on earth for?’


    ‘To investigate his mother’s death.’


    Brian’s jaw dropped open.


    ‘But Mrs Gilbert died of cancer.’


    ‘Not according to John. He believes that his father murdered her, presumably because he got sick of waiting for her to die so that he could finally marry Mother.’


    ‘That’s crazy.’


    ‘Is it? If you allow yourself to entertain the thought, it doesn’t seem utterly unbelievable.’


    ‘And how did he murder her?’


    ‘John Gilbert doesn’t know. He thinks it was some sort of slow poisoning.’


    Brian’s eyebrows came together to signal that dismay and revelation were jockeying for position.


    ‘You get on well with Peter. You could do some discreet digging. If he did bump off his wife, behind that suave, conservative exterior there’s a ruthless man, and you should be careful. If he can kill the mother of his children, I don’t think he’d have too many qualms about disposing of you.’


    ‘You’ve already decided that John Gilbert is telling the truth, haven’t you?’


    ‘No I haven’t, Brian. All my instincts tell me that he’s either deluded or lying. My problem is that I’ve lost confidence in my instincts.’


    ‘Suppose I agree to look into it. Will you help me? Where do I start?’


    ‘You should start with John Gilbert. I have his telephone number. We’ll both go to see him tomorrow, after the show. You’ll have to forego the Tivoli horror. I won’t tell him you’re coming.’


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘Let’s not scare him off before we even get started. If he thinks it’s just me, he’ll agree to a meeting without a problem. I’ll insist that I need to see the room where Mrs Gilbert died. I want to meet him in situ, as it were. We need to get some sense of Mrs Gilbert. You need to know the victim if you’re going to find the killer. I already know that Peter and she slept in different bedrooms.’


    Brian seemed impressed that I was privy to this intimate detail, and I didn’t reveal that Peter Gilbert had revealed it without embarrassment or prompting.


    ‘When I was talking to John Gilbert,’ I said, ‘I got the distinct impression that his relationship with his sister is fraught.’


    ‘I think you might be better at this inquiry stuff than you say you are, Will.’


    I accepted this praise with a small nod of the head.


    ‘And one last thing, Brian. There are enormous gaps in our knowledge of Peter Gilbert’s life.’


    ‘Of course. He was here on and off for years, but he rarely stayed the night until recently.’


    ‘When I saw him in the garden this morning, he said something to me that might have been no more than a throwaway line. In the light of his son’s accusation, it might be more sinister.’


    I paused for effect.


    ‘Go on, what did he say?’


    ‘He said that when I revealed Fulton’s existence, he could have killed me.’
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    The performance of Mother Goose on the following day, Monday 21 December, was a good one, and I was pleased that Brian was in the audience to see it. The only disappointment was that Geraldine hadn’t returned from Puckapunyal to play the Fairy. Sophie, her understudy, was barely adequate. There was an amateur edge to her playing, and the crisp and rounded vowels weren’t yet effortless; half her mind was given over to putting into practice lessons learned in elocution. At interval she had the temerity to tell me that I was acting too broadly and that I was diminishing her more nuanced reading. As she was speaking to me in the wings, a little grimace of distaste crossed her undeniably pretty face.


    A person with a more fragile ego than my own might have been wounded. I was, however, well used to the neuroses of actors and actresses, and recognised in her complaint that she was simply giving expression to the threat posed by one actor to another. It was the threat of a competing talent. Crouched in the psyche of all actors and actresses is a hungry demon who feeds on the insecurities of its host. Unusually, Percy Wavel had left his barstool and was standing nearby when Sophie explained my shortcomings to me. He didn’t leap to my defence. All he offered was a smirk.


    I changed as quickly as I could, and congratulated Roger Teddles, who’d re-assumed the part of the Maid. Unlike Geraldine’s understudy, Roger was gracious. If anything might be said against him, it was that his personal hygiene could have been taken up several notches. He was immune to the blandishments in the newspapers for Pyrex Tooth Powder, Mennen Talc, and Guardian Medicated Soap. His resistance to this last was especially puzzling, as he was the model in the advertisement, and he had it pinned proudly to his mirror. There he was, holding a hammer and giving a reasonable impersonation of masculinity as he performed a small ‘everyday job’. He was, the advertisement warned, ‘In constant danger. Germs breed in the dust — cling to everything you touch.’ Fortunately, Guardian soap ‘gets rid of germs as well as dirt. A Guardian bath or shower is just the way to start the day.’ Roger neither started nor ended his day with a Guardian wash. Like many actors I’ve known, he thought the sweet smell of make-up and cold cream was enough to disguise body odour. It wasn’t. It especially wasn’t in the hot summer of 1942. He also had an actor’s indifference to modesty, and after he’d removed his costume, he liked to sit, his hands behind his head, with his legs splayed like an animated Barberini faun, only not quite so well formed.


    I’d invited Brian to come round after the show, and I told Roger that my brother might be paying us a visit.


    ‘Beaut,’ he said, and made no move to alter his position. ‘It’s fucking hot, isn’t it?’


    There was a knock on the door — Brian had clearly learned from the last visit that it was inadvisable to burst in unannounced.


    ‘Come in!’ Roger called, and Brian entered, to be confronted by the spectacle of Roger Teddles, all frank angles, like a butterflied capon. To Brian’s credit, he showed no surprise and nodded a polite hello.


    ‘I’m Brian — Will’s brother.’


    ‘How do you do. I’m Roger.’


    No hands were extended. I was already in my street clothes, although Brian pointed to a blob of greasepaint on my ear. I wiped it off, and we farewelled Roger.


    ‘He’ll stay like that till the Tivoli show. He says he gets over-heated.’


    ‘Is there a Mrs Teddles?’


    ‘Yes, there is, which makes the way he smells even more of a mystery. You’d think she’d tell him.’


    ‘I didn’t notice particularly. All I could smell was greasepaint.’


    The sky was overcast when we emerged from the stage door. It looked threatening. The air was hot and I couldn’t smell rain, but the clouds were dark and heavy.


    ‘I wish it would rain,’ Brian said. ‘Where are we going? It’s odd, isn’t it, but I have no idea where the Gilbert house is.’


    ‘This whole thing with Peter Gilbert and our mother is most peculiar, Brian. He’s suddenly an established and apparently long-standing presence in our lives, and I’ve known about him since, when, September of this year?’


    ‘I remain astonished, Will, that that is true. They were discreet, but no one is that discreet.’


    It was a source of considerable embarrassment to me — not that I’d admit to this out loud — that I’d missed the twenty-something-year affair between Mother and Peter Gilbert. I was sorry I’d raised it, and asked Brian if he’d thought about John Gilbert’s accusation.


    ‘I have. I don’t believe it. He struck me as highly strung.’


    ‘So you don’t think Mother is in any danger?’


    ‘Come on, Will. They’ve been lovers for twenty years. If he wanted to knock Mother on the head, he would have done it years ago.’


    ‘Is he marrying her for her money, do you think?’


    ‘I think he’s got more money than she has. He’s a very successful solicitor.’


    ‘I rang John Gilbert last night. They live in Drummond Street. No wonder Peter Gilbert was able to come and go with ease. It’s only ten minutes from Mother’s house.’


    It was too oppressive to walk, so we took a tram, which offered a different order of oppression. Mother’s house was grand; the Gilbert house was its equal, though of a different style. It was one of an elegant, solid row, double-storeyed and deep. I knocked on the door. In another time it would have been opened by a housekeeper, or perhaps even a butler. The house was certainly large enough to have quarters for such staff. It was opened to us by Cloris. She seemed surprised to see us, and was even more surprised when I told her that we were there at John’s invitation. She invited us in.


    As soon as we stepped inside the door, any suspicion that Peter Gilbert might have designs on our mother’s money vanished. Everything that the eye fell upon spoke of reserved opulence. We were taken into what can only be called the drawing room, where Cloris told us that John had gone out that morning and that he hadn’t returned. He’d said nothing to her about expecting visitors. She was reserved, but pleasant, and said that she was looking forward to Christmas lunch.


    ‘Will John be coming, do you think?’ I asked.


    ‘I think so. I know he behaved badly the other day. He needs time to think about things, and I’m sure he’ll learn to accommodate the situation.’


    Brian laughed, which I thought at first was a misjudgement, but Cloris laughed, too, and volunteered that she was sure our mother wouldn’t appreciate being called a ‘situation’. She didn’t offer us anything to drink, and I got the impression that our unexpected presence in the house made her uncomfortable.


    I was, of course, curious about the rooms in the Gilbert house, particularly Mrs Gilbert’s bedroom. If I could get a look at that, I’d have some notion of what kind of woman she’d been, and I don’t mean that I’m a sensitive, in the clairvoyant or mystical sense. I just mean that a room can be eloquent about the person who sleeps in it. I couldn’t just ask Cloris to take us upstairs to the bedrooms, so I thanked her, apologised for disturbing her, and stood up to leave. She waved the apology aside as being unnecessary, but made no move to prolong our visit. Before closing the door behind us, she reiterated that she was looking forward to Christmas lunch.


    Out in Drummond Street, I commented on the fact that Cloris had gone the minimum distance in fulfilling the demands of etiquette, and no further. Brian leapt to her defence and said that just as we knocked she might have been on her way to the dunny, and that she might have been uncomfortable throughout our visit.


    ‘Should we hang about outside until John comes back?’ he asked.


    ‘No. If he hasn’t been home all day he might have some sort of assignation, and he might not come home at all. We know nothing about his private life. I’d be surprised if there wasn’t a girl tucked away somewhere. He’s his father’s son, after all.’


    ‘Lucky him,’ Brian said wistfully, and we walked back towards our mother’s house.
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    Tuesday’s performance lacked the panache of Monday’s. This sometimes happens in the theatre. There’s no dramatic difference, just a strange sense of enervation. Roger Teddles agreed as he scratched first his groin and then his armpit.


    ‘I don’t think the kiddies notice, though,’ he said.


    When I arrived home I ran a bath, and as it was filling to the mandated depth, I remembered that I hadn’t yet done anything about moving out. This would be tomorrow’s priority. There was no temptation to luxuriate in the bath. Its shallowness created the effect of lying in a puddle. All I needed was to freshen up and get the smell of the theatre out of my skin and hair. My thoughts turned to Geraldine. She still hadn’t returned. I was a little concerned by my inability to conjure her face clearly in my mind. This was because our relationship had been rushed, sudden, and brief. I hadn’t had time to commit her to memory.


    It was while I was worrying about this that Brian entered the bathroom without knocking. This habit had always annoyed me. We exchanged the time-honoured call and response of, ‘Do you mind?’ and ‘Not at all. Thanks for asking.’ With this out of the way, Brian sat on the edge of the bath and said, ‘I took Cloris Gilbert to the pictures this morning. I rang her up — Peter gave me the number — and I flat out asked her if she liked Bob Hope and did she want to go to see Road to Singapore, and she said yes.’


    He paused.


    ‘Do you want me to say “Well done”?’ I asked.


    ‘Yes, I do. I figured I could ask discreet questions about John and their mother.’


    My heart sank. I didn’t have much confidence in Brian’s powers of discretion.


    ‘You didn’t …?’


    ‘Didn’t what, Will? Tell Cloris that her brother believes their mother was murdered by their father? Did I bring this up at interval, or during one of the musical numbers? No, I didn’t, because I’m not actually a moron.’


    ‘All right. Keep your hair on. I didn’t mean to offend you.’


    ‘You have a talent for giving offence. Do you want to hear what I learned, or not?’


    ‘Of course I want to hear. Don’t be so childish.’


    ‘All right. That huge house pretty much belongs to Cloris and John now. Peter lives here mainly, and he’s got no intention of selling it, and they can live in it as long as they want to. Why are you having a bath?’


    Brian’s non sequiturs were irritating.


    ‘I like to be clean.’


    ‘Oh, you’re seeing Geraldine tonight. You should shave.’


    ‘I’m not seeing Geraldine. She’s at Puckapunyal, painting jeeps. I’m not going out at all. Will you please stick to one topic? You must have been a nightmare to teach. Cloris?’


    ‘I like her. She’s very self-possessed.’


    ‘That’s an improvement on Darlene, who was just possessed.’


    I shouldn’t have mentioned Darlene, but whenever I heard her name, I had an automatic tendency to say something about her that was undeniably true.


    ‘What’s Darlene got to do with it?’ Brian asked, with a generous absence of pique.


    ‘Nothing. I’m sorry, Brian. That was small of me. Really, I am sorry.’


    He shrugged.


    ‘I sometimes wonder about Darlene,’ he said, ‘but mostly I don’t give her a second thought. It’s funny how you can be married to someone and how quickly you can shunt her to an obscure siding in the mind.’


    ‘Cloris?’


    ‘I was very discreet. She was less discreet, mostly about John. She said he didn’t come home last night. That’s a fairly regular thing, although she has no idea where he goes. He’s never mentioned a girl to her. He wouldn’t, though, because they don’t really get on. They don’t argue, but they don’t talk to each other much, either. She wasn’t surprised at his over-reaction to the news about Mother’s and Peter’s relationship, and to Fulton. He’s spent his whole life over-reacting to things. He never reacts, she said. He only ever over-reacts. Apparently he used to throw the most astonishing tantrums when he was a child. Once, he put his fist through the plaster in his bedroom, and Peter refused to have it repaired. The hole is still there, as a reminder of what happens if you can’t control yourself. She thinks he’s unstable. She didn’t say that in a nasty way — she seemed sad about it, more than anything. She was happy to talk, Will. Maybe she needed to, or maybe I have the kind of manner that encourages sudden intimacy. That will be handy in this line of work.’


    I stepped out of the bath and towelled myself dry.


    ‘We can’t get any further until we meet with John Gilbert.’


    ‘I’ll telephone.’


    He left the bathroom, and by the time I was dressed, he was back.


    ‘He’s still not there. I didn’t even have to ask. Cloris said he’d never spent two nights away, and that he was usually back by late afternoon. She sounded worried. What do you think?’


    ‘I have no idea. It’s a bit early to be alerting the police. He’s a grown man, after all. I imagine he’ll turn up later.’


    ‘Cloris did seem worried.’


    ‘Has she told her father?’


    ‘No. She doesn’t want to worry him. He might come home later, as you say. She said she’ll come with me to the Tivoli tomorrow night.’


    This was one non sequitur too many, and I went to my room to read.
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    Percy Wavel was waiting in the wings after Wednesday’s performance. He followed me to the dressing room when I came off, and told me without much enthusiasm that the Tivoli management was quite pleased with my performance and that they wanted to profile me in The Listener-In. Although this was mostly a radio guide and personality magazine, it seemed appropriate, given that the Tivoli broadcast a program each Sunday.


    ‘They want you photographed in and out of make-up.’


    ‘Well, that’s fine. When?’


    ‘Now. The photographic studio is around the corner. They’re expecting you.’


    ‘You want me to walk through the streets like this?’


    ‘It’ll be quicker than taking it all off and putting it all back on again.’


    I suspected that Wavel was enjoying my discomfort, so I gathered up my street clothes and said, ‘Let’s go.’


    I’d be lying if I said that my progress up Bourke Street went unnoticed. Wavel had dropped back a few paces so as to avoid any association with me. I held my head high, and imperiously accepted both the jeers and the cheers from passers-by. Women shielded their children from me, which was odd given that some of them may well have spent good money so that those same children could laugh at me.


    Percy Wavel introduced me to the photographer, and left, claiming that he had a new act to rehearse for the Tivoli show. He barely spoke two words to me. He barely spoke to anyone, it seemed to me, so I didn’t take offence. I simply thought him strange and repulsive.


    The photographer was a squat, bull-necked man in his sixties, whose low brow and dark five-o’clock shadow exactly fitted my idea of the criminal type. It was a surprise to discover that he considered photography an art, and that he expected his sitters to express no impatience as he made innumerable adjustments to his lights, and barked out instructions to tilt the head this way, to widen the eyes marginally, or to lift the skirts higher. When he thought he’d captured enough of me in my grotesque incarnation, he directed me to a small dressing room where I was to change into clothes that had been prepared for me. There was a young woman there who helped me, and I thought what a blessing it would be if the Tivoli employed a dresser. My wig was taken off, my make-up removed, my hair shampooed and towelled dry, in no time at all. I sat before the mirror in my underwear as she applied discreet eyeliner, defined my eyebrows, and invisibly evened out my skin. I had no idea what I was to wear, and was delighted to discover that it was black-tie, with a winged collar. She combed my hair, and trimmed it where it needed trimming.


    ‘This is very glamourous,’ I said.


    ‘Apparently that’s the idea,’ she said, and smiled.


    I liked her enormously, although I didn’t ever learn her name.


    In the studio, Alex, the photographer, examined me with a critical eye and said, ‘I’ve made worse heads than yours look good. You’re an improvement on the bloke before you. They tried this idea with him — ugly dame, glamorous actor, in and out of make-up. I took the pictures, but frankly the before-and-after weren’t that much different. They decided not to run with the story. Did they fire him in the end?’


    ‘No. He died.’


    ‘Well, the idea just might work with you. It’s always hard to tell until I see the final image.’


    This was hardly a ringing endorsement for my looks, but at least he didn’t think I was a gargoyle. For the next two hours, I stood, sat, and leaned as Alex photographed me from every conceivable angle. He finally declared that he thought he had a sufficient number of shots to work with, and he said that by the time he’d finished touching up and fiddling with the images, I wouldn’t recognise the improbably handsome creature in the pages of The Listener-In.


    ‘The problem with this sort of photography,’ he said, ‘is that it leads gullible people to believe that you actually look like a movie star, and even movie stars don’t look like movie stars. I’ve seen Dietrich in the flesh, and, believe me, von Sternberg is a genius. You’ll have to get used to the fact that when people meet you, they’ll always be disappointed.’


    I recognised the truth of his caution, and assured him that at this stage of my life I’d become used to the disappointment I engendered in others.


    With my make-up removed and in my ordinary clothes, I felt positively drab. I walked past the Tivoli and wondered how Cloris had enjoyed her descent into vaudeville. The theatre was closed, but the stage door was still manned, and there were a lot of people about as I returned the dame’s costume to my dressing room. I sat in my chair and stared at myself in the mirror. The circle of lights around it were brutal, and I was in danger of becoming maudlin as I failed to reassure myself that my resemblance to Tyrone Power was as striking as I’d always thought it to be.


    Percy Wavel interrupted my contemplation. Without being invited, he sat beside me in Roger Teddles’ chair. I cast a sideways look at him. I would like to say he was like a bottled spider, simply because I so love that expression from Richard the Third, and I’d never met anyone who fitted it. Percy Wavel didn’t fit it, either. He was plain, but lacked the energetic, frantic creepiness implied in the description. He was ordinary; less than ordinary. He was my director, and I had no sense of him as a man.


    ‘Where is she?’ he asked.


    ‘Where is who?’


    ‘Geraldine Buchanan. I don’t like her understudy.’


    ‘She’s where she always is when she’s called away.’


    ‘I have no idea what that means.’


    ‘She’s painting jeeps at Puckapunyal.’


    Percy Wavel laughed incredulously.


    ‘So she’s done a runner,’ he said.


    It was my turn to be incredulous.


    ‘Why would she do that?’


    ‘I was hoping you might know. You left with her on Friday, correct?’


    I had no intention of giving Percy Wavel even a glimpse into my private life. I didn’t answer his question. Instead, I asked one of my own.


    ‘How often did the army second her services?’


    ‘That’s easy. Never. What services?’


    ‘She’s an artist.’


    ‘She’s an actress.’


    ‘The army has never seconded her so that her understudy covered her performance from time to time?’


    ‘Never. She was here on Friday, and now she’s not here, and Sophie is terrible.’


    ‘Are you saying that this is the first time Geraldine has been away?’


    ‘The first time. It’s unprofessional. She told no one, except you apparently, and you didn’t think the company might be interested.’


    I was torn. My feelings for Geraldine meant that I was reluctant to agree with Percy Wavel that Geraldine’s absence seemed, on the face of it, to be unprofessional and inconsiderate. As an actor, one was always conscious of one’s responsibilities to a whole cast.


    ‘It was my understanding that Geraldine was regularly called away to do war work, and that the Tivoli was happy to accommodate this.’


    Percy Wavel’s bland face was enlivened by disbelief.


    ‘This is what she told you, is it? And you believed her? Have you ever heard of such an arrangement, in any occupation?’


    ‘The theatre isn’t just any occupation, though, is it?’


    I felt foolish saying this, largely because I realised the truth of what Percy Wavel had said. I’d accepted what Geraldine had told me simply because it had been she who’d told me. Now I saw how ludicrous it was.


    ‘She seems to have either taken you into her confidence, or taken you for a ride. Or both. Do you have any idea where she is?’


    ‘She’s at Puckapunyal army base.’


    ‘If you’re sure of that, perhaps you’d be good enough to telephone the base and ask Miss Buchanan what the fuck she thinks she’s doing.’


    He stood up, and to my amazement, before he left he said, ‘I like what you’re doing with the part. You’re a vast improvement on Jim Stokes.’


    I’m ashamed to say that his praise gave me a lift.


    It was quite late when I arrived at Mother’s house, and I went straight up to my room. I was exhausted. The hours I’d spent in the photographer’s studio had been draining. There was no point telephoning Puckapunyal at this hour. I’d do that in the morning. I was troubled by Percy Wavel’s remarks about Geraldine. It was clearly a misunderstanding, or a miscommunication at the very least. My concern was ameliorated by a general feeling of satisfaction with the direction my career was taking. Playing a pantomime dame wasn’t the ideal role for me. It would, however, lead to other opportunities, particularly as the production was proving successful at the box office. I closed my eyes in a state of gentle euphoria, and I descended into such a deep sleep that I didn’t hear Brian knock on my door or enter my bedroom. He had to shake me quite vigorously by the shoulder to rouse me, and for a moment I couldn’t place him in the landscape of the dream I’d been having.


    ‘John Gilbert’s gone missing.’


    Still only half-awake. I thought he was talking about the actor.


    ‘He died in 1936, didn’t he?’ I asked vaguely. ‘Has someone stolen his body? They should check Greta Garbo’s attic.’


    ‘No, not that John Gilbert. Our John Gilbert. I’ve just come from Cloris’s house. We came back from the Tivoli, and he still wasn’t back from wherever he’d been. No, that’s not exactly true. He’d been back, while we were at the theatre. His room was a mess, the front door of the house was open, and one of his shoes was just outside the door. It looks like he left under duress.’


    ‘You think someone kidnapped him?’


    ‘Either that, or he wanted it to look that way. Cloris thinks he’s been taken.’


    ‘Well, have you gone to the police?’


    ‘Yes, of course we have. Immediately. They didn’t seem too concerned. In fact, they were a bit bloody blasé, and reckoned people staged their disappearance all the time — to avoid Manpower mostly. I didn’t tell Cloris what John told you, and now I don’t know what to do.’


    ‘Good. You don’t want to compromise your own investigation. Cloris would have gone straight to her father. What’s the time?’


    ‘It’s 3.00 a.m. Should I wake Peter? Cloris thought we should leave it until morning, in case the police are right and he turns up.’


    A spiteful part of me thought that disturbing Peter Gilbert’s sleep was the least we could do, but a more selfish part of me wanted to avoid the consequent rumpus.


    ‘I think you should take your lead from Cloris, and let Peter get a good night’s sleep.’


    My own night’s sleep had been irremediably disrupted, but I closed my eyes when Brian had left to approximate its benefits.
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    It was cowardly of me, but I left the house very early. I told myself it was reasonable to do so because I had bought no Christmas presents, and it was Christmas Eve. By the time that afternoon’s performance had finished, the shops would be shut. The real reason for leaving early was to avoid being involved in breaking the news to Peter Gilbert that his son had gone missing. I took the easy way out with presents, and called into the Leonardo Bookshop, where I bought three detective novels, and remembered just before leaving that Cloris — and, if he turned up, John — would be at lunch, so I bought another two.


    I had no idea what to buy for Geraldine, and as I was pondering this I thought I’d better contact her at Puckapunyal to clear up the misunderstanding between her and Percy Wavel. There were telephone booths in George’s department store, and I only had to wait a short time for one of them to become available. There were two women who were next in line to use the telephone, and they looked resentful of my presence, as if I’d stumbled into the women’s lavatory. The booth afforded some privacy, and I turned my back on the women to escape their disapproving eyes. I placed the call and waited for the operator to connect me.


    ‘Putting you through now,’ she said. I was surprised that getting through to a military establishment was so straightforward.


    ‘I don’t know if this is possible,’ I said humbly, ‘but I’m wondering if I might speak to Geraldine Buchanan.’


    ‘Section?’


    ‘I don’t know its proper title. She’s a civilian, a camouflage artist, and I understand she’s painting trucks.’


    ‘Just a minute. I don’t even know if that happens here. A civilian, you say? Seems bloody unlikely. I’ll check.’


    There was a lengthy, and expensive, silence, and when he returned he said, ‘You there? There are people here doing that, but they’re not civilians, they’re certainly not women, and no one’s heard of a Geraldine Buchanan.’


    ‘She must be there. She’d have arrived on Friday afternoon.’


    ‘I’m sorry, mate, there are no women in that section.’


    ‘Maybe she was redirected.’


    ‘There’s no record of anyone of that name at Puckapunyal.’


    ‘But …’


    ‘No record, mate. Sorry.’


    He hung up. I wasn’t immediately concerned. Puckapunyal was a big place with, I imagined, hundreds of people coming and going each day. It would be easy for an administrative error to misplace Geraldine. She might have been recorded as ‘Gerald’. I ignored the impatient rapping on the door of the booth, and placed another call to the army base. The same functionary rather crossly reiterated that neither Geraldine, nor Gerald, nor any other person with a diminutive ending in Buchanan, was now, or had never been, within the perimeter of Puckapunyal.


    ‘This is the army,’ he said. ‘We don’t lose people.’


    He hung up, and the click of disconnection, although it wouldn’t have been any different from the earlier one, sounded peeved and final.


    My performance that afternoon was slightly off, as distracting doubts about Geraldine ruined my timing. Roger Teddles assured me that no one had noticed. Afterwards, Percy Wavel came into the dressing room, and as with any visitor, Roger made no move to protect his, or the other person’s, sense of decorum.


    ‘Christ, Roger,’ Percy said. ‘Put some clothes on, for fuck’s sake. I’ll have nightmares.’


    ‘Wet dreams, more like,’ Roger said, and remained obscenely splayed.


    ‘Did you talk to Miss Buchanan?’ Percy asked.


    ‘I telephoned Puckapunyal.’


    ‘And?’


    ‘And they’ve got no record of her ever having been there.’


    ‘If she thinks she can just waltz back in here and have a job, she’s mistaken. The understudy can keep the part, as far as I’m concerned, even though she’s no good. Miss Buchanan has blotted her copy book, and you can tell her that from me.’


    ‘I can’t tell her anything if I don’t know where she is.’


    ‘Well, Merry Christmas to you both, at any rate,’ he said absently.
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    There was a great deal of activity at Mother’s house. It was mostly to do with the preparations for next day’s lunch, although the tension in Peter Gilbert’s face was caused by more troubling concerns than whether or not we had sufficient potatoes.


    ‘Brian said he spoke to you late last night,’ he said. ‘So you know about my son?’


    ‘I’m sure he’ll turn up before tomorrow.’


    ‘I’ve spoken to the police, and they’re of the same mind. I hope to God they’re right. I wouldn’t put it past John to be doing this to punish me for some imagined wrong.’


    I didn’t challenge his use of the word ‘imagined’, despite feeling that his adultery and Fulton’s illegitimacy were hardly figments of anyone’s imagination.


    ‘You haven’t heard from him, have you, Will?’


    ‘No. Why would John contact me?’


    ‘The other day, I thought I saw …’


    I looked quizzical.


    ‘Never mind’, he said. ‘I’m trying to keep a lid on my worry.’


    ‘Do you really think he’d be so cruel as to worry you half to death at Christmas?’


    ‘John always chose big occasions as the backdrop for his biggest tantrums.’


    He looked at his watch.


    ‘Cloris will be here soon. She wants company, and she’s more than happy to help Agnes with the cooking.’


    We had a scratch dinner of sandwiches in the kitchen. Peter Gilbert, Brian, and I sat at the table while Mother and Cloris continued peeling, pounding, and grating. The atmosphere was tense, and the tension was exacerbated for me by my concerns about Geraldine. Mother asked if she was still coming for lunch, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that I was unsure of her whereabouts. It would look like I was offering her disappearance as competition for John’s.


    ‘She’s camouflaging trucks for the army. I’m sure they’ll release her for Christmas Day.’


    ‘I expect John will appear in time for lunch,’ Peter Gilbert said. ‘He knows we’ll be so relieved he’s all right that we won’t make a scene.’


    I could tell from the strained look on Cloris’s face that she didn’t believe this for a minute. Brian had said that she was sure that he’d been taken. The investigator in me wondered idly where her certainty about this came from.


    That night, Peter Gilbert went back to his Drummond Street house with his daughter. She was understandably nervous about being there on her own, given the signs that violence may have been committed there. After Mother had gone to bed, I went into Brian’s bedroom to speak with him. The room had been his and Darlene’s, and I hadn’t been in it since her committal to a psychiatric institution. There were reminders of her everywhere, and the room retained the particular feminine quality she’d imposed upon it. There was only one photograph of her, the wedding photograph, with her and Brian standing stiffly in a photographer’s studio. The paintings on the walls were cloying prints of Landseer dogs, a dull still-life, and above the fireplace a monochrome engraving of Friedrich Schenck’s Anguish — a painting I’d always found repellent, but which made Darlene weep, apparently.


    Brian was already in bed.


    ‘There’s something going on with you and Geraldine, isn’t there?’


    He could be exasperatingly perceptive, although it was usually at times that were of no practical benefit to me.


    ‘Geraldine has done a runner from the production; at least we think she has. She told me she was going to Puckapunyal, and she didn’t turn up there. I checked. I’m not worried. It is mysterious, though.’


    ‘So she won’t be here for lunch tomorrow?’


    ‘I think not. I’m sure she has her reasons for going away.’


    ‘It’s strange, don’t you think, that Geraldine and John Gilbert should both go missing?’


    ‘There can’t possibly be a connection between them.’


    ‘I suppose not. Why does this have to happen at Christmas?’


    ‘Damaging revelations? Complete upheaval of family life? That’s what Christmas is all about, isn’t it? It makes up for the lack of decorations this year.’


    With scant relevance to the subject at hand, Brian said, ‘I like Cloris Gilbert. I know I need to stay at arm’s length. Still, she’s got something. She’s lively and attractive. I don’t think she’s the type to have sex before marriage, though.’


    ‘She mightn’t be the type to have sex after marriage, either. I do have one small question. Has she shown the slightest interest in you?’


    ‘I’m being careful not to enliven any, and she is a little distracted at the moment. I don’t think she’s inclined to think romantically between bouts of frantic worry about her brother.’


    ‘You need to get a decent look inside the Gilbert’s house.’


    He nodded.


    ‘What am I looking for?’


    ‘Poison, Brian. Poison.’
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    Christmas lunch wasn’t the success it ought to have been. We’d only just sat down when Peter Gilbert was overcome with distress and announced that he couldn’t eat a thing and that he needed to be at Drummond Street. John clearly wasn’t going to show up at Mother’s house. Cloris couldn’t abandon her father, and she went with him. Mother was surprisingly calm about this disruption to her lunch. Even after they’d left, the pall of John’s disappearance, and for me, Geraldine’s, hung over the table. Mother had just put a leg of roast chicken on my plate when there was a knock at the door.


    ‘That’ll be Geraldine,’ I said with poorly suppressed excitement. I opened the door to find two American soldiers standing there, who looked deflated when I didn’t immediately recognise them. They were spic and span, with crisp, starched uniforms and freshly shaven cheeks.


    ‘Oh yes,’ I said, as it dawned on me who they were. ‘Harlen Quist and Anthony Dervian. Please, come in. You’re expected.’


    The Americans, who’d brought chocolates and whisky — they also brought cigarettes, but no one in the Power household smoked — were introduced to Mother and Brian, and some effort was made to make them feel welcome. The dark mood at the table wasn’t explained to them, and they must have wondered at our grim stabs at being cheerful. It wasn’t until that lunch, and the reminder of Geraldine’s energy and presence on the night we’d met Quist and Dervian, that her absence began to strike me as sinister. My effort to jolly the lunch along evaporated, and I only half-listened to the general conversation. The doughboys were encouraged to tell stories of Christmas at home in America.


    ‘I’m Jewish, ma’am,’ Anthony said. ‘So we just do the presents.’


    ‘And there’s Hanukkah not long after Christmas,’ Mother said.


    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ He seemed delighted that Mother knew about the celebration. Harlen began a long story about Christmas in Ohio, but my attention drifted until I heard Geraldine’s name.


    ‘We were hoping to see Miss Buchanan again,’ Harlen said.


    Mother, who’d been discreet about Geraldine’s absence, now felt able to express her view on the matter.


    ‘I don’t know what it is about Will,’ she said, in a tone that approximated but fell well short of humorous, ‘but women just don’t seem to stick.’


    ‘I’m sure if she’d been able to, she would have been here,’ I said.


    ‘Perhaps a telephone call to say she wasn’t coming would have been a basic courtesy,’ Mother said. She was right, of course, and I was sure that Geraldine would have made such a call if she’d been able to. Her failure to call alarmed me.


    Christmas lunch would normally extend late into the afternoon. There was no impetus to encourage this, and Privates Quist and Dervian took their leave at 2.00 p.m. I was embarrassed that their Australian Christmas experience had been rather dismal. I had no desire to remain in the fraught atmosphere of Mother’s house, so I offered to walk with the Americans across Princes Park, towards Camp Pell. While I was in the area, I thought I might as well knock on the door of Geraldine’s boarding house. Geraldine had warned me that her landlady was fiercely disapproving of men calling at the house, and I was reluctant to make trouble for Geraldine, but her disappearance was beginning to feel like an emergency.


    Private Dervian made polite noises about how pleasant lunch had been. I thanked him and assured him that Christmas lunch wasn’t usually so dire. In a rush of guilt about having let them down in some way, I told them that I could organise for two tickets to be available for the Boxing Day performance of Mother Goose. Private Quist said that he’d be on duty, but Private Dervian accepted the offer with some enthusiasm. He’d never seen a pantomime, so I thought it politic to outline its conventions. As we reached Royal Parade, he said he was looking forward to seeing me in a dress. We parted company.


    I stood outside Geraldine’s boarding house for some minutes, wondering if knocking on the door was a good idea after all. The curtains in the front room twitched, as if my presence had been noted. I decided to screw my courage to the sticking place and approached the door. I knocked. There was no response. I knocked again. No one answered. Perhaps I’d been wrong about there being someone in the front room. It was Christmas Day, after all, and it was very likely that the residents, including the landlady, were elsewhere. Having come this far, I was reluctant to leave without exploring further. I tried the front door. It was locked — hardly surprising, given that the panic about the recent murders by the American soldier, Eddie Leonski, hadn’t yet abated, and one of his victims had been found quite close to this house.


    There was a gate that protected the sideway to the house. I turned its handle and found that it, too, was locked. In frustration, I pushed against it, not vigorously, and the rotten wood in which the lock sat gave way. The gate opened, and came off its hinges as it did so. The sound of its fall was muffled by rampant grass and weeds. There was no turning back now, so I made my way to the rear. The garden was a disordered mess. Some teatowels and female underwear hung from the clothesline. The door to the dunny was open, and I could see that a vase of long dead flowers might once have provided a feminine touch.


    To my surprise, the back door was open. I entered the house, and found myself in a laundry that smelled of mould, sweetened with notes of Sunlight soap. I listened for any sound. Nothing. The laundry was attached to a kitchen, which smelled as if no decent meal had been cooked in it for a generation. This gave on to a corridor, on the left of which were two rooms, their doors closed. These belonged to the landlady, and I suppose I ought to have knocked on each of them to see if she was home. I didn’t, because I imagined that she wouldn’t take kindly to finding a man inside the citadel.


    On the right, a staircase rose to Geraldine’s room and the room of the other boarder. Again, I listened for any sound. Again, nothing. I didn’t call out. The sound of a man’s voice would alarm anyone who might be home. I climbed the stair and knocked gently on Geraldine’s door. When there was no reply, I turned the doorknob, and the door opened. What should I do now? I found myself suddenly in a complicated position as far as etiquette was concerned. How would Geraldine react when she discovered that I’d let myself into her room without her permission? This was undoubtedly a breach of privacy. The situation, however, was unusual, so I believed I could argue that the rules which govern such things needed to be temporarily suspended.


    I entered Geraldine’s room and closed the door behind me. It was in much the same state as the last time I’d seen it. The sheets hadn’t been changed, and there was no evidence of a hasty departure. The only remarkable thing was a drawing sitting on Geraldine’s easel. It was a finished, charcoal portrait of me. I stood before it and was, on the whole, pleased with it. It’s always both enlightening and faintly disturbing to see the details of one’s face that an artist perceives as being essential to a good likeness. My lips, for example, were surely slightly fuller than Geraldine had drawn them. It didn’t matter, I suppose, given that this was a private picture, that I’d been drawn shirtless to the waist, especially as my torso was more sketchily rendered than my face. Being bare-chested made the intimacy of the portrait unambiguous.


    The presence of this drawing on Geraldine’s easel was reassuring. It suggested that whatever her reasons for temporarily absconding, she had every intention of returning. A family crisis seemed the most likely explanation, although her claim that she’d been expected at Puckapunyal was odd. Or was it? I’d spoken to one person at the base, and I’d certainly had enough experience of the army to know that its left hand and its right were often ignorant strangers.


    I didn’t look in any cupboards or drawers; that would have been a breach too far. I left Geraldine’s room, waited for a moment on the landing, and then descended the stairs. I could have sworn that the door of the front room was open a crack. I left through the kitchen as quickly as I could, and was relieved to make it into Fitzgibbon Street without the hysterical accusation ‘Burglar!’ being hurled after me.


    I returned to Mother’s house, to find Brian in a high state of excitement. John Gilbert’s body had been found, he said, lying in the long shadows cast by the wings of a monumental angel in the Melbourne General Cemetery.
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    Chapter Four


    A WORKING DAME


    ONLY BRIAN REMAINED AT MOTHER’S HOUSE. Mother had hurried round to Drummond Street after taking Peter Gilbert’s telephone call. Apparently, he and Cloris had been home for barely ten minutes when there’d been a knock at the door, and a policeman had told them that the body of a man they assumed was John, based on the papers he was carrying, had been found. It seemed dreadful to me that such ghastly news should be delivered by some police dullard in an absurd white-leather helmet.


    I wondered how Cloris would feel about Mother turning up at the height of the crisis. She hadn’t, to my knowledge, set foot in the Gilbert house, and I couldn’t see how time, or a tragedy, would make her appearance appropriate. Brian knew only the bare bones of the situation. The body had been discovered, as bodies often are, by a man walking his dog. At first he’d thought the figure on the ground was sleeping, and had hurried over to him when his dog had lifted its leg and peed on the man’s foot. He saw quickly that the dog’s misbehaviour was of no interest to a corpse. Apparently, there weren’t any signs of violence, although the face was contorted unnaturally. I thought it possible that John Gilbert’s sour expression had simply been frozen in death.


    ‘Do we know how long he’d been lying there?’ I asked.


    ‘No idea. Mother took the call from Peter, and she told me what I’ve told you.’


    ‘What’s your immediate instinct?’


    ‘What do you mean, “instinct”? Instinct about what?’


    ‘Brian,’ I said with lofty patience. ‘You are trying to be a private-inquiry agent. When a private-inquiry agent is presented with a corpse, he will have some initial thoughts as to its provenance. Given that you don’t yet have any solid information, let alone evidence, let’s call those thoughts “instinct”.’


    ‘You want me to say that I think Peter Gilbert is involved in the murder of his own son? I can honestly say I don’t think that.’


    ‘You’d have to admit, though, that John Gilbert believed that his father was capable of murder.’


    ‘If we’re talking about instinct, my instinct is that John Gilbert was unhinged. And it might be jumping the gun anyway to say that John Gilbert was murdered. We don’t know how he died. It might have been an accident, or he might have taken his own life. You were the one who advised me against jumping to conclusions, Will.’


    He was right, of course, and it would have been churlish of me to deny the fact, so I agreed with him.


    ‘We’ll just have to wait,’ Brian said.


    ‘Private-inquiry agents don’t sit around and wait, Brian. The place where John Gilbert’s body was found is five minutes from here. I think it might be a good idea to have a look.’


    ‘They’ll have taken the body to the morgue by now, surely.’


    ‘It’s only been a few hours since he was found. I think he’s probably still there, while the police do their forensics and photography.’


    ‘In that case, they’re not going to let us get close, are they?’


    I understood Brian’s reluctance to engage with policemen. We’d both had some experience with them, and it hadn’t been pleasant. There were two detectives, Strachan and Radcliff, with whom neither of us wanted further contact. There was a good chance both those men would be dancing attendance on John Gilbert’s body.


    ‘I think,’ I said, ‘that we should at least go up to the cemetery, just to get a general idea of where he was found. I agree with you that getting too close and having to explain ourselves to the police wouldn’t be useful. The last thing we want is to find ourselves among the suspects.’


    Brian looked startled.


    ‘Suspects? Why would we be suspects?’


    I sighed.


    ‘You have to put yourself inside the head of a pedestrian Melbourne policeman. We meet John Gilbert for the first time very recently. The meeting isn’t exactly all wine and roses. He turns up dead, and here we are hanging around the scene of the crime. There are some people, Brian, who actually believe that the murderer always returns to the scene of the crime. Motive, apparently, is less important than proximity.’


    ‘Whatever else I think about Strachan and Radcliff, I don’t think they’re stupid. I don’t want to tangle with them again.’


    ‘Fine. You stay here and do nothing.’


    Stung, Brian agreed to come with me to the cemetery, and in an absurd attempt to disguise our reason for being there, he took flowers from one of Mother’s vases, as if an observer would instantly suppose that we were visiting the grave of a loved one.


    John Gilbert’s body had been found near what is probably Melbourne General Cemetery’s most extravagant private monument. A great angel, its wings partly unfurled, leans, its head bowed on a mighty sword. I’ve never been sure whether this grieving warrior angel was an expression of confidence in the worthiness of the deceased, or whether the family thought it necessary to threaten Heaven with force to ensure certain entry. The monument can be seen at some distance, so we were able to ascertain, without being spotted, that John Gilbert’s body was still in situ.


    There were half-a-dozen men standing importantly around what must have been the corpse. I recognised both detectives Strachan and Radcliff. Neither of them was wearing a hat, an informality arising from each of them doubtless having been called away from a family function. I supposed they had families — I couldn’t expect that my dislike of them would be universal. We would have remained undiscovered had Brian not waved a fly away from his face with his bunch of flowers. The sudden flash of bright red caught Michael Radcliff’s eye. I saw him nudge Strachan, who shaded his eyes and looked in our direction.


    ‘We’ve been spotted, Brian, thanks to your floral tribute.’


    ‘What should we do? Should we scarper?’


    ‘Scarper? What a hideous expression. If we leave, it will look suspicious. I’m sure their eagle eyes have identified us. We shouldn’t wait for them to come to us. I think we should walk over to them. It might minimise the sense that we were skulking.’


    Brian’s face was a portrait of reluctance, but he acknowledged the rightness of my judgement with a slight nod of his head. With as much confidence as we could muster, we headed towards Strachan and Radcliff.


    They remembered us — how could they not? — and there wasn’t much affection in the memory.


    ‘What is it with corpses and the Power brothers?’ Noah Strachan asked.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that Brian was staring at John Gilbert’s body. I’d caught a glimpse of it, sufficient to note that it had remained as it had been found. There seemed to be no disturbance of the ground around it. The body had either simply fallen there, or been carefully placed there.


    ‘We know this man,’ I said matter-of-factly.


    ‘So you brought flowers,’ Radcliff said, humorously.


    ‘I brought flowers for our father’s grave,’ Brian said. ‘It’s Christmas Day.’


    I wasn’t sure if this was brilliant or stupid.


    Detective Strachan gave a signal, and preparations were made for the removal of John Gilbert’s body. He stepped into a position that obscured those preparations, and asked us to join him.


    ‘So, if you know him, what’s his name?’


    I have a low tolerance for the plodding facetiousness of policemen. To head off this tendency in Detective Strachan, I answered him at some length.


    ‘You already know his name, detective. It’s John Gilbert. He’s the son of Peter Gilbert, and the brother of Cloris Gilbert. Being in possession of this knowledge is hardly surprising, given that Peter Gilbert is affianced to our mother, Mrs Agnes Power.’


    ‘So John Gilbert would have been your stepbrother.’


    ‘Nothing escapes your sharp, genealogical eye, does it, Detective?’


    ‘Thank you for reminding me, Mr Power, of your effortless ability to be a pain in the arse.’


    He looked at Brian, narrowing his eyes and turning his head on an angle.


    ‘It’s Brian, isn’t it? There was that recent unpleasantness with your wife.’


    With Brian now wrong-footed, Strachan played his advantage.


    ‘Was John Gilbert a welcome addition to your family, Brian?’


    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


    ‘I mean, did either you or your brother murder John Gilbert?’


    The smug smile and the bland delivery underlined how certain Strachan was that his statement would be both offensive and discombobulating. It was annoyingly effective. Despite my knowing exactly what he was doing, the reminder that we would have to account for our whereabouts at the time of Gilbert’s death was an unpleasant check on my general enthusiasm. Brian, who must have remembered suddenly that he was here in a professional capacity, rallied and acquitted himself very well.


    ‘Neither I nor Will would have any reason to murder John Gilbert. We met him for the first time a few days ago, and then only relatively briefly — hardly enough time to build sufficient enmity to dispose of him.’


    ‘Your mother has been engaged to the deceased’s father for how long?’


    ‘I don’t understand the significance of the question, detective.’


    Strachan produced another smug smile.


    ‘You’re not required to grapple with a question’s significance, Mr Power. It would be more useful if you simply answered it.’


    ‘Our mother and Peter Gilbert have had a long-standing arrangement.’


    ‘An interesting choice of words, Mr Power. I would prefer, on the whole, to conduct this interview in less eccentric surroundings. Perhaps I could call at your house this evening.’


    ‘Well, I don’t know if that will suit.’


    ‘Let me rephrase that for you. I will call on you this evening.’


    With that, he turned away and walked back to the place where John Gilbert had lain. The body was being loaded into a van parked nearby.


    ‘That didn’t go well,’ Brian said. ‘I really don’t like those bastards. They think we’re involved in this, don’t they?’


    ‘Either that. or they’re deliberately trying to put the wind up us.’


    ‘Well, I’d say mission accomplished, on that score.’
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    Mother returned soon after 7.00 p.m. I picked at the remains of Christmas lunch. The look on Mother’s face suggested that she found my appetite reprehensible, even though I had two performances to give the following day, and neither the demands of my stomach nor the demands of the theatre would halt in some sort of misguided homage to the late John Gilbert.


    She had little to report. The police had conducted a thorough search of the Gilbert house, and had found nothing that might explain John Gilbert’s disappearance or his death. They had turned his bedroom upside down, and took some material away in boxes. They didn’t say what those materials were. The most unsettling thing, Mother said, was that the police made no secret of the fact that victims tended to be murdered by people close to them, and certainly by people they knew. The implications for both Peter and Cloris were unpleasantly obvious.


    ‘Those implications apply to us, too, Mother,’ I said. ‘Until the culprit is unmasked, we’re all persons of interest.’


    It was at this point precisely that a heavy knock on the door announced the arrival of Strachan and Radcliff.


    Neither detective treated Mother to the easy disdain they’d lavished on me and Brian. Mother’s demeanour discouraged poor behaviour, even in smug detectives. They expressed their condolences, and asked politely if they might speak with her in private, just to clarify a few matters. Mother said that she’d give them as much information as she was able to, but that, although she’d known of her putative stepson all his life, she’d only known him, in the sense of having met him, for a few days.


    ‘His father and I had been waiting for Mrs Gilbert to die so that we were able to regularise our arrangement,’ she said, with gob-smacking frankness. I saw Radcliff and Strachan exchange looks, and it seemed to me that they were admiring of Mother’s unselfconscious honesty. Or perhaps they were simply astonished.


    It was Detective Radcliff who interviewed Mother. Detective Strachan sat with Brian and me in the living room, and in the hours since we’d last seen him he must have been briefed by the detectives who’d visited the Gilbert house. His questions were routine, and there was no suggestion in either their tone or their structure that they were designed to inveigle from us information that he suspected we were withholding. His manner with me was familiarly supercilious. I seem to bring this out in people susceptible to this weakness in their characters. When he closed his notebook, he couldn’t resist the observation that it was unusual to find two men in their thirties still living at home with their mother.


    ‘The word “still” is misplaced, detective,’ I said. ‘It implies the arrangement has been continuous since childhood, which is not the case. I’m afraid both Brian and I are constrained by the secrecy provisions of the Crimes Act from saying anything more.’


    This was nonsense, of course. Our work with Military Intelligence was well and truly over. Strachan was annoyingly unimpressed.


    ‘Are you saying that living with your mother is a matter of national security?’


    Brian, who must have been stung by Strachan’s earlier remark about Darlene, entered the fray.


    ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to address that question elsewhere, detective.’


    I was proud of him. He almost brought it off. If he’d been a better actor he’d have struck precisely the right note. As it was, he came admirably close — and I was happy to tell him so later.


    Peter Gilbert didn’t return that night, and Mother stayed in her house. She wanted to join Peter, and Peter wanted her there, but both agreed that Cloris might find her presence an insensitive response to the shared grief between father and daughter. I ungenerously wondered if Cloris was safe in the house with just her father for company.


    Given the range of matters that were troubling me — Geraldine’s inexplicable disappearance, and the possibility that the man who was on the point of marrying my mother might be a murderer — I slept remarkably soundly. Mother had gone round to Drummond Street by the time I’d completed my ablutions and come downstairs. Brian, who’d been out early to get the paper, was chortling quietly as he read a magazine that was in his lap. When I came in, he held it up to me.


    ‘Who the hell is the bloke on the cover?’


    It was the new Listener-In. I wasn’t expecting it to be published so soon, and I certainly wasn’t expecting the photograph on the front to be quite so flattering. Brian handed it to me, and I looked at it closely. It both resembled me and looked unlike me at the same time. The photographer had warned me that he was in the business of creating illusions. I wasn’t sure whether I was pleased to be glamorised in this impossible way, or whether I was embarrassed by the distance that lay between the man on the cover of The Listener-In and the man who looked back at me every day from the mirror.


    ‘They’ve taken a few liberties with your biography,’ Brian said. ‘I had no idea that you were one of Australia’s leading actors, and that you’d unselfishly abandoned your career to entertain the troops.’


    I sighed.


    ‘It’s show business, Brian. As you very well know, it’s all smoke and mirrors. Just a few weeks ago you were shimmying on stage in a white satin sheath dress. I shouldn’t have to point out to you the gap between illusion and reality.’


    He looked wistful.


    ‘Ah, that dress. I enjoyed wearing it.’


    ‘It was probably a lot more comfortable than the one I have to wear.’


    ‘There was certainly a lot less of it.’


    I ran my eye over the article. The writer had played fast and loose with the truth. There were only a handful of people who’d know this, and although it was gilding the lily to call me ‘one of Australia’s leading actors’, I rather liked it. In fact, seeing it there in black and white made me think that it might even be true.
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    The Boxing Day matinee was a full house, possibly as a result of the piece in The Listener-In. There were more unaccompanied adults in the audience than was usual, and a higher proportion of women than was usual as well. Percy Wavel, always reluctant to give praise or credit, nevertheless spoke to me with uncharacteristic civility before I went on.


    ‘What are we going to do about Sophie?’ he asked.


    ‘Perhaps she just needs extra rehearsing. I’m happy to stick around and help with that, however ungrateful she’ll be.’


    ‘You and I both know that rehearsal is no substitute for talent. That girl has the star quality of a potato. If Geraldine turns up in time for Monday’s performance, I might, might, forgive her. If she’s not on stage, then as far as I’m concerned, she’s finished, and I’ll start looking for a decent replacement. I don’t suppose you know anyone?’


    I thought of Annie Hudson, but I assumed that she was still in Maryborough, in Queensland, where the Will Power Players had mutated into the Annie Hudson Players. Even if she were in Melbourne, the idea of working with her again wasn’t attractive. I told Percy that I’d ask around.


    After the performance, which was something of a triumph — if that term could ever be used to describe a pantomime — Roger Teddles and I found Percy Wavel seated in our dressing room. We shed our dame accoutrements under his silent gaze.


    ‘I love watching actors take off their make-up. It’s a kind of miracle in reverse — the shift from the glamorous to the mundane.’


    If this was an overture of friendship, it was an odd one, but everything about Percy Wavel was odd. I’d seen little evidence of his directorial skills, beyond complaining that an actor couldn’t be heard, or that an actress needed to show more bosom. Yet, here he was, nominally the director of a Christmas-season pantomime that was proving to be an unexpected success. Rolled up in his hand was a copy of The Listener-In. He unrolled it, looked at the cover, and then at my reflection in the mirror as I removed the last of the pancake.


    ‘The miracle of photography,’ he said.


    ‘You seem fixated on miracles, Percy,’ Roger said.


    ‘I’m a sucker for a good illusion.’


    Was I to take this as a subtle insult?


    ‘When my wife takes off the war paint before we get into bed,’ he said, ‘she looks pretty much the same.’


    The mention of a Wavel wife took me by surprise. I hadn’t thought of Wavel having a private life.


    There was a knock on our door, and the stage-door wallah poked his head around it to say that there was a small crowd waiting to get my autograph.


    ‘Are you sure?’ I was genuinely flummoxed.


    ‘Yes, Mr Power. They’re all clutching copies of The Listener-In. Shall I send them away?’


    ‘No you shall not,’ Percy Wavel said emphatically. ‘Will will sign every one of those magazines, if it takes him all night.’


    ‘I don’t think there are more than twenty people, Mr Wavel.’


    ‘Twenty star-struck women is a good start,’ Percy said.


    ‘Only some of them are women, Mr Wavel.’


    ‘Of course I’ll sign for them,’ I said. I dressed quickly, checked that my fountain pen was full (I never went anywhere without my fountain pen), and prepared to meet the novelty of fans.


    ‘Come back here afterwards,’ Percy said. ‘I need to discuss something with you, and with you, too, Roger.’


    As I walked towards the stage door, I was strangely nervous. The photographer’s warning words about the disappointment generated when careful lighting gave way to sunlight were uppermost in my mind. How would I feel if, when I appeared before these people, they failed to recognise me?


    I needn’t have worried. There was, perhaps, a slight pause when I opened the door, but these people were politely eager to have me sign their magazines. Nice remarks were made. No one was rude. Two of the men slipped me their telephone numbers, which I thought was a bit forward, but I’m as susceptible to flattery as the next person, and grateful for it, no matter from whom it comes. I smiled at the men, but shook my head. I wanted to dash their hopes gently, while expressing not the slightest shock or disapproval. I thought I saw Private Dervian at the back of the small crowd, but it was only a glimpse and then he wasn’t there, so perhaps shyness had caused him to leave without an autograph.


    It’s a strange sensation to be asked for an autograph. I supposed that at least some of the stage-door Jills and Johnnies were management plants. Nevertheless I can say without embarrassment that I relished the experience. When I returned to the dressing room, I casually asked Percy Wavel how many of the fans were a claque.


    ‘Oh, I imagine most of them, at this stage. I must say, Will, it’s refreshing to have an actor who actually understands how the business works.’


    I smiled. I was glad to be able to represent myself as more knowing than most, but was quietly disappointed that my autograph hunters were salaried. Still, those telephone numbers were above the call of duty, so that was at least something.


    ‘I have news,’ Percy said, ‘which I hope will please you.’


    He paused for effect.


    ‘Mother Goose has been an unexpected success. The Tivoli management wants to capitalise on this. They want to tour it in the regions. This will mean a change to your contract, Will, but management is willing to offer you an increase in your salary, in return for a commitment from you to don that wig and frock until the end of February next year. Roger’s contract already commits him to a tour.’


    ‘At no extra pay. I wasn’t expecting this tat to travel.’


    I was simultaneously pleased to have some financial security, and appalled that my turn as a pantomime dame might be never-ending.


    ‘When do we start?’ I asked.


    ‘As you know, the last performance in town is New Year’s Eve. Three days after that, you open in Ballarat.’


    ‘You? Don’t you mean, we?’


    ‘I won’t be going with you. I’m needed here. The Tivoli shows don’t direct themselves.’


    Given Percy Wavel’s minimal understanding of stagecraft, I suspected that that’s precisely what they did do — direct themselves.


    ‘The towns after Ballarat haven’t been confirmed yet. It’ll be hectic, and we can’t possibly send Sophie. Finding a replacement is urgent.’


    ‘Geraldine may turn up,’ I said, without conviction.


    ‘As I said, she has twenty-four hours, or she’s finished.’


    With that, he left us.
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    On reflection, I found the prospect of a regional tour an exciting one, despite its pantomime limitations. It made the necessity of finding somewhere to live somewhat less urgent, and it removed me from the unpleasantness surrounding John Gilbert’s death. If Geraldine returned, the tour would be truly delightful. As I walked home from the theatre, though, my optimism about her returning faded. I found Brian in the kitchen, making himself a cup of tea. He looked pleased. He’d never been able to disguise his satisfaction at any small achievement.


    ‘I had lunch with Cloris today. We had lunch in Carlton — not that it’s relevant — and it was greasy and awful. The conversation, however, was interesting. I have to admit, Will, that the more I see of Cloris, the more I like her.’


    ‘You’re not now working on the assumption that Cloris is no longer a suspect just because you like her, are you?’


    ‘Well, I have to say that I don’t see her as a suspect. The idea that she could murder her brother is so bizarre that I can’t entertain it seriously.’


    ‘It’s always the person you least suspect, Brian. Don’t you read detective novels?’


    Brian ignored this question.


    ‘Cloris thinks that John may have taken his own life, and staged the disruption to his room to make it look as if he’d been kidnapped.’


    ‘Are the police sympathetic to this view, do you think?’


    ‘Cloris seemed to think so. Apparently, there were no signs of violence to John’s body. They’re still not sure of a cause of death.’


    ‘They were certainly less aggressive in their questioning than they would have been if they suspected foul play. And yet …’


    ‘And yet?’


    ‘We know something that they don’t. We know that John Gilbert had accused his father of murdering John’s mother.’


    ‘We should tell the police that, surely.’


    ‘A private-inquiry agent should always have something up his sleeve, Brian. Your job is to do a better job than the police. You have an advantage.’


    ‘What’s my advantage?’


    ‘You have good reason to believe that John Gilbert did not commit suicide. You have good reason to believe that his father killed him.’


    Brian seemed unconvinced.


    ‘Do I?’


    ‘Yes, Brian,’ I said firmly. ‘You do.’
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    Chapter Five


    FITZGIBBON STREET


    GERALDINE DIDN’T SHOW UP for Monday’s performance, and her understudy was as awful as she’d always been. She really had no idea what she was doing. She couldn’t be heard, and galumphed about the stage with the grace of an elephant seal — an achievement given that she was thin — and she missed her cues by a country mile. Silverleaf isn’t a great part, but Sophie’s awfulness somehow made her the soggy heart of the play. She wasn’t sleeping with Percy Wavel, so perhaps there was someone in the Tivoli management who was enjoying what she had to offer off-stage.


    When we came into the wings I was obliged to listen to Percy’s final denunciations of Geraldine. He declared that, as far as the Tivoli was concerned, she was now definitively unemployable. There was nothing I could say in her defence. In fact, having to work with her understudy had begun to take the shine off my feelings for Geraldine. Indeed, I was almost as annoyed with her as Percy was.


    By the time I got back to the dressing room, Roger had changed into his street clothes and was on the point of leaving. He wasn’t usually so expeditious, but he had a doctor’s appointment about his bunions, and he didn’t want to miss it. His bunions were the bane of his life, and having to force his feet into ill-fitting high-heel shoes didn’t help matters. I wished him well, and settled into removing my make-up. I was in the process of disengaging the wig when the dressing room door opened, and detectives Strachan and Radcliff let themselves in without so much as a by-your-leave. I was getting rather tired of being intruded upon by non-professionals at this most private of times in an actor’s day. There is an intimacy about shedding a character that shouldn’t be subject to the unknowing gaze of strangers. I put the wig on its stand and faced them, feeling vulnerable to their ridicule.


    ‘You look lovely,’ Strachan said with laconic acidity.


    ‘Perhaps you could wait outside until I’ve changed?’


    ‘Perhaps,’ Radcliff said, ‘but perhaps not, too. We need to speak to you about a very serious matter.’


    I’m not sure why, but my immediate reaction to the remark was to wonder whether they’d somehow discovered the suspicions that John Gilbert held about the death of his mother. I waited.


    ‘Go ahead, Mr Power. Take off your make-up and get changed. We need you to come with us to the station.’


    ‘Is this in relation to John Gilbert’s death?’


    ‘No,’ Strachan said, ‘it isn’t.’


    They both stared at me in that disconcerting way they had. It managed to convey both a sense of bland neutrality and unsettling accusation. I was genuinely befuddled by the statement that this had nothing to do with John Gilbert, and I had the feeling that I’d given something crucial away, although I couldn’t have said what.


    ‘May I ask what it is about?’


    ‘It’s about a young woman named Geraldine Buchanan.’


    I was glad of the heavy make-up, because beneath it I felt the blood drain from my face. I was slightly dizzy.


    ‘You’ve found her?’


    My voice was hoarse.


    ‘What an interesting expression, Mr Power,’ Strachan said. ‘Have you put her somewhere?’


    I realised what a dreadful misstep my question had been, and that anything I said was bound to sound like awkward and desperate back-pedalling. I had to say something, so I was perhaps over-elaborate.


    ‘I meant simply that Miss Buchanan has failed to show up for a number of performances, and the whole company is being inconvenienced on account of her understudy being dreadful. I was hoping that you might have news about her whereabouts.’


    ‘We were hoping the same of you, Mr Power. Perhaps you should get on with changing out of your skirts.’


    I wasn’t deaf to that carefully chosen word, ‘skirts’, as opposed to ‘costume’.


    ‘I suppose some privacy is out of the question?’


    ‘I promise we won’t look,’ Radcliff said.


    Well, I didn’t particularly care. Actors can’t afford to be coy about their bodies, and I’m not anyway constrained generally by physical modesty. I stripped down and took my make-up off slowly. If detectives Strachan and Radcliff thought they could embarrass me, I’d demonstrate their incapacity to do so. I dressed, from the top down, and said, ‘Now, where were we?’


    ‘We’d like you to come with us to Russell Street. We have a few questions regarding the disappearance of Geraldine Buchanan.’


    The word ‘disappearance’ uttered by a policeman sounded more ominous than when I’d said it.


    ‘I don’t see how I can help you.’


    ‘We’re just making inquiries at this stage, Mr Power. We’d appreciate your co-operation.’


    ‘Co-operation’ and ‘coercion’ were synonymous as far as the police were concerned, so I walked with them to Russell Street, where I sat alone in a stuffy room for fifteen minutes. This technique was familiar to me. It was supposed to unsettle and unnerve a person as he pondered his reasons for being there. As I had nothing to be unsettled or unnerved about, it just irritated me.


    When Strachan and Radcliff returned, carrying folders to create the impression that their investigations were well ordered and well advanced, they got right down to business.


    ‘When was the last time you saw Geraldine Buchanan?’ Strachan asked, dexterously rolling a fountain pen through his fingers as he did so.


    ‘What is this about, Detective? Why are you asking me this question?’


    ‘Mr Power,’ Radcliff said, with exaggerated patience, ‘we haven’t brought you here on a whim. Miss Geraldine Buchanan has been reported as a missing person by the Tivoli management, and we have reason to believe that you may be able to shed some light on her whereabouts.’


    ‘And perhaps,’ Strachan added, ‘ease our concern that something sinister may have befallen her.’


    ‘Befallen? This is like being interviewed by John Milton.’


    ‘I think you should take this seriously, Mr Power. I’d save the witticisms until you’ve satisfactorily accounted for your relationship with Geraldine Buchanan. Now, would you answer the question, please? When was the last time you saw Miss Buchanan?’


    I thought quickly. Given that Geraldine had been reported as missing, the police might have visited her room, and if they’d done so they would have seen the portrait of me sitting on the easel. Would they have recognised me from it? It was a good likeness, but it wasn’t that good. Nevertheless, I thought it was unsafe to lie.


    ‘The last time I saw Miss Buchanan was on the 20th of December. I’d introduced myself to her the previous day, the 19th, after the matinee performance. I had only been with the company a couple of days, and I didn’t really know my fellow cast members. My casting had been something of a last-minute emergency …’ (Was there an expression that crossed Strachan’s face which suggested he thought casting me would only ever be in response to an emergency?) ‘… and I thought it would be the right thing to do to pop my head into dressing rooms after the show and introduce myself. Most people in this show also do something at the Tivoli, so by the time I’d got out of my make-up and costume, there were very few people about. Geraldine Buchanan was one of those people.’


    ‘So you introduced yourself?’


    Strachan managed to make that sound lubricious.


    ‘Formally, yes. We’d played opposite each other on stage, but we’d never exchanged pleasantries.’


    ‘And did you confine those pleasantries to the dressing room?’


    ‘As a matter of fact, we had a very pleasant cup of tea at my mother’s house.’


    ‘So you’d just met her, and you took her home to meet Mother?’


    I sighed.


    ‘Detective, not everyone moves through the world in a fog of barbarism. A chaperoned cup of tea shouldn’t send your pulse racing.’


    ‘And you returned to the theatre afterwards?’


    ‘No. I walked Miss Buchanan to her room in Parkville.’


    ‘And?’


    ‘And nothing. I returned home. I visited her again the following day.’


    ‘We know you did. It’s what happened next that interests us.’


    I could feel that this was taking a turn for the worse, so obfuscation needed to be kept to a minimum.


    ‘We went into her room.’


    ‘Her bedroom.’


    ‘It’s a boarding house, Detective. Her room is inevitably her bedroom.’


    ‘And this time there was no chaperone.’


    I gave him his small victory and ignored the remark.


    ‘We chatted, and Geraldine said that she’d like to draw my portrait, so I sat for her.’


    ‘Naked.’


    ‘I beg your pardon?’


    ‘You sat for Miss Buchanan, who you’d just met, naked.’


    ‘Certainly not. I barely knew her.’


    The detectives left what was supposed to be an uncomfortable silence. I knew now that they’d been in Geraldine’s room.


    ‘Let’s stop dancing around each other,’ I said. ‘It’s perfectly obvious that you’ve been in Geraldine’s room and that you’ve seen the portrait she did of me. She drew me shirtless, but that’s not how I posed.’


    ‘All right, Mr Power. We’ll stop dancing.’


    Strachan stood up and left the room. He returned almost immediately, holding a large sketchbook. He put it on the table in front of me.


    ‘Why do you think you’re here, Mr Power? I mean, why do you think you are here, as opposed to anyone else from the cast?’


    This was a question with mines strung out along its length.


    ‘Miss Buchanan is missing. There’s a portrait of me in her room.’


    ‘But how do you account for our being called to Miss Buchanan’s room in the first place?’


    ‘I presume someone reported her as missing.’


    Radcliff nodded.


    ‘It’s a little more nuanced than that.’


    He drummed his fingers on the cover of the sketchbook.


    ‘Did you visit Miss Buchanan’s bedroom on Christmas Day?’


    ‘Why would I do that?’


    I knew instantly that this was the wrong thing to say. Detectives try not to ask questions the answers to which they don’t already know. I backtracked.


    ‘Yes,’ I said simply. ‘Miss Buchanan was supposed to come to Mother’s house for Christmas lunch.’


    Radcliff’s eyebrows shot up.


    ‘Mother takes in Christmas strays, Detective Radcliff. There were two American soldiers there. Geraldine and I had met them after a performance at the Tivoli.’


    ‘When was this?’


    ‘The day after I’d introduced myself to her.’


    ‘You didn’t think these two Americans might be of interest to us?’


    ‘No, I didn’t. They were just two young men who came with us to a club, and I invited them to Christmas lunch, just as the newspapers encourage us to do.’


    ‘So they met Miss Buchanan, and soon afterwards, she goes missing, and you seriously didn’t think there might be some connection?’


    ‘It’s only now, Detective, that Geraldine’s absence is being treated as a disappearance. She told me she was scheduled to paint trucks at Puckapunyal, so of course I had no suspicions that there might be something sinister afoot.’


    ‘Let’s go back to your re-visiting the house. Why did you do that?’


    ‘I was beginning to be concerned, and …’


    ‘And still you didn’t inform the police?’


    ‘And I thought Geraldine’s absence could be explained by something simple, such as, I don’t know, the flu. Perhaps I’d find her curled up in bed with a fever.’


    ‘Did someone let you into the house?’


    Ah, now it was falling into place. The twitch of the curtains and the slightly ajar door: there had been someone there, after all; the landlady, I presumed.


    ‘No one answered my knock, so I let myself in.’


    ‘You broke in.’


    ‘I let myself in through an unlocked door. I went up to Geraldine’s room, and again, the door was unlocked, and I went in. There was no one there, and there didn’t seem to be any signs of disturbance, although the room was far from neat. Geraldine is not a tidy person. Actresses rarely are. I saw the portrait she’d done — it was different from the one I’d sat for. I was shirtless in it, for a start, and I was fully clothed when I posed.’


    ‘And how did Miss Buchanan know how you looked without your shirt on?’


    I leaned back in my chair. I wasn’t prepared to tell them that Geraldine and I had been intimate.


    ‘Actors spend most of their lives in varying states of undress, detective. Perhaps she saw me when passing my dressing room. I barely know you, and even you’ve seen me without my shirt on.’


    Detective Strachan flipped open the sketchbook.


    ‘And did she see you like this in the dressing room?’


    I stared at a page of elegant and deft sketches of a naked male. He reclined on a bed, his hands behind his head, his cock hard; he stood, his hands on his hips, his cock hard. The face, a brilliant, rapidly drawn few lines, was undeniably mine. I hadn’t posed for these pictures. They were captured by an artist sufficiently gifted to render them from memory. They were skilful, pornographic, and intensely private.


    ‘Well, Mr Power? These are drawings of you, are they not?’


    My thoughts were chaotic.


    ‘A few lines on a page are hardly conclusive. It might be me, but it might be anybody. There are no particularly distinguishing features. If I had a tattoo and it was reproduced there, that might be conclusive, but I don’t have any tattoos.’


    Strachan’s exasperation broke the surface, albeit briefly.


    ‘Did you pose for these sketches?’


    With confidence borne of the truth, almost with brio, I was able to say, ‘I did not pose for those drawings. They are works of Geraldine’s imagination.’


    ‘Miss Buchanan’s landlady, a Mrs Ferrell, described you as furtive.’


    ‘How did she know who I was? I’ve never met her.’


    ‘She didn’t know you at first. However, she takes The Listener-In, and there you were.’


    I was surprised, and inappropriately flattered, that a stranger would recognise me from the rather gorgeous photograph on the cover of The Listener-In. Still, I wasn’t happy about being described as ‘furtive’.


    ‘Did you take anything away with you from Miss Buchanan’s room?’


    It was Radcliff who posed this offensive question.


    ‘What would I steal from Geraldine?’


    ‘Perhaps Geraldine herself?’


    Even Radcliff recognised this as merely word play, and didn’t pursue it.


    ‘Detective Radcliff,’ I said wearily. ‘I knew Geraldine Buchanan for no more than a few days. What possible motive would I have for harming her?’


    Strachan answered.


    ‘You shouldn’t encourage us to come up with lurid, hypothetical scenarios, Mr Power. With these sketches as an aid, we could speculate on a series of events that would appal the most hardened readers of Truth.’


    I was genuinely shocked, and leaned forward.


    ‘Are you threatening to release an unfounded rumour to Truth that I might have been involved in the disappearance of Geraldine Buchanan?’


    Strachan was enjoying himself.


    ‘Imagine the headline: Mother Goose Lays a Rotten Egg.’


    ‘Mother Goose Gives Actress a Gander. See page three.’


    Neither of them laughed. Their witticisms produced only sour smiles. The effect was vicious.


    ‘It would be terrible,’ Strachan said, ‘if any of these explicit drawings found their way to one of those scurrilous reporters. There are some we haven’t shown you. They suggest you have rather specialised tastes when it comes to sex. Of course, we’ll do everything in our power to prevent any of this material getting into the wrong hands.’


    I tried to keep the expression on my face composed. I could feel small muscles twitching and jumping, betraying my internal panic. They both knew that I’d be envisioning the end of my career as scandal crashed over me.


    ‘Relax, Mr Power,’ Radcliff said. ‘We don’t work that way. You just bring out the worst in us. Even when you’re co-operating, you continue to create the impression that you’re being evasive.’


    ‘I have no reason to be evasive, I assure you.’


    ‘Perhaps you might care to explain, upon reflection, those intimate sketches of you.’


    ‘I can say with absolute truth that I did not pose for those sketches, and that I don’t have peculiar habits in the bedroom. The drawings are a product, a disturbing product, of Geraldine’s imagination.’


    ‘Thank you, Mr Power. For the moment, that will be all.’


    ‘You haven’t asked a single question about John Gilbert.’


    Detective Strachan folded his arms.


    ‘You may go, Mr Power. We’ll speak again; you can depend on it.’
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    Despite his reassurance to the contrary, Strachan’s implied threat to attach, in the public arena, my name to Geraldine’s disappearance, troubled me deeply. The death of John Gilbert hovered menacingly in the air as well. Here were two people who, after a brief acquaintance with me, had come to suspect ends. The gutter press would make a meal of that. I thought I’d put my private-inquiry agent days behind me, but now I realised that if I wanted to protect my growing theatrical reputation, I’d have to find Geraldine, and perhaps discover the cause of John Gilbert’s death into the bargain. The police investigation would move with ponderous slowness and, critically, without regard to my best interests. I’d need Brian’s help.


    When I arrived at Mother’s house, she was leaving to spend the night with Peter Gilbert.


    ‘You needn’t look so disapproving, Will.’


    I didn’t challenge her assumption that the look on my face was disapproval. It wasn’t. I was simply hot, and my expression was no doubt tense as a consequence of my recent interrogation.


    ‘Cloris is quite comfortable with my being there, and Peter needs me, and he needs to be close to Cloris. None of this is easy for any of us.’


    ‘I do understand that, Mother. It’s a difficult time for everybody.’


    Mother paused at the front door, turned and asked, ‘How is it difficult for you, Will?’


    When Mother asked questions like this, it was never a good idea to become defensive. Years of dealing with her impertinent, offensive questions had taught me that the best response was to hit her with both barrels. Sometimes, just sometimes, this took her so completely by surprise that she was silenced.


    ‘Geraldine Buchanan has gone missing, and she went missing the morning after I slept with her. John Gilbert was found dead a few days after I’d met him. I am apparently a person of interest to the police in both cases, and if the press get a whiff of it, my career will be over. That is how it is difficult for me, Mother.’


    ‘You had sex with that girl?’


    ‘That’s all you heard in that sentence, Mother? Seriously?’


    ‘Well, it was the only thing that really stood out, darling.’


    ‘I’m sorry, Mother. I’m now too exasperated to continue with this conversation.’


    I turned on my heel and mounted the stairs to my bedroom. Mother had closed the door behind her before I’d reached halfway.


    The bathroom door was closed, and I could hear Brian humming, ‘Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition’. It gave me some satisfaction to mimic the courtesy he failed to show me, and burst in upon him. He was unfazed.


    ‘I’m taking Cloris to the pictures again. She was reluctant, but Peter told her that she needed a distraction. I’m not sure what we should go to see.’


    ‘Something without dead bodies in it.’


    ‘It’s curious, but Cloris doesn’t strike me as being grief-stricken. Now that the initial shock has worn off, she seems …’


    ‘Indifferent?’


    ‘No. Sanguine maybe. Definitely not grief-stricken.’


    ‘You said she didn’t talk to her brother much. Perhaps she didn’t like him.’


    ‘You’re determined to make her a suspect, aren’t you?’


    ‘I’m just reminding you that you do need to keep that option open.’


    He was about to say something, but I spoke over him.


    ‘I have a problem that we need to solve together.’


    Brian sat up in the bath. I raised my hand to prevent him expressing his astonishment verbally.


    ‘I was interviewed by Radcliff and Strachan this afternoon. They’ve got it into their thick heads that I’m involved somehow in Geraldine’s disappearance, and they’re letting me know in a ham-fisted way that it lies within their power to end my career by leaking the scandal to the press. I’m not going to allow that to happen.’


    ‘You have a plan?’


    ‘We’re going to find Geraldine.’


    ‘We?’


    ‘You and I.’


    ‘Work piles up when you become a private-inquiry agent, doesn’t it? We’re going to solve the death of Peter Gilbert’s wife, the murder of his son, and the disappearance of Geraldine Buchanan. And none of these offers any sort of remuneration.’


    I exhaled a deep sigh, and not wishing to reignite the issue of Brian’s employment elsewhere, I said, ‘If you’re serious about setting up as a private-inquiry agent, three successful cases will offer remuneration in terms of reputation. They’ll be the foundation of your career.’


    ‘Oh, please. If you’re asking me to help you find the Buchanan girl, isn’t that tantamount to hiring me — and if you’re hiring me, shouldn’t you be paying me?’


    ‘I’d be happy to pay you, Brian. May I see your references? Your list of satisfied clients?’


    Brian laughed.


    ‘Yes, well, I see your point. Of course I’ll help you, Will.’


    ‘Meet me downstairs in the front room when you’re finished here. We’ll discuss strategy.’


    I noted in passing that Brian’s body hair, recently shaved to lend credibility to his performance as a woman, was beginning to grow back. His turn as a femme had been very impressive. Perhaps this unusual talent might be useful. I didn’t think it wise to mention this before I’d formulated a definite plan. Getting him to play the femme in the concert party performances hadn’t been easy, and I imagined that he’d be in no hurry to revisit the laborious task of full-body depilation.


    While I was waiting for Brian to finish his ablutions, I did a quick run-through of the tenuous leads we might follow. In the matter of John Gilbert’s death, we had no one beyond his father and his sister. This applied equally to the death of Mrs Gilbert. I knew next to nothing of Geraldine’s private life, but at least there were people we could talk to — the members of the company, for a start, and especially Sophie, her understudy. There were the two Americans, her landlady — Mrs Ferrell — and the other woman with whom she shared the boarding house. The police would be trawling these waters, too. Brian and I would need to use unorthodox methods of inquiry.


    When Brian came down, we divvied up the people we needed to speak to. I’d find the Americans, and deal with the cast of Mother Goose. Brian had a better chance with Mrs Ferrell, who wouldn’t be amenable to chatting with me. I’d approach the other girl. The Gilbert cases would be best handled by Brian. He had an in with Cloris, and his relationship with Peter Gilbert was less fractious than my relationship with him.


    ‘Maybe you should think about doing something other than going to a movie with Cloris. There’s not much opportunity to talk during a movie.’


    ‘I could take her dancing. Or is that too intimate and frivolous?’


    ‘Why don’t you suggest going into town to do some people-watching? Discussing how frightful other people are might lead her into comfortable conversation about her family.’


    ‘And while I’m doing that, what will you be doing?’


    ‘I’m going to Camp Pell to see if I can track down Harlen Quist and Anthony Dervian. That might be doomed to failure. On the way I might wander past Geraldine’s place and see if the flat-mate has returned from wherever she went for Christmas. That will be tricky because I don’t want to confront Mrs Ferrell. She’s firmly of the view that I’ve murdered Geraldine and disposed of her body.’


    Brian turned his head on one side and examined me.


    ‘You don’t look murderous to me, Will, but it is extraordinary how in recent months people have been queuing up to accuse you of murder. What is it about you, do you suppose, that makes you such an ideal suspect?’


    ‘You should never underestimate the stupidity of other people, Brian.’
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    It was just after 6.00 p.m. when I reached the boarding house in Fitzgibbon Street. I stood on the opposite side of the road, and tried to look inconspicuous. The twitch of the curtains revealed that I’d failed, and I realised that coming to Geraldine’s house had been a mistake. Mrs Ferrell would report to the police that I’d been hanging around, that I’d returned yet again to the scene of the crime like a dog returns to its vomit. I’d have to curtail this, and the best approach seemed to be to confront her head-on — a risky strategy, but the situation demanded it.


    I crossed the street and knocked on the front door. In retrospect, I ought to have realised that Mrs Ferrell would be unlikely to open the door to a man she suspected of being a murderer. I felt, though, that I simply couldn’t leave without speaking with her. Again in retrospect, my decision to enter the house from the rear, as I’d done previously, was an error of judgement. In my defence, I believed that if I had the chance to speak to Mrs Ferrell I could charm her into revealing all she knew about Geraldine. If she would just talk to me, she would know immediately that I was the last person on earth who’d want to harm Geraldine, or anybody.


    The back door of the house was unlocked. I found this oddly reassuring. If Mrs Ferrell genuinely believed that one of her tenants had been the victim of foul play, surely this door would have been locked and barred? Perhaps I’d been wrong about Mrs Ferrell. Perhaps, in fact, she knew perfectly well that I’d had nothing to do with Geraldine’s disappearance, because she, Mrs Ferrell, knew where Geraldine was. In order to avoid any sense that I was creeping about illicitly, I called out Mrs Ferrell’s name as soon as I entered the house.


    ‘Mrs Ferrell!’


    The name echoed through the building, and as it rang out in the silence, it sounded rather alarming, which wasn’t the effect I was after at all. I moved quickly to the door of the room at the front of the house. The twitching curtains were in this room, so I knew that Mrs Ferrell was lurking within. I knocked, and called her name more gently. There was no reply, and no sound from the other side of the door. I tried the handle, and that was when the shrieking began. High-pitched and terrifyingly shrill, it was the raw expression of hysterical fear. I took my hand off the doorknob, hoping that the keening would stop. A door opened upstairs, and a young woman rushed down. She stopped suddenly at the bottom, and seemed only then to notice me. She began screaming in hideous sympathy with Mrs Ferrell. The sound of two women screaming induces a kind of contagious panic, and I felt my legs going weak. I held up my hands in a defensive gesture.


    ‘Please,’ I said, ‘please stop screaming.’


    I took a step towards her. Her screams rose half an octave. I could see no way out of this. Neither woman was going to be soothed by my voice. The only solution was to retreat. I grabbed at the knob on the front door and pulled. It was locked, which I ought to have remembered, but under such circumstances, details like this tend to get lost. I turned the key, undid the latch, yanked open the door, and fled into Fitzgibbon Street. Several people had come out of their houses in response to the screaming women, and they watched as I hurried away. There was now a chorus of witnesses to attest to my unwanted, uninvited entry into Geraldine’s house.


    Shaken, I headed for Camp Pell. This was a large section of Royal Park that had been converted into an army base. The Americans had been granted a section of it for their troops. It was close to the zoo, and I’d heard more than one soldier say that the deep yawp of the lions at night was disconcerting. On a still night, we could hear them in Princes Hill. When I was a boy, that strange basso profundo often made my dreams go awry.


    I’d never been to Camp Pell. I’d imagined that it was just a great aggregation of tents that anyone might walk among. There were tents all right, and lots of them, but there were many more substantial buildings, too. This was a small town, with a perimeter fence designed to keep soldiers in and civilians out. I found the main entrance, which was busy with soldiers returning from leave and those with evening passes on their way out. No one went in or out without presenting a pass to one of the MPs on the gate. In the gathering gloaming I saw several women — prostitutes, I surmised — standing provocatively opposite the entrance. I was shocked at their brazenness, and surprised that they hadn’t been moved on. Perhaps they didn’t need to be moved on, given the speed with which soldiers attached themselves to even the least appealing of them. They were there, and then they weren’t there. I’d been fortunate to catch them at the beginning of the night shift. I wondered briefly if this might be a way of using Brian in his alter ego.


    I began to hum ‘Lili Marlene’. It was Vera Lynn’s voice I heard in my head, not Marlene Dietrich’s.


    With no idea how to penetrate this vast establishment, I thought it best to leave the negotiating for entry to Brian. He’d be able to use the Intelligence connections he denied having to track down our brave, young marines. I walked back to Mother’s house, girding my loins for the inevitable, awkward visit from Radcliff and Strachan.


    The house was empty. Mother was at Drummond Street, and Brian was out people-watching with Cloris. I’d never felt uneasy about being on my own in Mother’s house. It was a large house, with stairs that ascended to darkness, but even as a child I’d never imagined that anything wild and inhuman lurked in the shadows. Upstairs were bedrooms, Mother’s study, and the bathroom. Perhaps I had a poor imagination. These rooms had always seemed too dull and benign to harbour a golem, goblin, or ghost.


    I made myself a cup of tea and took it to the front room, where I’d wait for the police. I’d have to discipline my disdain if I was to avoid being arrested. I couldn’t countenance losing my position in Mother Goose. I’d never been this close to a real theatrical success before. Surely the fates wouldn’t be so cruel as to snatch it from me. Why had I gone to the bloody Fitzgibbon Street house? It had been the action of a fool. Bound up with this folly was the knowledge that Geraldine had produced pornographic drawings of me. I hadn’t allowed myself to think about this, and now it was profoundly disturbing to me.


    My excoriating self-examination was interrupted by the sudden feeling that I’d left the gas on under the kettle. I went back to the kitchen, and as I passed the staircase I was stopped in my tracks by a stunning sensation that someone else was in the house with me. Was it an odour? Or a subtle shifting among the shadows on the landing? I’d stopped breathing, although I hadn’t noticed until my body jerked in a breath. It was a hot night, but I felt chilled to the bone. There was someone at the top of the stairs, looking down at me, waiting.


    ‘Come into the light,’ I said.


    There was no response. In a show of courage I wasn’t feeling, I put my foot on the bottom step.


    ‘I know you’re there,’ I said. ‘Why are you cowering in the shadows?’


    I sensed, rather than saw, that the figure hesitated, like a diver uncertain about his leap. Having made up its mind, the figure stepped forward and began its descent. I moved off the bottom step, thinking I needed the advantage of the flat floor should this creature leap at me.


    It didn’t leap. It took the steps two at a time, and fell towards me so that I instinctively opened my arms and caught it.


    ‘Oh, Will,’ it said, and with those simple words transformed from a monster into Geraldine.


    ‘Geraldine!’


    ‘Oh, Will. Terrible, terrible, terrible. Help me.’
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    Geraldine sat on my bed — my sad, single, boyhood bed. I was oddly embarrassed by the room’s unmanliness. I’d taken her to my bedroom because I didn’t want either Mother or Brian to come upon us in the front room. She was distressed, and having sat down, it took her a moment to collect herself. She seemed dazed and disoriented, and I recognised her distraction as the effect of some sort of drug. I’d had very little experience of drugs. I’d known an actor or two who used opium and cocaine, but I’d never taken either of these. They turned people either into excited bores or enervated bores. Geraldine looked at me and said, ‘Will?’ with a rising terminal that suggested she was suddenly surprised to see me, despite having fallen into my arms just a few moments before. Her confusion intensified as if she’d used the last of her coherence to find me, and was now surrendering to the full force of whatever drug she’d taken. Her eyes became unfocussed; her head lolled forward, followed by her whole body. I caught her and arranged her on the bed into what I hoped was a comfortable position. She stared blindly at the ceiling.


    ‘Geraldine? Can you hear me?’


    Her eyelids fluttered and closed. She seemed to be breathing regularly. I breathed in rhythm with her to reassure myself that she wasn’t in danger of dying, that her respiration pattern was normal. I shook her gently. There was no response, and it was while I was pondering what to do that the insistent knocking on the front door began. I knew that the man behind the knuckles was either Radcliff or Strachan.


    It was Strachan. I opened the door, and he stepped inside as if he owned the place. He stood with his hands on his hips, glaring at me. I raised my hands in a pacifying gesture.


    ‘I should be home with my wife, Mr Power. You make way too much work for us, and I’d like you to stop.’


    I was about to speak and didn’t see the punch coming. Strachan drew back his arm, and I felt his fist connect with my eye. I lost my balance, and then any sense of where I was.
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    I must have hit my head when I fell to the floor. I can’t have been unconscious for more than a few seconds, a minute at the most, and when I opened my eyes I felt one of them ballooning into what the Americans call a shiner. Thank God The Listener-In photographs had already been taken. I was dazed, and lay where I was for a couple more minutes. Strachan had let himself out, or I assumed he had. He wasn’t there, at any rate. I pushed myself up on my elbows. I’d been knocked unconscious before, and knew that nausea often followed. I sat up, dreading the urge to be sick. It didn’t eventuate, but I remained seated for another minute, waiting for everything to settle. This was how Brian found me when he opened the front door and entered the house.


    ‘Why are you sitting on the floor?’ was his hopelessly banal question.


    ‘I’m not here by choice, Brian. Help me up.’


    I filled Brian in as deftly as I could, admitting the mistake I’d made in returning to Geraldine’s house.


    ‘There are some positive aspects to this assault,’ Brian said.


    ‘You have to be a special kind of optimist to find the positive aspects of physical assault.’


    ‘It’s got nothing to do with optimism, Will.’


    ‘Enlighten me.’


    ‘You said Strachan mentioned his wife, and then he hit you. I’m sure neither he nor Radcliff think you had anything to do with Geraldine’s disappearance or with John Gilbert’s death. He could have arrested you. Instead, he hit you. That looks to me like he’s just pissed off at having to deal with your clumsy interfering. You said yourself that going to Geraldine’s was a mistake.’


    ‘I don’t recall using the phrase “clumsy interfering”.’


    ‘I was extrapolating. The point is, Strachan was venting his anger. You’re not a suspect, just an incredible annoyance.’


    ‘Is this seriously your way of providing me with some kind of reassurance?’


    Brian looked quizzically at me.


    ‘Yes.’


    I found myself suddenly unable to argue with him, largely because the presence of Geraldine Buchanan in my bedroom upstairs crashed into my consciousness.


    ‘Brian,’ I said. ‘Oh my god. Geraldine. She’s upstairs in my bed.’


    ‘On it or in it?’


    I was too flustered to react to this prepositional impertinence.


    ‘Someone has drugged her. She was here in the house when I got back from Parkville. She came down the stairs and collapsed into my arms. She was incoherent. I took her upstairs, and she more or less passed out on my bed. I thought she might be dying, but I think it’s some kind of drug.’


    ‘Why are we down here, Will?’


    Brian hurried up the stairs. I followed, still feeling a bit woozy from my fall. Brian reached the bedroom before me and went in. I was a few steps behind. He stood at the end of my bed, ran his eye over it, and then looked at me. The bed was empty, and showed no evidence that anybody had recently lain on it. The pillows were plumped, and the blanket and sheets were taut and tidy, their hospital corners undisturbed.


    ‘She was here, just a few minutes ago.’


    ‘Drugged and comatose?’


    ‘Yes. This is not a concussion fantasy, Brian. She was here.’


    Brian sniffed the air, trying to detect a perfume.


    ‘I smell bay rum, and Peter’s Hungary Water. Nothing else.’


    ‘She wasn’t wearing perfume. In fact, she smelled rather sweaty.’


    Brian picked up one of the pillows, examined it closely, and pulled from the seam a long, black hair.


    ‘Not, I think, one of yours, Will.’


    I could have kissed him.


    ‘She can’t have gone far,’ he said. ‘She must have left when you were unconscious, which means she must have missed Strachan by seconds. That suggests a cool head, as does this bed. It’s neat, efficient, risky, and daring. What the hell is going on with Miss Geraldine Buchanan?’


    ‘The drugged state was an act, do you think? Why?’


    ‘She could still be in the house,’ Brian said, and rushed from the room. We searched every room, checked the back yard and the front yard. She would have disappeared into Princes Park. It was likely that she took the opportunity to leave when we were in the bedroom. That way, she’d have been in no danger of running into Strachan.


    I told Brian about the pornographic drawings the police had found in Geraldine’s room, and about their thinly veiled threat to release them to the gutter press. Although Brian couldn’t quite disguise his initial surprise that I’d slept with Geraldine, he said he understood now why Strachan felt able to punch me with impunity. He was confident I wouldn’t make a complaint against him.


    ‘He’s got you by the short and curlies, Will, and he’s also got pictures of your short and curlies.’


    ‘They’re only drawings, not forensic photographs. Is there any whisky in the house?’


    ‘Excellent idea. I can tell you about my evening. It’s not as incident-heavy as yours, but I’ve learned a thing or two about John Gilbert that the police don’t know, because Cloris hasn’t told them.’


    Brian poured us generous whiskies from a bottle he produced from his room. With a damp towel pressed to my eye, and with my head throbbing, I let him speak, and didn’t interrupt him for some time.
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    ‘Your idea about people-watching was a good one, Will. Cloris certainly wasn’t in the mood for dancing when I picked her up. In fact, she was rather down and didn’t want to go out at all. She took some persuading. It was Peter who told her she should take the opportunity to get out of the house. She agreed finally, I think because she felt Peter and Mother needed time together. She’s very sensitive about other people’s needs.


    ‘We walked through the cemetery. Cloris wanted to see the place where John was found. I wasn’t sure that this was a good idea, but she insisted. We stood on the spot for a minute or two. I thought she might cry. She didn’t. She kicked the ground and said the word ‘Fool’ under her breath. When we got into town, we walked all the way to St Paul’s and sat under Matthew Flinders. Have you ever noticed that bulge in his trousers? It’s obscene. We watched people streaming across the intersection. It was a depressing, drab parade. We’re not a very attractive people.


    ‘Out of the blue, Cloris said that she knew exactly what the post-mortem would reveal. John Gilbert died of a heroin overdose. Heroin. Can you believe it? Who the hell uses heroin? It used to be in cough medicine, didn’t it? Where would you get heroin in Melbourne? Well, it seems John knew where to get it, and Cloris reckons he was selling it, too. He wasn’t the squeaky-clean figure he appeared to be, which makes his outrage over Peter’s and Mother’s relationship hollow and ridiculous. Unless it was synthetic, of course, shoring up his image. I was shocked, Will. I really was. Heroin. When Peter gets the autopsy results, he’s going to be appalled. His son was a drug addict. Cloris is sure he didn’t know this.


    ‘The only reason she knew is that she caught him in the bathroom sticking a syringe in his arm. He was confused at first, but as the drug took hold he seemed unfussed. He actually smiled and said, “Dad would be so disappointed, wouldn’t he? He should light a candle to St Monica, and see if that helps.” I had no idea what this meant. Cloris explained that Catholics have a sort of registry of saints, each of whom has a portfolio of duties. There’s a saint for everything. There’s even a saint who’ll help you find lost keys. St Zita. I remembered that because I’m always losing my keys, and now I know who’ll find them for me. St Monica, however, is the patron saint of parents who have disappointing children. Seriously. You couldn’t make that up. Clearly, John saw himself as a great disappointment to his father. Cloris is convinced that either he took his own life, or that his death was the inevitable, accidental consequence of his addiction.’


    While Brian was talking, my thoughts were tumbling chaotically. Drugs. Heroin. Geraldine. John Gilbert.


    ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Wait, Brian. This is a lot to take in.’


    ‘I know. I’m still marshalling the information myself.’


    ‘There wasn’t any drug paraphernalia found with John Gilbert’s body, as far as we know. If he died of an accidental or a deliberate overdose, there’d have been a syringe or something. Can you drink heroin?’


    ‘I don’t know. So you think that he died somewhere else, and that someone moved his body?’


    ‘And as these things go, it was respectfully done. The body wasn’t interfered with in any way. It seemed to have been laid out in quite a composed, dignified way. I know you’re not going to like this, Brian, but is it possible that he died at home and …?’


    ‘And what? You think Cloris or Peter, or Cloris and Peter, moved him to the cemetery? To avoid a scandal? You can’t be serious. It was Christmas Day — Christmas fucking Day! You think they found him dead, and dumped his body, and then popped round to Mother’s house for lunch?’


    ‘When you say it out loud, I agree it sounds unlikely, but with every hour that passes, certainties of any kind are becoming scarce. Geraldine was here, drugged, and now she’s vanished. The police feel at liberty to assault me. I feel as though I’m in some sort of drugged, fugue state. How am I going to explain this black eye to the Mother Goose cast? I’ve got fans coming to the stage door. I’m supposed to look reasonably like the photograph on the cover of The Listener-In, not like someone who’s been beaten up in a drunken brawl. God, Strachan is such an arsehole. He knew exactly what he was doing. He knew how embarrassing this would be for me.’


    Brian grabbed me by my shirtfront, which startled me. He grabbed me so fiercely that he pulled off a button.


    ‘Are you out of your mind?’ he said. ‘Your black eye really isn’t the main feature of this situation. John Gilbert died of a heroin overdose. Perhaps you could focus on that?’


    I felt chastened. Brian was right, of course. Still, he hadn’t just been slugged in the eye by an angry and arrogant copper. I thought it was fair enough that such a blow might knock one briefly off course, as it were.


    ‘All right,’ I said. ‘What else did Cloris say?’


    ‘She said she wants to have her mother’s body exhumed.’


    ‘Good lord. That’s extreme. She suspects her father of poisoning her mother? Just as her brother did?’


    ‘She didn’t say that. She just said she wanted an exhumation, and then she seemed to think she’d said too much. She refused to say any more, and she begged me not to tell anyone what she’d said. She backtracked and said that she wasn’t really serious, that it was just a passing thought and that she didn’t really mean it.’


    ‘Could they tell anything after this long? How long has Mrs Gilbert been dead?’


    ‘Is it six months or so? I think they could determine whether she’d been poisoned or not, but Cloris would have to argue her case very strongly, and, well, that would mean putting someone in the family under suspicion. That’d be awkward, what with the wedding and everything.’


    ‘Is she frightened of her father, do you think?’


    ‘Not in the least. I don’t believe she suspects him at all.’


    ‘So she thinks John poisoned his mother? Why would he do that?’


    ‘I’m stitching this together out of the flimsiest of threads, Will. Just gossamer wisps of information. I’m drawing conclusions from a muscle twitch in Cloris’s face. I don’t think she believes John poisoned his mother. She said Mrs Gilbert’s last weeks were terrible, but there was a strange point where her pain seemed to diminish suddenly, and she was strangely calm. Overnight she went from crying out in agony, to a peaceful acceptance that she was dying, and her pain seemed to almost vanish. Mrs Gilbert attributed it to the intervention of the Blessed Virgin Mary, to whom she’d been praying relentlessly. Cloris suspects it was John’s intervention, that he was dosing her secretly with heroin, and that he overdosed her either deliberately or accidentally. Either way, he killed her, and he couldn’t live with himself afterwards, and his own heroin use increased, until it killed him.’


    The front door opened at this point, and Mother interrupted our conversation. She saw my eye, and made a remark about the dangers of trawling Princes Park for assignations. I ignored it, because to do anything else would have been to provide her with the perverse pleasure she derived from making insinuations about my sex life, and other people’s. Also, the truth would have pleased her almost as much.


    ‘Cloris and Peter needed an evening to themselves,’ she said. ‘I’m relieved, frankly. The Catholic paraphernalia in that house gives me the creeps. Why would anyone want to look at a naked man nailed to a cross while one is having dinner? There’s a crucifix on the wall in the dining room. It puts me off my food.’


    Mother went upstairs to bed. Brian and I decided that there was little we could do unless we discovered the names of some of John Gilbert’s contacts. Cloris had said that he never mentioned anyone and that his social life was a mystery to her — he never told her where he was going, or who he was going to see, and he’d never brought any of his friends to the house. The police had been through his bedroom, but still, I thought, if Brian could get a look in there, he might find something they’d missed, something they’d ignored as irrelevant but the significance of which Cloris might recognise. That was Brian’s next task. I, meanwhile, would discreetly question the women who shared Geraldine’s dressing room, and I’d question her understudy. If Geraldine used drugs, which I doubted, someone must know.


    Lying on my bed, I could smell Geraldine’s hair, or the soap she used to wash it with, on my pillow. It struck me forcefully that the place she would return to in her distressed state was her room in Fitzgibbon Street. Could I bring myself to cross the park and attempt to gain entry one more time? The prospect was a depressing one, but she’d asked me for help, and I couldn’t in good conscience ignore her desperate plea — and it had been desperate. There’d been something terrible in her voice, something that suggested she was in great danger. I didn’t have a choice. It was ludicrously risky; so risky, in fact, that I felt unequal to doing it alone. I knocked on Brian’s bedroom door, and when he called, ‘Come in,’ I discovered him naked, touching his toes, facing away from the door.


    ‘Most people would have said, “Just a minute please.”’


    ‘But I knew it was only you.’


    ‘I need you to get dressed, and come with me to Geraldine’s house. She’d have gone there after leaving here. Where else would she go?’


    Brian straightened up and looked sceptical.


    ‘Geraldine’s house? Again? That can’t be wise.’


    ‘It wouldn’t be if I returned alone. But with two of us, we might get somewhere.’


    ‘Or it might be twice as unwise.’


    ‘She was in a drugged state, Brian. She can’t have been thinking clearly. All her instincts would direct her to the safety of her room. She’ll be there, and I need to talk to her.’


    “I suppose that makes a kind of sense.’


    ‘There’s no moon. It’s as black as pitch outside. No one will see us.’


    Brian dressed quickly and took a torch from a drawer. In a few minutes, we were negotiating the dark paths of Princes Park, and sticking to them. Tumbling into an air-raid trench and breaking a leg wasn’t part of my plan. It took just over fifteen minutes to reach Fitzgibbon Street. It was a street that still took the blackout seriously. The local air-raid warden would have been well pleased — not so much as a chink of light escaped from any of the houses. We stood opposite Geraldine’s house, and stared through the darkness at its outlines. Further down the street, someone lit a cigarette at a front gate. The match flared with brightness, magnified by the absence of light. A husband banned from smoking indoors? A soldier waiting for his girl to come out of the house? It was a man. The brief glow revealed that much, but he was too far away for us to determine anything else.


    ‘What if he’s watching the house?’ Brian said.


    ‘Then he’s a nong for lighting up. Besides, he’s too far away to be able to see anything happening at Geraldine’s house.’


    ‘So what do we do now?’


    ‘The back door is always unlocked. I think the lock must be broken. If you go down the side of the house, you can get to the back door without being seen.’


    ‘I’m sorry?’


    ‘I want you to go inside, Brian. Why do you think you’re here? I’ve already done this twice. If I do it again and get caught, the police will lock me up — and I don’t have an understudy.’


    The end of the cigarette in the distance glowed as the smoker took a drag.


    ‘I’ll go round the back,’ Brian said, ‘just to check the place out, but I’m not sure I want to go inside. I mean, if Geraldine is there, what do I say to her?’


    ‘You have to go inside, Brian. Obviously, if there’s anyone in the kitchen, or wandering about in the back yard, you won’t make yourself known. Mrs Ferrell is a hair-trigger hysteric, and so is the other boarder. Geraldine’s bedroom is at the top of the stairs, next to the bathroom.’


    ‘What if she starts screaming?’


    ‘She’s not the type. Besides, she’s met you. You’re not a stranger. If she’s there, and conscious, tell her I’m out here and ready to help her. Tell her she’s welcome to stay at Mother’s house. She’d be safe there.’


    ‘Well, not safe from Mother.’


    ‘Will you please stop talking, and find Geraldine?’


    Brian crossed Fitzgibbon Street. As far as I could tell, there was no twitch of the curtain. I saw Brian disappear down the side of the house. I was squinting into the darkness and noticed peripherally that the red glow of the cigarette had moved a couple of houses closer. The smoker took a deep drag and flicked the butt into the road, where it sparked as it hit the asphalt before going out. I smelt him, which was when I realised that he’d moved swiftly towards me — so swiftly that the blow to my stomach bent me double before I could see who my assailant was. I saw his shoes, and felt the blow to the back of my head. Before I lost consciousness, my last thought was, Why do people keep hitting me?
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    When I woke, I was sitting, propped considerately against the fence of the house opposite Geraldine’s house. I was nauseated, and crawled on all fours the couple of feet it took to get to the nature strip, where I was sick. My head was pounding, and I could feel that my hair was sticky with blood. I tried to stand up, but the vertigo made me very queasy, so I sat back down. I had no idea how much time had passed. Who was the smoker? He couldn’t possibly have recognised me from where he’d been standing initially, or even from a single house away. Was it random? I felt for my wallet. It was still there. I checked its contents. There’d been £5 in it, and that was still there, along with my identification papers. So it wasn’t robbery. And if it wasn’t robbery, then it was personal, and if it was personal, it had something to do with Geraldine.


    I was suddenly struck with anxiety about Brian. What had I sent him into? I took a deep breath and got to my feet. I was uncertain, and my first few steps were tentative. I crossed the road, and leaned against the gatepost of Geraldine’s residence. Despite the throbbing in my head, I strained to hear any sound from within the building. Nothing. Although, was that the sound of furniture falling over? And breaking glass? I moved as quickly as I could up the front steps to the veranda, and tried the front door. To my utter astonishment, it opened, and I stepped into the hallway. The smell of bad cooking and inefficient drains hit me. There were no lights on anywhere in the house. I knew that this was probably the worst place in the world for me to be. What choice did I have, though? Brian may well have been in danger. I was trembling. I’d like to put it down to my body’s reaction to being assaulted, but it was certainly at least partly the result of fear.


    As I stood there in that dark, malodorous hallway, I thought how ghastly it was. How could Geraldine live here? I’d thought it stale, tired, and unpleasant when I’d first come here with her. Now all its shadows sheltered unknown horrors. The rational part of me knew that my imagination was breaking free of its sensible moorings, but I couldn’t rein it in, and when a figure emerged from the kitchen, I gasped and fell back against the front door, slamming it shut with a thunderous, nerve-shattering bang.


    ‘For fuck’s sake, Will! Why don’t you let off fireworks to alert the whole of Parkville that we’re breaking into someone’s house?’


    I almost fainted with relief. Fortunately, Brian’s obvious annoyance prevented me from giving him a hug — something I’d never done before.


    ‘Brian.’ I couldn’t immediately think of anything to add to this.


    ‘If there’d been anybody here, we’d now be in serious trouble,’ he said. ‘We need to leave here. Now.’


    Feeling slightly disoriented, and in a state of shock, I allowed Brian to usher me out the front door, into Fitzgibbon Street, and from there to nearby Royal Parade. I thought I was going to be sick again, and I asked Brian to stop for a moment before we crossed into Princes Park. I sat in the gutter, which surprised him, and when I leant forward and put my head in my hands, he noticed that my shirt collar was bloodied.


    ‘You’re bleeding. Why?’


    ‘The smoker whacked me not long after you’d gone inside. And before you ask, the only part of him I saw were his shoes. He may have been a soldier.’


    ‘Did he smell of sweaty wool, or cologne?’


    ‘He smelt of cigarette, although when I think about it, maybe there was something sweetly scented behind it. I saw the bottom of his trousers. They were neatly pressed. Yes. There was a sharp crease. He was an American soldier.’


    ‘Do you know any American soldiers who’d want to hit you over the head? One of those soldiers who came to lunch went to see you in Mother Goose. Was it a delayed, critical response to your acting?’


    ‘That isn’t the least bit amusing, Brian. I may have concussion. He could have killed me.’


    ‘He was there before us. He must have been watching the house.’


    ‘The house. Geraldine.’ My mind was working sluggishly. ‘What did you find in the house?’


    ‘The only thing I found was you. There was nobody there, and all the doors were locked — except the bathroom, and there wasn’t a body in the bath. I’m assuming there was no one home. There were no lights on, and the house was silent. Why would they be sitting in their rooms in the pitch dark?’


    ‘The front door was unlocked.’


    ‘Carelessness? You should report your assault to the police.’


    ‘Oh, yes, that’d look good. Strachan would love to hear that I’d gone back to Geraldine’s house, even after he’d slugged me.’


    ‘Good point. We’ll add it to the list of things we need to solve. We’re just getting busier and busier.’


    ‘I want to go home to bed, Brian. None of this makes any sense, and my head hurts, and my eye hurts.’


    ‘Well, all right, but just so long as you know that it won’t be all right in the morning.’
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    Brian was correct, of course. It wasn’t all right in the morning. My eye was badly, embarrassingly bruised, and my head both ached and stung at the place where the blow had broken the skin. Both Brian and Mother had gone out by the time I came downstairs. I was glad. I didn’t want to talk to anybody. I made myself a cup of black tea. I’d trained myself to drink it without milk or sugar, as these items had become expensive and scarce, and they were commandeered by Mother for the purpose of baking cakes for soldiers in distant lands. I’m not sure how thrilled I’d be to open a care package to discover a piece of Mother’s flavourless fruitcake. Mother was an excellent cook, but an indifferent baker. The precision required brought out the anarchist in her, and anarchy is the enemy of a fluffy sponge, or a moist fruitcake.


    Geraldine’s house had, in my mind, assumed an importance beyond being the place where she lived and from which she’d disappeared. That smoking watcher confirmed this. He was an American soldier. The more I thought about it, the more certain of this I was. Might he have been either Anthony Dervian or Harlen Quist? These were the only American soldiers I knew, but I couldn’t see how the attack on me could possibly have been personal. After all, it would have been impossible to identify me from where he’d been standing, and his approach had been so swift that the decision to strike me had been made without regard to identity. He’d seen someone outside Geraldine’s house, and for him, that was sufficient motive to attack. Why? It occurred to me suddenly, as I gingerly pressed against the discoloured skin below my eye, that the assumption that Geraldine was the cause of these disturbances might be an incorrect one. What if it had nothing to do with her at all, but was rather the result of activities engaged in by either Geraldine’s hysterical, fellow boarder or by her equally hysterical landlady — or, indeed, by both of them in concert? We needed to investigate both these women.


    As I walked into town, I prepared a story to cover my black eye. I concocted an unimaginative walking-into-a door-in-the-middle-of-the-night scenario. I thought, too, about Mrs Ferrell, the landlady. I’d never seen her. Geraldine had called her a termagant, but had said little else about her. It was difficult to construct any sort of criminal profile with nothing to go on beyond screams issuing from behind a closed door.


    After the performance, which went well (and the audience was now noticeably female-heavy), Percy Wavel called all the cast onstage and gave us the bad news that we’d be expected to do a night-time performance on New Year’s Eve — at Puckapunyal, of all places. I was fortunate in not being attached to the Tivoli shows. Many of the Mother Goose cast were exhausted by the number of performances they’d been required to give. Sunday, for example, ought to have been a day off, because theatres were closed. But Mr Wallace Parnell, the manager of the Tivoli, expected his players to entertain audiences six nights a week on the stage, and on Sunday nights to perform on radio. It was an exhausting regime. I was gaining a new respect for even my least favourite Tivoli comedians and singers. The Dunstan Sisters were spared the Sunday-night radio spot. They were exclusively a visual horror.


    So we were to lose New Year’s Eve as a holiday. At least I knew that I wouldn’t need to go looking for Geraldine when we were at Puckapunyal. There were mutterings of discontent before the cast had to hurry off to the Tiv for the evening show. I was obliged to attend the stage door and sign autographs, and somehow my black eye excited admiration rather than disdain. I assured the fans that I’d come by it honestly while helping a fellow actor rehearse a fight scene. They cooed in sympathy.


    I was sufficiently concerned about my stubborn headache to visit the family doctor in his rooms in Carlton. It was late when I arrived there, and the surgery was closed. However, Dr Spittler had been treating our family since I was a baby — I believe it was he who performed my circumcision, at the cost of three shillings (my mother kept the receipt; I have no idea why) — and he was very attached to Mother. He was a bachelor, and lived in the house above his rooms. I wasn’t especially fond of Dr Spittler. The last time I’d called on his services, it had been for him to remove the cast from my broken arm after I’d returned from Maryborough, in Queensland. His sage, medical advice on that occasion had been that I should try to avoid falling over. He’d also reminded me, pointedly, that Mother had almost died having me, and that this imposed an obligation on me not to be a disappointment to her. Perhaps the Catholics were onto something with that St Monica nonsense.


    Dr Spittler took me upstairs to his living room. He employed a woman who ‘did’ every day, so the house was neat and spotless. As always when I looked at Dr Spittler, I had trouble imagining him as a young man. He had the sort of face that looked as if it had been fixed as an old one from a young age. The room smelled oppressively of cigarette smoke, and Dr Spittler practically lit one cigarette from another. His fingers, which probed both my black eye and the wound on the back of my head, were tanned with tar. He’d been a doctor for so long that he’d exhausted curiosity about his patients long ago, and he didn’t ask how I came to have such injuries. I volunteered what was essentially the truth — that I’d been punched in the eye at one point in the evening, and hit with a blunt instrument later that same evening.


    ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Well, I don’t think you’re concussed. Perhaps you twisted your neck when you fell. Why don’t you take up smoking? That might help.’


    I paid him, and went home to Mother’s house.
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    Chapter Six


    TURNS FOR THE WORSE


    I SLEPT FITFULLY. I ought to have reported Geraldine’s appearance to the police. Her immediate disappearance, however, put me in an awkward spot. I felt a terrible dread that she would be found dead somewhere, and when this thought insinuated itself into my mind, it arrived with the ungracious suspicion that Geraldine may have taken something from my bedroom — an object which, if found on her body, would incriminate me. Those drawings were the source of this unbidden suspicion. I got out of bed, switched on the light, and searched my room. Was there anything missing? I had few belongings. As a travelling actor, I’d shed rather than accumulated things. There were a few photographs, but they all seemed to be there, although I couldn’t be sure. It had been a while since I’d looked through them.


    I had one small, talismanic object from my childhood, tucked away under my socks, in a drawer. Its intrinsic value was close enough to nothing, and no one but I knew its value to me. It was a small, white, ceramic bird, no bigger than a glass marble. It was a piece of clay, worked quickly with thumb and fingers, pushed into a plump, generalised bird shape, with a beak and wings delineated with a thumbnail. Painted, glazed, and fired, it was a simple, perfect object. I can’t remember how I came by it. It had appeared at some stage in my childhood, and I loved the way it sat in the palm of my hand. This small bird was the most private part of me. When I travelled, I never took it with me. I didn’t consider it a lucky object. It was more powerful than that. I always buried it, wrapped in a small square of cloth, in Mother’s back yard, and exhumed it when I returned home. I can’t explain why I did this, or why I’d invested so much meaning into this small orb of fired earth. It was there, under the socks. Even if Geraldine had been looking for something to take, there was nothing about my bird that would attach it to me. I don’t believe any other person even knew of its existence. I picked it up, closed my fingers over it, and felt calm — well, calmer.


    As soon as I’d put it back in a corner of the drawer, the dread about Geraldine’s corpse returned. It wasn’t, however, Geraldine’s corpse that turned up in the morning. It was an altogether more unexpected body.
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    Cloris arrived at Mother’s house early. It was Wednesday 30 December. I don’t usually remember dates. I’m hopeless with birthdays, but Wednesday 30 December, 1942 is seared into my memory like an ugly, psychic brand. In the world beyond the one I inhabited, this is what was happening. The Russians were having some success in pushing the Germans back from Stalingrad; the Japanese thrust near Buna had been halted; and the eighth army was just 190 miles from Tripoli.


    I’d had more than a glimpse in the Northern Territory of the hardships endured by soldiers, so newspaper headlines struck me forcefully, and I always imagined the individual suffering disguised by a bland banner such as ‘New Trap Closing Round Enemy’. This actually came down to poor bastards freezing and starving to death. I tried to keep the war at a distance, and I tried to limit its effect on me to the minor inconveniences of rationing and shortages. However, I’d endured the suffocating, enervating heat of Gulnare Bluff; its humidity was sufficient to drown in, and its great clouds of mosquitoes harried remorselessly. The young men, placed there secretly, their clothes falling off them with mould and rot, suffered with no hope of recognition or even of relief. I knew that war meant more than powdered egg, ersatz coffee, and female tram conductors.


    I did not, I hope, take my job as an actor for granted. That day’s paper, which I’d glanced through before Cloris’s arrival, reminded me that there were other, more difficult ways of negotiating civilian life than the path I’d chosen. In Ballarat, two conscientious objectors had been jailed for six weeks for refusing to take the oath of service in the Citizen Forces. One of these men, a gardener, offered as his defence that he had to ‘obey God or lose my salvation. Anybody who disobeys God is eternally damned.’ The other, a driver, and the father of four children, offered the court as an explanation for his flouting the law that, ‘Once you have definitely experienced salvation you cannot do otherwise than obey God. You have your duty, sir, the same as I have to the law of God. I feel very sorry for you.’


    These were men of courage, I suppose, although I had no sympathy for their God bothering. They’d be dull dinner guests; humourless, dim-witted, and self-righteous. Martyrs are tedious people. This thought had just formed when there was a knock on the front door. I answered it because Brian hadn’t yet come down, and Mother was back at Drummond Street. The morning sky was heavy with cloud cover, and quite cool. Cloris wasn’t crying, but her face was set in a way that suggested it wouldn’t take much to release tears.


    ‘I’m sorry it’s so early,’ she said.


    ‘Not at all. I’ll rustle up Brian for you.’


    ‘No, Will. It’s not Brian I’ve come to see. It’s you.’


    ‘Really?’ I hadn’t meant to sound so surprised.


    ‘May I come in?’


    ‘Heavens. My manners. Please.’


    I took Cloris into the front room. The blackouts were still up. I took them down and offered Cloris a cup of tea, which she refused. She immediately put me in a difficult position by asking if Brian had spoken to me about her brother. As she’d specifically asked him to keep their conversation private, I decided the best policy was to lie. The truth is only sometimes the best option.


    ‘No,’ I said, and managed to sound puzzled, as though I couldn’t imagine what Cloris might be talking about. She accepted the lie with satisfying ease, and took a deep breath.


    ‘I’m just going to jump right in, Will. My brother was a drug addict. No one knew this, except me. Dad had no idea. I don’t know anything about drugs, but I know that the drug he was addicted to was heroin.’


    ‘I see.’


    ‘No, Will, you don’t see. Drug addicts need to get their drugs from somewhere, and I think I know where John was getting his.’


    She reached into her purse and withdrew a folded piece of paper. I recognised it at once as a playbill for the Tivoli Theatre. Cloris passed it to me. On the reverse side there was a quick sketch. It was of John Gilbert. The artist had skilfully delineated his features, and I recognised immediately Geraldine’s very particular style. Even if I hadn’t, she’d thoughtfully signed it, ‘Gerald. With all my love.’


    ‘John’s never been interested in the theatre, Will, and he’s certainly never shown any interest in the Tivoli. Until recently, that is. Maybe it’s a coincidence, but until six months ago he hardly ever went out at night. Then he started missing dinner and coming home late. It didn’t bother me, or even interest me, really. I had little in common with John. We didn’t talk to each other much. There wasn’t any antipathy between us; I think we just had nothing to say. I did John’s washing, because Mum was ill, and there were stains on his cuffs and collars that were oily and hard to shift. It was greasepaint, so I knew he was seeing someone at the theatre. I caught him once, injecting something into his arm. I told Brian this. There were things I didn’t tell him, but which I need to tell you, because I want the people who turned my brother into a drug addict to be brought to justice.’


    There was the sound of a toilet flushing upstairs. Cloris looked nervously to the door.


    ‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘Brian has a routine. He won’t be down for a few minutes. Why do you think John was being supplied drugs by someone at the Tivoli?’


    ‘Of course, I don’t know for sure,’ she said. She looked again nervously at the door. ‘All I know is that his behaviour and routines changed at the same time as make-up starting appearing on his clothes. After I’d caught him with the syringe, he became quite frank with me about his habit. He didn’t call it a habit, for a start. He called it regular use, and said it helped him manage things. He didn’t elaborate on exactly what “things” he was managing.


    ‘He wasn’t in the least defensive about taking the drug. On the contrary, he offered to give me some heroin. You can drink it. You don’t have to inject it. As I said, we didn’t talk much, but he was talkative on the subject of heroin, which he didn’t think ought to be illegal in the first place. That was the fault of the League of Nations, apparently. Oh, he railed at length about that. The League decided which drugs to regulate, not for any moral reason, but to protect the profits of big companies. That just played into the hands of criminals, of course, who took over the distribution of some drugs and turned people who used them into criminals as well. I didn’t follow his argument closely. He was quite animated about it. All I knew was that he was acting differently from the way he usually did. Then I found that sketch.’ She paused. ‘And there was another page of sketches as well.’


    She reached again into her purse, and even before she handed the square of paper to me, I knew what it would contain. I wasn’t disappointed. There were three, small drawings, each of them of a naked, reclining, male figure. The face wasn’t recognisably John Gilbert’s, and perhaps only an intimate of his could attest to the accuracy of the rest of him. They weren’t pornographic, but they erred on the side of the louche rather than the academic. As with the portrait sketch, there was a dedication. This one left no doubt as to the sitter. ‘To John G. With love, Gerald.’ Cloris waited a moment for me to take this in.


    ‘One of the things about my brother that I didn’t know was that he was queer. Who is Gerald?’


    ‘Perhaps it will be some consolation to know that Gerald is a woman.’


    ‘A woman?’


    ‘Yes. Her name is Geraldine. Her friends call her Gerald.’


    ‘There are more of these drawings. Only this page was fit to show anyone. So you know this person?’


    ‘From the style of the drawing, particularly the well-handled foreshortening, I’m fairly certain that the artist is a woman in the Mother Goose company named Geraldine Buchanan.’


    ‘I want to meet her.’


    ‘There’s rather a queue of people wanting to meet her. She’s disappeared.’


    ‘Oh my. How dreadful. Oh, she was the girl who was going to come to Christmas lunch, but who didn’t arrive. She was your friend, your …’


    ‘Not my girlfriend, Cloris.’


    Cloris looked again at the sketches, and her face lost some of its colour.


    ‘I’m so sorry, Will. I feel embarrassed to have shown these to you. I didn’t make the connection. You must think me utterly gauche.’


    As if summoned by the word ‘gauche’, Brian came into the room, and did a small double-take at the sight of Cloris. He hurriedly did up the buttons of his shirt. Cloris gathered the two pages of drawings in a frantic movement that drew attention to them as being of importance. Brian discreetly acted as if he hadn’t noticed her rush to fold and stuff them into her purse.


    ‘How lovely to see you,’ he said, as he fastened his top button and tucked his shirt into his trousers. ‘I wasn’t expecting you. I try to be fully dressed for visitors, as a general rule.’


    ‘I was passing by,’ Cloris said, lamely, ‘and I thought I’d pop in.’


    Brian eased her discomfort by accepting the explanation as being perfectly reasonable and not requiring further interrogation.


    ‘A cup of tea?’ he asked.


    With noticeable relief, Cloris agreed that this would be lovely, and Brian retreated to the kitchen to prepare a pot.


    ‘He’s a very nice man, your brother,’ Cloris said, and I tried not to hear in this a distinction she was making between us.


    ‘Is there a lot of drug use among theatre people?’


    I felt oddly goaded by this question, as though Cloris was casting an aspersion upon my profession that was unjustified and personally offensive.


    ‘I hope you won’t take this the wrong way, Cloris, but we haven’t established yet which way the traffic went.’


    ‘What do you mean?’ Her voice acquired a sudden, hard edge.


    ‘Well, I’m not sure it’s safe to assume that Geraldine was bringing heroin to John, rather than the other way around.’


    She took this rather better than that hardness in her voice had led me to think she would.


    ‘Yes, I see. But from where would John get a supply of heroin to sell to other people?’


    ‘The same question could be applied to Geraldine.’


    ‘Of course. I was assuming when I was thinking about this that Geraldine was Gerald. Now that I know she’s a woman, that does rather change things.’


    I didn’t know whether this level of naïveté was charming, frustrating, disingenuous, or just plain phoney — phoney being one of those rare Americanisms that I’d become fond of, and which I’d taken to using in everyday speech.


    ‘But you haven’t answered my question, Will. Do theatre people use drugs?’


    I wanted her to stop using the expression ‘theatre people’ as though it was interchangeable with ‘circus people’ or ‘socially unacceptable people’.


    ‘I wouldn’t think actors and actresses use drugs any more frequently than, say, the sons of lawyers.’


    I regretted saying this almost before it had left my lips, and its effect on Cloris was to offend her into monosyllables.


    ‘I see,’ she said, with ominous calm.


    I apologised immediately, but the damage had been done, and although she nodded, she made no further comment. This resulted in an awkward thirty seconds of silence before Brian came in bearing a tray with the tea things on it. Cloris gave no indication in the ensuing half-hour that anything untoward had passed between us. I tried to demonstrate that I was an ally, not an enemy, by being witty and by laughing easily at anything she said that was even vaguely humorous — not that there was much of this, and Brian didn’t help in keeping the conversation light by asking when John’s body would be released to the family so that a funeral could be held. Cloris said that she wasn’t sure, and that she and Peter hadn’t yet discussed what form John’s funeral would take. If the coroner ruled his death as a suicide, a Catholic burial would be impossible. Not that John would have opted for a Catholic burial if he’d been making the choice himself. Peter Gilbert, however, was conscious of his family’s position, and a service at St Patrick’s cathedral, where his wife had been sent off, would have been his automatic preference. This, despite his adultery, and his living in sin. The flexibility of the Catholic mind on such matters always astonished me.


    Cloris said that she needed to get back to Drummond Street, and, perhaps to disguise the strangeness of the early-morning visit, she asked Brian if he might walk her home. He agreed, and when he looked at me he drew his eyebrows together fleetingly to signal puzzlement. I opened my eyes more widely, just for a moment, to let him know that I was ahead of him. Cloris noticed neither movement.


    There were still several hours free before I needed to leave for the theatre. I had the house to myself, but its enclosed spaces seemed too restrictive to allow me to think clearly about what Cloris had told and shown me. I left the house, and crossed into Princes Park. It was too early for there to be any organised activities on the oval — recently, American servicemen had staged baseball games there — and there was no one about.


    I sat on a bench and tried to consider coolly the appalling and stomach-churning information that Geraldine Buchanan had had sexual relations with both John Gilbert and me. To say that I experienced a curdling of my feelings for Geraldine is an understatement. The thought that both John Gilbert and I had heard the same endearments, and touched the same skin, made my own skin crawl. I felt foolish, easily duped, and humiliatingly naïve. I couldn’t believe that Geraldine had been peddling drugs to John Gilbert. If she had been, surely she’d have tried to do the same with me. There hadn’t been the faintest hint of such a proposition.


    There was a way to find out, and it was my responsibility to do so. This was something I couldn’t deputise to Brian. I’d have to interrogate members of the Mother Goose company, and as I didn’t know them well, this promised to be fraught. How do you approach people with whom you are expected to work closely, and on whom you depend for cues and feeds, and ask firstly if they use heroin, and secondly, who supplies them with the drug? It wasn’t as though it was opium, though. Still, it was a personal question, and a little more personal than asking what brand of soap a person used. I’d detected no hint of drug use among the cast, but I wasn’t certain what heroin use looked like. I’d seen the effect of cocaine, and I was fairly certain that if cocaine was being used, it was discreet and very much after hours. I’d know if a person went on stage in a coked-up state.


    Pondering what approach I’d take had the advantage of taking my mind off Geraldine’s sexually indiscriminate choices. I was so immersed in my thoughts that when the subject of them sat beside me, it took a moment to register her presence. When I say ‘her’ presence, I mean that it took a moment to register the presence of a person sitting beside me. She sat at the far end of the bench, and made no sound. When I noticed a shape in my peripheral vision, I turned to see who it was, and had the peculiar reaction of being unsurprised, as if we’d simply made an appointment, and now here we were. She was staring across the oval, waiting for me to speak. With so many questions needing to be asked, I chose a truly ridiculous one.


    ‘Will you be coming to the theatre this afternoon? Sophie really is a dreadful actress.’


    Geraldine didn’t move her head when she said, ‘No, Will. I won’t be coming back to Mother Goose. I wouldn’t be welcome, and things have gone too far anyway for that to be possible.’


    ‘Too far?’


    She turned to look at me then, and I could tell that she’d noted my black eye.


    ‘Yes, Will. Too far.’


    ‘Are you referring to John Gilbert?’


    ‘That name is not familiar to me.’


    I experienced a sudden spike of anger.


    ‘Oh, you know him all right. I’ve seen your sketches of him.’


    ‘Stage-door Johnnies never give their real name, Will — not if they want to protect their respectable, private lives. An awful lot of them have wives.’


    ‘John Gilbert didn’t have a wife. What he did have was a drug habit, and now he’s dead.’


    Her face didn’t change.


    ‘It always ends that way, doesn’t it?’ she said, with shocking blandness.


    ‘Does it, Geraldine? I wouldn’t know.’


    The conversation wasn’t going in any useful direction. I was aware that I was allowing my feelings to derail it, and that I needed to follow the advice I’d given Brian about questioning Cloris. I’d told him that he needed to remember at all times, regardless of his feelings, that she was a suspect. Geraldine was now unequivocally a suspect.


    ‘Will you help me, Will?’


    The question was weirdly mechanical. Whatever desperation was behind it had perhaps been dulled by a drug, or by repetition to God knew how many other lovers. Before answering the question, I said, ‘You were at my mother’s house last night.’


    ‘Was I?’ she said.


    This was a mistake. I knew now that this was an act. I didn’t know much about drugs in general, or heroin in particular, but I knew that Geraldine was sufficiently compos mentis last night to know precisely where she was.


    ‘You’re lying to me,’ I said. ‘This drug-induced amnesia is a lie, and so is this staring into space, and talking like an automaton. Stop it. If you need my help, if you really need my help, stop treating me like a fucking moron.’


    Geraldine began laughing.


    ‘Oh, Will. I’m so sorry. I’ve played this all wrong, haven’t I?’


    Her face was suddenly as mobile as it had been when I’d introduced myself to her in her dressing room.


    ‘Played?’


    She looked comically apologetic.


    ‘All right,’ she said. ‘No more acting. I do need your help. You see, I’ve killed someone.’


    She said this in a manner that was so neutral in tone that she might have been telling me about having lost the heel of a stiletto shoe. It made judging a response difficult. Was she joking?


    ‘Are you confessing to the murder of John Gilbert?’


    ‘I don’t know anyone of that name. I do know the name of the man I killed.’


    I had no option but to play along.


    ‘Will you tell me his name?’


    ‘Private Anthony Dervian.’


    ‘You murdered an American soldier?’


    ‘Not murdered — killed.’


    Her eyes welled with tears. I couldn’t keep up with the cavalcade of emotions she was playing out before me. Were these tears real? She seemed embarrassed by them, in that she turned her face way from me, and straightened her shoulders as if to suggest that she was determined to keep tears at bay, determined to maintain the impression that she was in control. I’d seen Bette Davis do this in a picture. I hadn’t seen enough of Geraldine Buchanan on stage to gauge whether or not she was capable of this subtlety of performance. To keep my sympathy in check, I recalled her sketch of John Gilbert, languid, spread-eagled, and naked among Geraldine’s sheets.


    ‘I don’t think I can trust a single thing you do or say.’


    She sniffed bravely, and marshalled her emotions.


    ‘That isn’t fair, Will. You have to be betrayed by someone before you lose trust. I’ve never betrayed you.’


    ‘That might just be because we barely know one another. What were you planning to do with those pornographic sketches you made of me?’


    She looked genuinely shocked.


    ‘You’ve seen those?’


    ‘The police have them.’


    I don’t think you can consciously make blood drain away from the face. Geraldine became a few shades lighter, but she rallied.


    ‘I was planning to blackmail you.’


    I actually gasped. I thought people only gasped in movies.


    ‘I had an inkling as soon as I saw you that management might try to do something with you. I thought those drawings might be a sort of insurance. I could use them against you if you ever became famous. Now you know what sort of person I am.’


    ‘You have an unusual way of building trust.’


    ‘At least you know I’m not trying to deceive you. That should encourage a level of trust in me.’


    ‘I suppose you’d call that a kind of dark logic.’


    ‘You make me sound like a witch. I’m just an actress who’s in a bit of a jam. There’s a dead American soldier in the front room of Mrs Ferrell’s boarding house.’


    ‘The front room is Mrs Ferrell’s room — the termagant, the one who doesn’t like gentlemen callers.’


    ‘She likes them even less when they’re dead. Will you come with me to Fitzgibbon Street?’


    This was so astonishingly bold that I said, ‘Yes, but I can’t miss this afternoon’s performance.’ It was as if we were discussing an inconveniently positioned piano or chaise longue. It was something in Geraldine’s demeanour that muted the ghastly truth of what she was saying. I fell for it, and I think I did so because a naïve part of me can’t quite accept that women are capable of great criminality. The ugliest parts of human nature are the preserve of men. I still find this notion difficult to shake off, despite personal knowledge to the contrary. Whatever had happened, had happened to Geraldine. Somehow her confession that she’d intended to blackmail me became lost in the more immediate crisis of the dead American.


    ‘You know the Americans will want to see me hanged, Will.’ Her eyes opened wide to underline the seriousness of this. ‘That Eddie Leonski business has made everyone jumpy.’


    For those of you reading this at some distance from the events described, I should perhaps briefly outline the facts about Private Eddie Leonski. It might help you understand why Geraldine’s concerns about the Americans were compelling. Not many months prior to this meeting with Geraldine, there had been a series of murders in Melbourne, and they had created hysteria among the public. This was largely the fault of the press, of course, which printed headlines that screamed ‘Ripper on the loose!’ Three women had been brutally, savagely dispatched in inner Melbourne, and the city had never had its complacency so comprehensively disturbed.


    It turned out that the killer was an American soldier named Eddie Leonski. He emerged from Camp Pell to commit his hideous crimes, and then retreated to the safe anonymity of his 30,000 companions. When he was exposed, tensions began to surface between civilians and their American visitors. This was thought to be an unhelpful turn of events. A long investigation and trial were out of the question. The matter had to be swept away as swiftly and cleanly as possible. Private Leonski, who may have been mentally incompetent, was given no opportunity to demonstrate this. He was hanged with unseemly dispatch on 9 November. Very little fanfare attended his execution. It was done. It was over.


    Now Geraldine, as she said, found herself in the reverse position. The Americans would, as she pointed out, expect a sort of efficient quid pro quo from Australian authorities. They’d dealt with the Leonski problem; now it would be our turn to deal with the Buchanan problem.


    ‘So you do see, Will, that Private Dervian needs to be conjured into thin air.’


    ‘Geraldine, you say you killed him, but you seem strangely unaffected by this extraordinary thing. I mean, you killed him.’


    ‘I can’t expect you to understand, but I’m managing this in the only way I know how. I’m treating it as if it isn’t real. I’m simply not allowing myself to consider what it means.’


    I was about to protest the absurdity of this when Geraldine reached out and took my hand. I made no move to withdraw it.


    ‘I’m ashamed of how I’ve treated you, Will. Or I’m ashamed of how I intended to treat you. I haven’t known many decent men in my life. In fact, I haven’t known any decent men, so I’ve learned to work from the principle that I need to manage them, rather than have them manage me. Now you’ve come along, and I applied that principle to you. And Will, I am sorry, because I believe you are a decent man.’


    I was suspicious of this flattery, of course.


    ‘And what makes you think I’m a decent man? You hardly know me.’


    ‘Precisely. We barely know each other, and yet when I told you that I’d killed a man, you didn’t ask how, or why, or even who. You waited. Isn’t that the test of true friendship? You must be curious. You must be. But your discretion is greater than your curiosity.’


    This wasn’t actually true. I hadn’t asked any questions because I hadn’t wanted to become entangled, and also because I simply hadn’t had time to ask them.


    ‘Would it confound your idea of me if I asked those questions now?’


    ‘No, no it wouldn’t.’


    ‘Let’s start with why.’


    ‘He tried to rape me.’


    ‘Anthony Dervian — that nice, Jewish boy, tried to rape you?’


    ‘It wouldn’t have stopped at rape. He would have killed me. That nice, Jewish boy would have killed me.’


    ‘When did this happen?’


    ‘Last night. That’s why I came to see you, but I heard a policeman downstairs, and lost my nerve.’


    ‘Had you taken a drug last night?’


    ‘Mrs Ferrell gave me something to calm my nerves.’


    I decided not to cross-examine her about any of her answers until I’d heard them all.


    ‘How did you, er, kill him?’


    ‘I hit him on the head with a baseball bat. There wasn’t even any blood, or not much. His scalp bled a little, but it didn’t go everywhere.’


    ‘And where did this happen?’


    With no change in the tone of her voice, she said, ‘In my room. I was drawing him, which is why there was a baseball bat. I asked him to bring one to the sitting. Of course, he doesn’t have any clothes on, which is also why we need you. Mrs Ferrell and I don’t seem to be able to wrestle him back into his uniform.’


    I let this go as if it were just one more in a series of unremarkable details.


    ‘You said he was downstairs, in Mrs Ferrell’s room?’


    ‘Yes. That was awful. We had to carry him down. Fortunately, Caroline was on night shift.’


    ‘Why did you have to move him?’


    She looked at me then as if I was dim.


    ‘He couldn’t stay in my room. I mean, a naked, dead American soldier, in my bed? What would that do to my reputation?’


    I wanted to say, ‘Secure it’, but opted for discreet silence.


    ‘So you see the mess I’m in, Will. If you don’t help me, the Americans will hang me out to dry. And that’s not right, because I’m the injured party here.’


    ‘I don’t think we should be quantifying injuries when one of the people is actually dead.’


    ‘It was self-defence.’


    I put up my hands in frustration.


    ‘All right. Before we go any further, why was Private Dervian naked?’


    She reacted as if she thought this was an absurd question.


    ‘I was doing his portrait.’


    ‘That really doesn’t explain it.’


    She shrugged as if the problem here was my inability to understand something that was very simple.


    ‘All I need to know, Will, is whether you’ll help me or not. I’ve told you that I’ve killed a man, so I’ve put you in a rather difficult position. You will either have to report me to the police and condemn me to the gallows, or help me shift the body of a rapist to somewhere less incriminating.’


    This seemed to me to be a stark analysis of my options, but there was some truth in it. I could of course just keep quiet, but that would make me an accessory, which was an ignominious position for me to be in. It looked as if I’d be guilty of the same crime, whether I lifted a finger or not. In retrospect, I can see that this was woolly thinking, but Geraldine’s proximity and my reluctant attraction to her confused my thoughts and clouded my judgement. Here was a woman who was prepared to blackmail me, who was free to the point of generosity with her sexual favours, and who had killed a man — and yet I agreed to help her. I don’t expect that this decision will arouse sympathy in many. I’m not looking for sympathy. I am trying to tell the story of an actor’s life. How it is received — well, I have no control over that whatsoever.


    My notions of Mrs Ferrell had been formed by Geraldine’s description of her as a harridan, and by the screams she’d produced when I was inside the house. I was expecting her to be small, thin, and elderly, withered and desiccated by miserable widowhood and probably, earlier, by an even more miserable marriage — there must have been a Mr Ferrell, given the ‘Mrs’ before her name.


    I met her in the corridor outside her front room. She apologised rather brusquely for accusing me of having murdered Geraldine. Mrs Ferrell herself was more surprising than her apology. She was, to put it mildly, rather manly. I wasn’t entirely convinced that I wasn’t, in fact, talking to a man. She was wearing trousers, admittedly a sight that had become less remarkable as the war dragged on. And Katherine Hepburn and Marlene Dietrich had made the wearing of trousers almost respectable. Mrs Ferrell’s attire, though, wasn’t a tailored version of a man’s suit. It was simply a man’s suit. She was also much younger than I’d imagined — she couldn’t have been more than forty. Her auburn hair was cut short, and combed in the manner of the principal boy in a pantomime. Good lord, I thought, all that was missing was a monocle and a cigarette holder. However, the illusion of pre-war Viennese sophistication was shattered when she spoke. Her voice was high, but there its resemblance to femininity ended. Her vowels and general cadences were those a bloody-minded navvy. Her voice could strip paint from the hull of a gunboat.


    ‘We’ve got a dead Jew,’ she said. ‘I never thought a dead Jew would be more trouble than a live one.’


    It’s astonishing how a single sentence can give you the full, grim measure of a person. I now knew all that was worth knowing about Mrs Ferrell. And here I was, woven suddenly into the fabric of this frightful woman’s life.


    ‘I want him out of my house before he starts to smell, and the first thing I want you to do is put some pants on him. He’s sitting in my best chair, with nothing between his hairy arse and my Liberty print seat cover.’


    Clearly we’d come so far so quickly that my role in the removal of Private Dervian was non-negotiable. Geraldine hung back, deferring to Mrs Ferrell. As Mrs Ferrell put the key in the door to the front room, I felt compelled to ask what was perhaps an irrelevant question, or at any rate a question irrelevant to the matter at hand.


    ‘Why did you scream so loudly yesterday, when I was here?’


    ‘I didn’t know who you were, and in my business that’s a dangerous situation.’


    ‘Your business?’


    She ignored this.


    ‘Men panic when a woman screams,’ she said. ‘It disorders their brains. It’s an evolutionary thing. It gives women time to escape.’


    There was no time to consider whether or not this made any sense. Mrs Ferrell threw open the door, stood back, and indicated that I should enter. I swallowed, and did so. Private Dervian was seated in a large armchair, placed in the room where it would take best advantage of the light from the front window. No vile smell came off him — only the faint sweetness of his cologne. He was naked, but a folded pair of trousers had been placed in his lap, perhaps to protect his modesty, or perhaps to protect Mrs Ferrell from the ugly fact of his maleness. He didn’t look dead, and I thought for a moment that Geraldine and Mrs Ferrell had mistaken deep unconsciousness for death. When I touched his arm, however, he was cold. I lifted his wrist to feel for a pulse. There was none. His arm was pliant, so rigor mortis had already waned. I knew enough about this to know that this meant that he’d died the previous night.


    ‘How did you get him downstairs?’ I asked.


    Mrs Ferrell came and stood beside me.


    ‘We took a leg each and lugged him. His head hit every step on the way down. It made an awful bloody noise.’


    She leaned towards Private Dervian and sniffed.


    ‘He still smells all right.’


    ‘This is someone’s son, Mrs Ferrell, not a slab of dicey beef from the butcher.’


    ‘Sure, but whoever raised him raised a rapist, so I can’t get sentimental. He was a good-looking boy. They’re the worst, of course. They feel entitled.’


    Geraldine came and stood beside us.


    ‘I tried to reason with him, Will. I really did. I know he looks like he wouldn’t hurt a fly, but his face was all contorted with rage, and he would have killed me. He would have killed me and gone back to Camp Pell, and he would never have been found out.’


    ‘Unless he had an extended leave pass, his unit will have already raised the alarm.’


    ‘Oh, they’ll just think he’s drunk somewhere. I’m sure those Yank soldiers get back late all the time.’


    ‘Their MPs are pretty rough,’ I said, ‘and, as you said, Leonski has made everybody jumpy.’


    ‘Get him dressed,’ Mrs Ferrell said.


    I’ll spare you the ghastly details of how Geraldine and I wrangled Private Dervian into his clothes. Needless to say, it was awkward and outraged his dignity, and didn’t do much for mine. When he was dressed and propped in the chair, he looked for all the world as though he was just dozing after a heavy lunch.


    ‘What now?’ I asked, having caught my breath. Dressing Private Dervian had required gymnastic movements I was unused to performing.


    ‘We were hoping you might have a plan,’ Geraldine said. ‘I mean, as a private-inquiry agent, I’m sure you’ve had more experience of this sort of thing than we’ve had.’


    ‘Corpse disposal hasn’t been a big part of my professional life.’


    Oddly, this statement wasn’t entirely true. One of the great shames of my life, and an action whose discovery would expose me to criminal charges, was the burial of a body in the Melbourne General Cemetery. The full horror of this incident is detailed in the second volume of my memoirs, A Thing of Blood. In brief, I found myself, earlier this year, on the horns of a dilemma. I’d been manipulated into helping with the burial of a young woman’s body. I’ll concede that the plan was a clever one. It wasn’t conceived by me — although that hardly excuses it. It involved the finding of a freshly dug grave, which isn’t difficult to do in a large cemetery. The earth was piled and covered with a tarpaulin, preparatory to the laying of the marble or granite slab. This earth was lightly packed, and gave way easily to the shovel. It was removed, the new corpse laid on top of the recently deceased, and the earth re-piled into a neat mound. When the monument was completed, no one would think to look for an extra corpse beneath the gleaming marble. This would doubtless also be the best way to dispose of Private Dervian. I couldn’t bring myself to suggest it, because to repeat this act would be unthinkable. Yet here I was, embroiled in a hideously similar drama.


    ‘I have no idea what you should do,’ I said. ‘Interfering with a corpse is a very serious crime. You’re asking me to expose myself to the possibility of twenty years in jail.’


    ‘You’re already an accessory, so in for a penny, in for a pound,’ Mrs Ferrell said.


    ‘Whatever you do,’ I said, ‘it will have to wait until this evening. Moving a body in daylight would be far too risky.’


    ‘By “you”, you mean “we”,’ Geraldine said.


    ‘Actually, no. I am not, I think, in blood stepped in so far that to return were as tedious as to go o’er.’


    ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Mrs Ferrell snapped.


    ‘It’s Shakespeare,’ Geraldine said. ‘You don’t understand, Will. You are stepped in so far. You really are, and I’m afraid that Mrs Ferrell and I will implicate you as deeply as we can.’


    I looked at her, expecting to see regret, or reluctance, in her face. I saw only determination and an ugly absence of sympathy. I looked at Private Dervian. I had to believe that he was a rapist, although Geraldine’s demeanour didn’t encourage any sense of outraged innocence.


    ‘No,’ I said. ‘I won’t help you. I’ll tell you what to do, but I won’t help you do it.’


    I knew even as I said this that this was craven sophistry, and that my moral responsibility wasn’t lessened or excused by a squeamish desire not to be present when my plan was put into action. Geraldine saw this immediately.


    ‘I killed this man accidentally and in self-defence. He looks sweet sitting there, doesn’t he? Like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. If you heard the things that came out of that mouth, and if you knew what he tried to do to me, you wouldn’t be quite so reluctant to help us. That man is a monster, Will.’


    ‘What kind of things came out of his mouth?’ I asked.


    Mrs Ferrell interjected. ‘I heard what he said. I wouldn’t expect Geraldine to repeat his words. I, however, am happy to. He was screaming at the top of his voice. He said Eddie Leonski had the right idea about how to treat women. If they knocked you back, you knocked them around, and maybe they’d learn who wore the pants.’


    ‘I begged him to stop, Will. I asked him to think of his mother.’


    Mrs Ferrell laughed. ‘That was a good one, wasn’t it? You know what he said? He said his mother was an ugly old cunt and he’d slapped her into line more than once. That’s your sweet little soldier boy. What kind of person uses that kind of language about his own mother, let alone hits her?’


    ‘I won’t hang for removing a creature like this from the world,’ Geraldine said. ‘I won’t.’


    Even if all of this was true, civilised society had discarded lex talionis — an eye for an eye — because it was a recipe for untrammelled personal revenge. Nevertheless, this version of Private Dervian’s life did make it easier for me to give Geraldine a solution to her dilemma.


    ‘I’ll tell you what to do,’ I said, ‘and maybe you’ll be able to manage it without me.’


    ‘I’m listening,’ Mrs Ferrell said.


    ‘All right. He has no head injuries. He doesn’t have a mark on him. I can’t even see where you said his scalp bled.’


    ‘I’m not sure if it actually bled. Maybe it didn’t, after all.’


    ‘You should take his body to the railway track at Royal Park station. Lie it on the tracks well away from the platform, so that the train has time to pick up speed and not enough time to stop when the driver spots him. The train will do enough damage to the body to make any sort of immediate diagnosis of a cause of death hard to establish. The police will think he was either drunk or suicidal, or both. They won’t find any connection to this house or to you. Have you searched his pockets to make sure there’s nothing there, like a scrap of paper with this address on it, or your name? Or a sketch?’


    ‘Would you do that, Will?’ Geraldine asked. ‘I couldn’t bear to touch him now.’


    ‘No,’ I said, as if this small refusal somehow helped me regain lost ground. Mrs Ferrell, with a huff of impatience, ran her hands over Private Dervian’s clothes and searched his pockets. She found his wallet, helped herself to the money it contained, and put it back.


    ‘That £10 is no good to him now,’ she said.


    I watched her as she rummaged through Dervian’s uniform. Her masculinity was disconcerting. It was clear to me that her relationship with Geraldine was more complicated than that of landlady and boarder. No simple landlady would be comfortable with helping her boarder dispose of a body, and her manner was so assured that underestimating her would be a mistake.


    This house in Fitzgibbon Street, despite its malodorous domesticity, held secrets, the nature of which I didn’t wish to uncover. I knew, for example, that many houses in Carlton operated as brothels — or so the law would label them, and I suppose that, strictly speaking, this is what they were. In fact, though, it might be the front room of a house in which a woman, abandoned by the hopeless, useless father of her children, might earn a meagre income from the attentions of one of the tens of thousands of American soldiers, far from home and the restraints and censure of small-town morality. Mrs Ferrell didn’t strike me as even remotely resembling one of these women, and the idea that Geraldine, despite her louche tendencies (and I could hardly accuse her of lax sexual mores without accusing myself likewise), might be selling her body in the grim space of her bedroom, seemed unlikely. I thought that even the laziest of prostitutes would make her bed between clients. Geraldine wasn’t in the habit of making her bed.


    ‘I have to get to the theatre,’ I said, and was conscious yet again of the weird banality of such a remark when standing in the same room as a dead body, especially one that had come to Christmas lunch.


    ‘You’ll come back this evening,’ Mrs Ferrell said.


    ‘I’m sure you know someone who’ll do the heavy lifting,’ I said.


    ‘You’ll come back this evening,’ Mrs Ferrell said, and the precise repetition was something of a full stop to the discussion. Geraldine walked me to the front door. She didn’t wish to engage in further conversation, and said no more than, ‘I’ll see you this evening,’ before ushering me onto the veranda and closing the door behind me. I wondered what those two would now say to each other. And what of Caroline, the other boarder? She’d been on night shift, so I assumed she must have been upstairs, sleeping, and unaware of what was slumped on the Liberty print seat coverings in the front room.
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    Anyone who knew what I’d been doing in the morning wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d turned in a distracted, half-hearted performance. I didn’t. I gave one of my best, buoyed by enthusiastic laughter from the audience. Fewer and fewer children were occupying the seats, and the stage-door followers were growing. I spent twenty minutes signing autographs and explaining yet again the cover story for my black eye. When I returned to the dressing room, Roger Teddles was comfortably sprawled in his usual posture. I felt I could ask him a question about drug taking in the company without beating about the bush.


    ‘Have you ever heard of anyone taking heroin in the company?’


    Roger wasn’t a man to express surprise easily, and he didn’t express the slightest surprise on this occasion.


    ‘It’s difficult to say. I’m sure the acrobats take some sort of pain killer, and the Dunstan sisters surely can’t do what they do without taking something to loosen them up. Why heroin specifically?’


    ‘Well, it’s illegal, Roger.’


    ‘Is it? That can’t be right. It used to be in the cough medicine my mother used to take. She used to guzzle the stuff.’


    ‘Did she have a persistent cough?’


    ‘Now that I think about it, I don’t recall ever hearing her cough.’


    ‘It must have been very effective.’


    ‘She certainly thought so.’


    ‘So who takes drugs in the company, Roger?’


    ‘I’m too old to socialise with the youngsters, Will, but from what I know of them, they’re a staid lot. God, we used to hop into a bit of opium and marijuana in the ’30s. If there’s any of that about now, I’ve never seen it. Booze, of course, but not even much of that.’


    ‘How would you know if someone was taking heroin?’


    ‘What’s with the sudden interest in heroin? Are you interested in getting some?’


    This wasn’t said with any special emphasis, but my instant response in the negative seemed like a missed opportunity. I didn’t suspect Roger of peddling dope. However, had I replied in the affirmative, he might have put me in touch with the right person. When I looked at him, though, I realised that Roger Teddles was the person least likely to know the intimate lives of his fellow cast members. He was separated from them not just by age, but also by thinking and physical health. Roger, with his hydrocele and foot problems, wouldn’t have been the natural custodian of anyone’s secrets. He wouldn’t, either, have been the person someone would come to for advice or to unravel the knots of a private dilemma.


    Roger was an actor at the end of his career, glad to be working, and unafraid of retirement. I suspected that he understood without bitterness the narrow limits of his talent. His ambitions would always have been modest, and his achievements on the stage would always have matched his ambitions. He and Mrs Teddles no doubt enjoyed, rather than endured, drab domesticity. Where others found this drabness unappealing in respect of his being a confidant, I, paradoxically was encouraged by it to confide in him.


    ‘I’ve seen Geraldine Buchanan,’ I said. This provoked a spark of interest, and a surprising admission.


    ‘People were saying you probably knew where she was.’


    ‘People? Which people?’


    ‘Oh, you know, some of the cast.’


    I instantly regretted saying anything to Roger. Clearly, some people did speak to him.


    ‘There’s nothing sinister about it, Roger.’ I decided to lie, because I suspected my assessment of Roger Teddles was inaccurate.


    ‘I said I’ve seen her. I didn’t say I spoke with her. I saw her, at a distance, in Princes Park. In fact, now that I think about it, I’m not absolutely certain it was Geraldine. I thought it might be her because of an attitude in her stance, but of course it might have been anyone.’


    Roger wasn’t sufficiently interested to challenge me. Nevertheless, the arrangement of his face was unequivocal as to his disbelief of all that I’d said.


    ‘I’m not looking forward to doing two shows tomorrow,’ I said. ‘I am, however, quietly confident that the soldiers at Puckapunyal will take to you and me. Soldiers, in my experience, can’t get enough of men dressed as women.’


    This was transparently an attempt to deflect the conversation away from my ill-judged reference to Geraldine. Roger knew this, but his interest had faded, and he simply grunted in agreement.


    There was no one, apart from the stage-door manager, still in the theatre when I left the dressing room. He was such an elderly, hunched, broken figure that I wasn’t tempted to ask him about drug use in the company, even though I suspected that he knew a thing or two. I just didn’t have the energy to breach his defences when it came to the private vices of cast members. I nodded ‘good night’ on my way out, and he acknowledged me with the smallest gesture he could muster.
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    I was now in a quandary. There were still several hours of daylight left, and I found myself wondering how to fill them before returning to Fitzgibbon Street. I realised with appalling clarity that I would in fact return to Fitzgibbon Street in obedience to Mrs Ferrell’s confident instructions. It was 5.00 p.m. The streets were busy with people hurrying away from their jobs, and shop fronts were blacking up in readiness for the night. This created a curious contrast of frantic movement on one side of the windows, and numb lifelessness on the other. There was an hour to go before the hotels closed, so I thought I’d duck into one before walking up to Parkville. I didn’t feel like rubbing shoulders with hoi polloi in a working man’s establishment. Feeling rather put-upon by circumstances, I decided to treat myself to a little luxury in the form of a glass of wine at the Windsor Hotel. I was sufficiently well dressed to be admitted to the bar, although I had no doubt that the doorman would disapprove of my black eye. But when I approached the door of the Windsor, he addressed me by name, to my astonishment.


    ‘Good afternoon, Mr Power. How very nice to see you.’


    I must have looked bemused.


    ‘You were kind enough to give me your autograph, just the other day.’


    ‘Oh, well, thank you so much for coming to see the show.’


    ‘That was a very great pleasure, Mr Power.’


    There was something rather lewd in the way he said this, and I moved quickly into the bar. I enjoyed no further recognition, and experienced both relief and disappointment in equal measure. I paid far too much for a glass of truly dreadful wine. The barman boasted its French credentials and claimed it had been in the Windsor’s cellars since before the war. Which war?, I wondered It had long since lost its girlish laughter, and tasted of socks. I lied about its qualities to the eager barman, rather than complain and be accused of allowing success to go to my head.


    There was a scattering of American officers in the bar. In fact, they were the only people there. I’d have thought that parliamentarians or their functionaries would have gathered here, given its proximity to the House, but perhaps ostentatious displays of privilege — and drinking at the Windsor doubtless fell into that category — were frowned upon when everyone was supposed to be doing his bit. The Americans didn’t coalesce. They sat in discrete groups of two, or three at the most. I presume this reflected the vast size of the US forces. There was no reason to suppose that these men had anything in common beyond their uniform. I tried to find in them, as I swept the room, the glamour that allegedly attached itself to them. They were well turned out, and each of them was neatly shaved, with his hair, if he had sufficient, carefully Brylcreemed. Beyond this superficial tidiness they were no more remarkable in the charismatic force of their presence than their Australian counterparts.


    They paid no attention to me. Had I been female, this would have been different. If the thundering Protestant preachers were to be believed — those same Puritan busybodies who’d put an end to Sunday entertainment — Melbourne’s girls and women gave themselves far too freely to the American visitors. Consequently no woman, even a good woman, could meet the Yankee gaze without feeling his expectation that she would offer unseemly intimacy as part of the war effort.


    I drank my wine slowly, not because it was pleasurable to do so, but because it was barely potable, and taking it in small sips was the only way to get it down. I was determined not to leave a drop, if only because of the absurd amount of money I’d paid for it. Each sip gathered the mouth, and I was careful to disguise my distaste, conscious as I was that the barman was watching me. Although he hadn’t indicated the fact, I was sure he’d recognised me and was waiting to catch me in the act of behaving with theatrical self-importance. At least the slow imbibing of this oxidised, vinegary mess gave me an opportunity to gather my thoughts. There were two performances remaining of the Melbourne run of Mother Goose — tomorrow’s matinee and tomorrow night’s Puckapunyal show. We then had Friday and the weekend to rest before opening in Ballarat on Monday 4 January. The sets would be carted by truck to Ballarat on Saturday, and put in on Sunday, ready for our arrival. I thought giving us just two days off was rather mean, but Mr Wallace Parnell didn’t believe in holidays, nor in the need for his performers to rest and recover.


    The performances in Ballarat would at least give me the opportunity to distance myself from the house in Fitzgibbon Street, which had become a sort of Promethean punishment for me. I kept being drawn back to it, against all good judgement and common sense. It had assumed the same ghastly magnetism as a painful tooth, which one kept pressing as if reassurance was needed that, yes, it really was painful. If Geraldine and Mrs Ferrell hadn’t organised to have Anthony Dervian taken to the railway line, was I prepared to help them move him? I’d been manoeuvred, and I’d manoeuvred myself, into a position where I’d engaged in actions that the law would find reprehensible and actionable. Mrs Ferrell would turn me in without any compunction, and so, it grieved me to admit, would Geraldine.


    The bar closed at 6.00 p.m., and I emerged into Exhibition Street, having been obsequiously farewelled by the doorman, who’d insultingly slipped me his address as if I might be tempted to call on him. I walked north as the shadows lengthened in the slowly dimming gloaming, and began to feel sure that I was being followed. Once in Carlton, where foot traffic was thin, I was certain I had a tail, and either he wasn’t good at his job or he was so brazen that he was indifferent to discovery. At one point, he closed the gap so significantly that I could have turned and spoken to him.


    I decided against going to Mother’s house before crossing the park to Fitzgibbon Street. I didn’t want this person knowing where I lived, and I believed I could lose him once I’d entered the dark recesses of Princes Park. From the glimpses I caught of him, he was short, slight, and on the wrong side of fifty. Was he a policeman? Or was he someone from Military Intelligence? Surely not. The thought that he might have something to do with that unpleasant organisation made me uncharacteristically furious. They’d done their best to kill me, and here they were still interfering in my life. Did Brian have something to do with this? This thought made me even more furious, because this man’s presence meant that Brian thought that I needed to be babysat, or worse, that he didn’t trust me and wanted to keep tabs on me. This had to be nipped in the bud.


    I stopped suddenly, in Lygon Street, a few yards from where the cemetery began, and waited for the tail to catch up. I turned to face him, and to my astonishment he actually hurried towards me. He didn’t look like the criminal type, so I surmised that he was indeed a frank annoyance from Military Intelligence, boldly reminding me that I could never fully and finally escape their thrall. He stopped a few feet from me, put his hands on his knees to catch his breath, straightened up, and reached inside his suit coat.


    With no time to think this through, I supposed that what he was reaching for was a gun. I leapt at him, grabbed his coat lapels, and kneed him in the groin. He doubled over and collapsed on the nature strip, where he drew his knees up to his chest and moaned terribly. As he did so, he dislodged what he’d been reaching for. A notebook, with a fountain pen attached to it, fell to the ground. I picked it up, expecting to find his impertinent notes about my comings and goings. I opened it to the page secured by the fountain pen’s clip. There was my name, neatly printed, and beneath it was the space allocated for my autograph. I flicked through the pages of the notebook to find autographs of radio and theatre stars, including Gladys Montcrieff and the Great Levant.


    The man at my feet was copiously sick, and I had to step quickly back to avoid getting the contents of his stomach on my shoes. He looked up at me, his eyes wide with horror. This wasn’t how he’d expected his hunt for my autograph to end, and this wasn’t a situation I’d encountered before, so I had no idea what to do next. Any explanation would be hopelessly inadequate, and adding my signature to his collection would hardly mollify him now. What if I’d injured him? He gurgled and kept his hands at his groin. Should I apologise? I experienced a complete failure of nerve, which I later put down to the number of stressful events that had crowded in on me, and which were continuing to crowd in on me. In the face of this prone, writhing creature, I reverted to childhood and ran away. Well, I walked away very quickly, knowing full well that that was the worst thing I could do, and yet I did it anyway.


    I made straight for Mother’s house, and found it dark and empty. It wasn’t until I was safely in my bedroom that I discovered I’d inadvertently stolen the man’s autograph book. In the confusion, I’d simply put it in my pocket. On the front page there was a small, sad ex libris which declared that the book belonged to Gregory Marlow. The ink had faded, and when I looked again through the pages I saw that Marlow had been collecting autographs in this book for thirty-five years. It was clearly a precious object, although not perhaps as precious as the fountain pen, which was inscribed on the cap ‘To Gregory, from your loving parents’. I ought to have hurried back to where I’d left him, but it was now dark, and Geraldine and Mrs Ferrell would be waiting impatiently for me — impatient for either my help, or to report me to the police.


    I put Gregory Marlow to the back of my mind. He’d probably report his assault to the police, but the idea that William Power might callously attack a fan and steal his autograph book would sound so absurd that he would be assumed to be mentally disturbed. I would, however, try to find Mr Marlow and return his book to him. Before leaving for Fitzgibbon Street, I took out my own fountain pen — I don’t know why, but I was averse to using Marlow’s pen — and with a flourish I signed my name beneath where it had been printed. I added, ‘To Gregory. It was a pleasure to meet you.’ The ink hadn’t even dried when I saw the inappropriateness of this. I couldn’t tear the page out, because Jack Davey’s signature was on the other side. If I thought the evening couldn’t get any worse, I was wrong.


    [image: ]


    To a casual passer-by, Mrs Ferrell’s house was just another house that had seen better days. Parkville was full of such houses. To me, it was a great maw that threatened to swallow me into its acid-generating gut. It was in darkness, which was hardly surprising given what was probably still sitting in that front room. I switched off all my thought processes. I had no idea that I was capable of this, but as I went up the steps towards the front door, I entered a sort of fugue state where nothing registered. It was as if I was sleep-walking. I didn’t knock. I simply opened the door, knowing somehow that it wouldn’t be locked. It swung inwards, and I stepped into the hallway. Perhaps I wasn’t breathing, because I didn’t notice the familiar, stale odours that hung around the interior. There was a thin, dim line of light escaping from the bottom of the door to the front room. So they were in there, waiting.


    Without pausing, I turned the doorknob and passed into the room. What I saw took a moment to assimilate. A figure closed the door behind me. In front of me, detective Strachan stood on one side of the chair where Anthony Dervian had sat, and an American officer stood on the other. On the seat of the chair, Private Dervian’s uniform, in which I’d dressed him just a few hours earlier, was neatly folded. The American officer looked down at the uniform and then up at me.


    ‘Who the hell are you?’ he said, in one of those American Brahman accents.


    ‘This,’ said Strachan, with untrammelled incredulity, ‘is a great public nuisance named William Power. What are you doing here?’


    ‘I could ask you the same question.’


    ‘And I’d have a good answer. How about you?’


    My dumbfounded air was answer enough. The American officer wasted no time in further niceties.


    ‘Do you know an American soldier named Private Anthony Dervian?’


    ‘Why would you think that I would?’


    ‘Because, Mr Power, you’re here in this room.’


    I knew precisely what his meaning was, and felt unwell.


    ‘Let me tell you why we’re here,’ he said, ‘because our soldier, Private Dervian, was a frequent visitor to this establishment. And Private Dervian has gone missing.’ He paused for effect, and indicated with an open palm the chair beside him.


    ‘This is the uniform of Private Anthony Dervian. Perhaps you know the whereabouts of the soldier who should be wearing it.’


    A voice behind me, less well-modulated, said, ‘And if Private Dervian isn’t wearing his uniform, what is he wearing?’


    I’m embarrassingly prone to dizzy spells when an accumulation of horrors overwhelms me. One came upon me now. My body defends itself in this awkward, feminine way, and I heard a distant voice — Strachan’s, I think — say, ‘Oh, for God’s sake. No, don’t try to catch him. Let him hit the floor.’ And that’s precisely what I did.
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    I didn’t lose consciousness, just the ability to remain upright. With my dignity comprehensively compromised, I managed to assume the position of a supplicant, balanced on knees and elbows. I raised my eyes to meet the unsympathetic gaze of three men. The American officer who’d spoken first reached down and put his hand under my arm. This was done roughly. He wanted to drag me to my feet, not help me to them. Despite this, I was glad of the assistance. I stood and tried to marshal some sort of composure. I thought it wise to let them do the talking, at least initially. I knew I was in deep, deep trouble.


    ‘The United States army doesn’t like it when one of its soldiers goes missing.’


    The speaker, the soldier with the educated accent, was about my age, thirty-two or thirty. He was dressed with the care and precision of an officer who possibly had a subordinate to maintain his clothes at a fever pitch of cleanliness and razor-sharp creases. He was standing with the dim light behind him, so I couldn’t make out his features. I decided to short-circuit this hideous situation.


    ‘Private Dervian is dead,’ I said.


    None of the men reacted.


    ‘I saw him here this morning. He was sitting in that chair, and he was dead.’


    I couldn’t bring myself to confess to having dressed his corpse, so while what I said next was true, it was an edited version of the truth.


    ‘When I left here this morning, Private Dervian was wearing his uniform. I can’t explain why it’s now folded on that chair.’


    Still none of the three spoke. I recognised the strategy, of course. They were hoping I’d fill the tense, awkward silence with a gushed confession.


    ‘Needless to say, I had nothing to do with his death.’


    Detective Strachan, who must have noticed the results of his punch, made no reference to it. Instead he began negotiating with the Americans about who was to take me away for questioning.


    ‘I’m not sure who has jurisdiction here,’ he said.


    ‘We’re investigating the disappearance of one of our soldiers, Detective. There is no jurisdictional issue here. Whatever affects our investigation falls within our jurisdiction.’


    Detective Strachan exhibited no territorial jealousies. He was happy to hand me over with Pontius Pilate-like ease.


    ‘This is Captain William Holtz,’ he said. ‘The other officer is Lieutenant Masterson. I’m sorry, Lieutenant, but I don’t recall your first name.’


    ‘Marion,’ he said, and I would have found this rather singular were it not for the fact that I knew John Wayne’s real name was Marion something-or-other. Morrison. Marion Morrison. Americans seemed prone to ignoring the feminine connotations of their family names, and seemed happy to burden their male children with names like Marion, Tracey, and Carroll.


    ‘Where will you take him? Camp Pell?’


    ‘We have better facilities for this sort of thing at Camp Murphy,’ said Captain Holtz.


    Camp Murphy was the name given to the Melbourne Cricket Ground since its reassignment as a US army base.


    ‘If you’ll excuse me,’ Strachan said, ‘I have a telephone call I need to make.’


    He went out into the hall.


    ‘Just hang on a minute,’ I said. ‘Aren’t we missing a few steps here? I have nothing to do with the death and disappearance of Private Dervian. Every minute you spend talking to me is a minute wasted in your investigation.’


    ‘And yet,’ said Captain Holtz, ‘here you are.’


    He went on to point out in his patrician drawl — its cadences, at first attractive, now grated on me — that it was incontrovertibly the case that I was a person of considerable interest to them.


    ‘I’m afraid we must insist that you come with us, Mr Power.’


    To underline the true nature of this insistence, Lieutenant Marion Masterson closed his fingers around my upper arm. I was then propelled — there is no other word for it — into the corridor, out the front door, and into a car that hadn’t been there when I’d arrived. As the driver turned over the engine, Lieutenant Masterson, who was sitting on my left, lit a cigarette, which was both unpleasant and inconsiderate — two qualities that had perhaps defined him since childhood. Nothing was said during the drive to the MCG. The light had been dim in the front room of Mrs Ferrell’s house, and I’d been confused and distracted. Until now, when I looked at each of my guards in profile, I’d had no clear idea of either man’s appearance. Captain Holtz had strong, regular features, with a good, square chin, but with already a hint beneath it that it might lose its contours to flesh as he aged. Lieutenant Masterson’s chin had already given up the ghost. He’d had acne at some stage, and his skin bore its scars. His dirty, blond hair was thick, and although it was cut short, it was greasy, and not with Brylcreem. I could smell that his oil glands were volcanically active.


    I wasn’t expecting to be taken to the centre of the oval, but I also wasn’t expecting to be parked in a mean, little room that could have been anywhere, and which gave no hint that it was in any way connected to the most hallowed sporting ground in the country — not that this meant much to me. I found neither cricket nor Australian Rules Football engaging. I was left alone in this room for a good half an hour. I’d become so inured to this technique, designed to create anxiety in a suspect, that I was simply bored and irritated by it. These feelings extinguished any trepidation I might have had.


    When Captain William Holtz and Lieutenant Marion Masterson returned, they brought with them two cups of coffee. Neither of the cups was for me. The police had furnished them with the material they’d taken from Geraldine’s bedroom (which surely couldn’t have been legal), and both men examined the sketches, occasionally lifting their eyes from the pages to meet mine. Captain Holtz managed to keep his features impassive. Lieutenant Masterson was unable to control his smirk. His was the kind of face that was in a semi-permanent state of smirking. I folded my arms and looked at the ceiling. Captain Holtz spoke.


    ‘I understand that you’re an actor, Mr Power, and that you dress up as a woman.’ As he said this, he produced a copy of The Listener-In from among the papers on the table.


    ‘Very nice,’ he said. ‘You seem to be doing quite well.’


    I understood the implied threat behind these words. Clearly, detective Strachan had shared his sense that my great weakness was my need to protect my reputation.


    ‘I wonder if we could stop playing games,’ I said. ‘I understand perfectly that I’m in a vulnerable position. I understand that between you and Detective Strachan you have the means to render me not only unemployable, but a figure of shame, scandal, and ridicule. I’m not going to sit here and pretend to bravado I don’t have. I have a performance tomorrow afternoon, and another one tomorrow evening. My position in the company isn’t so secure that I can miss those performances. Tomorrow night’s is particularly important — it’s for our soldiers at Puckapunyal.’


    Captain Holtz seemed more exasperated by my speech than sympathetic to it. He waved his hand at me dismissively.


    ‘Yes, yes,’ he said. ‘Your career is all that matters to you. Meanwhile, a young man is dead, and his mother must soon answer a knock at her door to hear this awful news. I’m not sure that Mrs Dervian will be much interested in your success.’


    ‘Mrs Dervian might not be quite so devastated as you think.’


    ‘What on earth is that supposed to mean, Mr Power?’


    ‘Private Dervian was hardly a respectful and dutiful son. By his own admission, he used to slap her around when she annoyed him, which, I imagine, was often.’


    Lieutenant Masterson narrowed his eyes.


    ‘Private Dervian made this admission to you?’ he asked.


    ‘No. He made it to Mrs Ferrell and Geraldine Buchanan.’


    ‘Private Dervian’s mother is in a wheelchair.’


    ‘Well, maybe he put her there.’


    ‘She was a passenger in a car that was involved in an accident. The driver was her husband. He was killed. She was crippled. Anthony Dervian, who was sixteen at the time, became the person who looked after her. He was an only child. I would suggest to you, Mr Power, that whatever those two women told you was a lie. I’m surprised that wasn’t obvious to you at the time.’


    ‘When you’re standing in front of a dead body, Lieutenant, nothing is especially obvious, except the presence of the body. It tends to overwhelm the senses.’


    Captain Holtz picked up one of Geraldine’s sketches, examined it, and said, ‘Why don’t you tell us everything you know about the house in Fitzgibbon Street and the women who run it?’


    ‘The women who run it?’


    This expression was so singular that I didn’t immediately grasp its meaning.


    ‘It was just a boarding house where Geraldine rented a room.’


    ‘Were you aware that people also rented Geraldine?’


    I think I may actually have spluttered, so taken aback was I.


    ‘Geraldine Buchanan is an actress, Captain Holtz. She may be freer with her favours than would meet with the approval of many people, but to suggest that she’s a prostitute is absurd.’


    ‘Let’s not quibble over definitions, Mr Power. If money changes hands, that’s prostitution, according to the law.’


    Lieutenant Masterson picked up one of the sketches and smirked extravagantly.


    ‘Those weren’t done from life, Lieutenant,’ I told him, ‘and I didn’t pay Geraldine for sex.’


    ‘Perhaps she wanted something else from you.’


    ‘I’m not going to defend Miss Buchanan’s reputation. She isn’t Snow White. She has, as Mae West once said, drifted. She admitted that the sketches she made were going to be used as blackmail, although she changed her mind once she got to know me.’


    I took a deep breath, and decided that any further obfuscation would only prove deleterious to my welfare.


    ‘Although I had nothing to do with Private Dervian’s death, I do know how he died. He was killed in self-defence by Geraldine Buchanan. He was attempting to rape her, and she feared for her life.’


    There was no response to this from either of them; not so much as a note was taken.


    ‘I wasn’t a witness to this, needless to say. Geraldine told me, in some distress, about the incident. In her efforts to fend him off, she struck him and he fell, and he was dead. I don’t, however, believe her. There was no evidence of any sort of head injury — no broken scalp or dried blood. I thought this was curious at the time, but I wasn’t in a position to think clearly. I’d found myself in a situation that was foreign to me. I was out of my depth, and I don’t mind admitting it; I may not have behaved as sensibly as I might have under other circumstances. I suspect that there was no violence involved in Private Dervian’s death. I think he died of what I believe is called a drug overdose, possibly heroin. You’re no doubt aware, having been comprehensively briefed, that my putative stepbrother died recently in just such a fashion.’


    ‘Putative?’ Lieutenant Masterson extruded the word as if it was a bizarre and wildly inappropriate choice.


    ‘Are you unsure of its meaning, Lieutenant?’


    ‘I don’t have a clue what it means, but I know you sound like a fairy when you say it.’


    Captain Holtz shot him a look of displeasure. Such blatant, personal invective wasn’t the direction he wanted this interview to go in. It certainly brought out snippiness in me.


    ‘Perhaps, as an American, the subtle possibilities of the English language are a mystery to you,’ I said.


    Captain Holtz sighed, as if his lieutenant’s undisciplined remark had derailed my confession.


    ‘Heroin, Mr Power. You were talking about heroin.’


    ‘All I know is that there were no signs of violence on Private Dervian’s body — or not on the parts that I could see,’ I added hurriedly, not being willing to admit to having seen all of Private Dervian. ‘He looked more deeply asleep than dead, but I felt for a pulse and there wasn’t one — and he was cold, dead cold. I’m only guessing at the heroin angle, and if it hadn’t been for John Gilbert’s death, it would never have occurred to me.’


    Captain Holtz prevented Lieutenant Masterson from saying what he was about to say by placing his hand on Masterson’s arm.


    ‘Which would surprise you more, Mr Power, to hear that Private Dervian was at Fitzgibbon Street to buy drugs, or to sell them?’


    I was strangely flabbergasted by this question. It implied that my inquisitors knew much more than I’d supposed — certainly much more than I knew.


    ‘Private Dervian had a friend,’ I said. Captain Holtz looked interested, as if I was about to tell him something that he didn’t in fact know.


    ‘He came to my mother’s house with Private Dervian, for Christmas lunch. I’d met both of them, with Geraldine, after a performance one night. I thought at the time that it was by chance, but now I think it might have been by arrangement. His name was Quist. Harlen Quist.’


    ‘He was a soldier?’


    ‘Yes. He said he was from Ohio, and that he’d never been out of the state before. He certainly seemed unsophisticated.’


    ‘How old was he?’


    ‘The same age as Private Dervian. Callow, almost cornball, as you Americans say.’


    Lieutenant Masterson left the room. Captain Holtz stood up, and walked a few paces back and forth before sitting down again.


    ‘I have a bad back,’ he said. ‘Harlen Quist isn’t a name I’ve heard before. There are a lot of men at Camp Pell, but it’s odd that that name doesn’t ring any bells in relation to Private Anthony Dervian.’


    ‘I think I’d have noticed if he was putting on an accent. I’m an actor, after all.’


    Captain Holtz looked at me with frank dubiousness.


    ‘He was wearing a uniform,’ I said, ‘and cologne.’


    ‘Neither is impossible to come by, Mr Power. I suspect he either gave you a false name, or that he wasn’t an American soldier at all, but someone playing dress-ups.’


    Lieutenant Masterson came back into the room.


    ‘There’s no soldier by the name of Harlen Quist at Camp Pell, or here at Camp Murphy.’


    I gave them as complete a description of Harlen Quist as I could. Unfortunately, his greatest protection was the nondescript nature of his features. It was only his accent that was distinctive, and although I doubted it, it was possible that this was fraudulent. Without much confidence (which had been eroded over the course of this evening), I said, ‘I have a good ear for accents, and I’m certain that the man calling himself Harlen Quist was an American. Which makes me wonder, why would Anthony Dervian use his real name when his friend was using an alias?’


    ‘I’m guessing,’ Captain Holtz said, ‘because he had no reason to lie, and his companion did.’


    He stood up, and so did Lieutenant Masterson, and without so much as a by-your-leave, they left the room. I felt calmer, and allowed myself the luxury of annoyance at being treated like a criminal. I was alone for less than a minute, and the person who broke my solitude was the person who occupied a place near the top of the list of persons I’d met who I never wanted to meet again. I’d been charmed, flattered, and exploited by this man in the recent past. His name was James Fowler. He was the man who’d recruited both Brian and me to work for Army Intelligence, and he represented everything I loathed about that organisation. I understood that you had to have a certain mindset to work effectively in Intelligence, but it was a mindset I found utterly repugnant. It could be dressed up as a fierce sense of noble purpose. It was, however, just licensed callousness and vicious indifference to the sensibilities of others. He sat opposite me, and I thought about the distance that had grown between us in such a short time.


    ‘You really are very accident-prone, Will,’ he said, needlessly indicating my black eye, and offering me a smile that anyone who didn’t know him would describe as warm. He was expensively dressed. He’d always dressed well, and again as always, the vulpine shade of his hair was darkened slightly by the hair oil that kept it immaculately in place. His general air of wry detachment was as I remembered it. On one of our first meetings he’d tried to engage me by talking about football, and he’d learned quickly that this was a pointless exercise.


    ‘What are you doing here, James? I’d hoped that the last time we met would in fact be the last time we met.’


    ‘I know that you don’t have a high opinion of me, Will.’


    ‘I seem to recall you telling me that the only person I had a high opinion of was myself.’


    ‘Did I say that?’


    ‘Words to that effect.’


    ‘I think what I also said was that your opinion of others wasn’t based on race, colour, or creed. That’s a rare and admirable quality, and it’s a quality Army Intelligence values.’


    I laughed.


    ‘Are you seriously trying to get me to work for you again?’


    ‘Oh, no, no, no, no, no. You’re considered a liability, not an asset. I mean, Will, come on. Look at the mess you’re in here. Do you know how many civilians are currently being questioned by the United States army? One. You.’


    I repeated my initial question.


    ‘Why are you here, James?’


    ‘I’m here to help you, Will.’


    He bestowed another of his well-practised smiles on me. ‘And I think at this point even you might acknowledge that you could use a little help.’


    Despite the fact that I despised James Fowler, his presence made me feel strangely calm, as if I was now out of danger. I ought to have known better.


    ‘A dead American soldier doesn’t represent a threat to national security, surely,’ I said. ‘I’m assuming you’ve been brought up to speed on this, so you know it’s a grubby drug matter. Are things so quiet in Intelligence that you’re doing police work these days?’


    Fowler crossed his legs and folded his arms, betraying a satisfying twinge of exasperation.


    ‘Relations with the Americans are a delicate balance of shared and withheld intelligence, and things get complicated when our soldiers and their soldiers decide to go at each other like stags on heat. Were you here when they rioted at Flinders Street Station a few weeks back? Yes, you must have been. No one was badly hurt, but it looked bad, and it isn’t in anyone’s interest for this sort of tension to provide fodder for lazy journalists. We’d prefer it if the general public believed that all was sweetness and light.’


    ‘It isn’t, as anyone trying to rent a house will tell you, and it’s the Yanks who’ve pushed prices up to a level only they can afford.’


    ‘Let’s not get distracted by housing issues, Will. Inflated rents are the least of your worries. Private Anthony Dervian’s death is what should be your major concern. It’s certainly mine.’


    It suddenly occurred to me that I’d been reading this situation in the wrong way. The veiled threats of public exposure would never be realised, because a dead American soldier would create unwanted publicity and perhaps exacerbate existing tensions between us and them. I took a chance and played this card.


    ‘You’re here to ensure no leaks, aren’t you?’


    ‘I’m here to protect you. We owe you that much. We know that you didn’t murder Private Dervian. The Americans are willing to accept our word on this, although very reluctantly.’


    ‘How do you know this? Why are the Yanks being so compliant?’


    I felt tumblers falling neatly into place.


    ‘Oh my lord,’ I said. ‘Geraldine Buchanan is one of yours!’


    James Fowler neither confirmed nor denied this, which amounted to a confirmation. He stared blankly at me in an attempt to suppress any surprise he was feeling at my discovery.


    ‘How else could you know anything about this?’


    ‘You’re not being held overnight, Will, and you’ll be free to perform tomorrow. However, between now and then, we’ll be working out how you can return the favour. And believe me, it is a favour. The Americans want to put you in the brig. You seem to have rubbed them up the wrong way.’


    I suppose I ought to have been grateful — and I was grateful. I was reluctant to show that gratitude to James Fowler. However true it might have been, I simply couldn’t bear the idea that I needed his help. It was churlish of me, and I’m a little ashamed to admit it. I hope my admission goes some way towards excusing my failure to acknowledge Fowler’s assistance in an appropriate way.


    ‘I can go — is that what you’re telling me?’


    ‘I’ll drive you home.’


    It was that simple. I didn’t see Captain Holtz or Lieutenant Masterson again that night. I walked with James Fowler through corridors busy with neat uniforms — every soldier was wearing a tie — and out into Brunton Avenue, where Fowler’s car was parked. On the way home, we said very little. I ought to have asked after his sister, Nigella Fowler. I’d been in love with her — at any rate, I thought I’d been in love with her — and she’d saved my life, and in doing so she’d killed a man. At the time, I’d wondered about the wisdom of entering into a relationship with a woman who could pull the trigger of a gun and send a bullet straight and true into a man’s heart. As it happened, saving my life was part of her job, and not indicative of any feelings she had for me. There was nothing between us now except bitterness on my side, and professional indifference on hers.


    Before I got out of the car at Mother’s house, Fowler said that the absence of a body worked in my favour, and that if it turned up the Americans might not be able to preserve Private Dervian’s current status as AWOL. He’d do his best, but he couldn’t guarantee that higher authorities would not insist on my being arrested.


    ‘Someone will come and talk to you tomorrow, after the matinee,’ he said. ‘You’ll co-operate, won’t you, Will?’


    What choice did I have? Feeling slightly giddy with sudden nausea, I said, ‘Yes, James. I’ll co-operate.’


    He probably nodded and smiled. It was too dark to tell. He’d driven away before I’d reached the front door. It was very late, so no one was up, and I made it to my bedroom without having to talk to Mother or Brian. I checked, as I automatically did each night, that the blackouts were in place, and turned on my bedside light. There was Gregory Marlow’s autograph book. I’d forgotten Mr Marlow. I sat on my bed and put my head in my hands. There’d been stiff competition recently, but this day was surely among the top-five worst days of my life. I was exhausted and fell asleep in my clothes, thinking before I did so that the next day things would look better, and get better. They didn’t, on either count.
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    Chapter Seven


    NEW YEAR’S EVE


    NEW YEAR’S EVE OUGHT TO HAVE BEEN A TIME to assess the ups and downs of the year now gone, and to look forward optimistically to better times ahead. When I looked over my shoulder at 1942, I didn’t see much to celebrate. I didn’t expect the soldier at Stalingrad, or struggling through the sucking mud of New Guinea, to have much sympathy for me; but, really and truly, 1942 was the most chaotic, terrifying, dangerous and emotionally eviscerating year of my life. Here, at the tail end of it, it showed no signs of letting up. The satisfaction of finding a modicum of stage success was diminished by the various threats to my freedom. At a time when I should have been revelling in my public acclaim, I was instead obliged to have unwanted contact with two organisations I had no fondness for — Military Intelligence and the Victoria Police, with the United States army thrown in for good measure.


    The household was quiet when I came down for breakfast. That statement seems rather grand, as though breakfast had been laid out by household staff. There was no breakfast, of course, so by breakfast I mean simply a cup of tea. Mother must have been at Drummond Street — she was an early riser, and would normally have been sitting in the front room reading the paper. Brian wasn’t an early riser, so he was probably still in bed. I wanted to speak to him, so when I’d drunk my tea I went back upstairs and knocked on his bedroom door — a courtesy he’d never have extended to me. There was no answer. I knocked again and entered the room. His bed hadn’t been slept in. Had Brian spent the night with Cloris Gilbert? Surely not. If he had, any further investigation into John Gilbert’s death would be compromised. Would he be so stupid?


    Facing two performances this day, I needed to conserve my energy. I’d gone to bed very late — if sleeping in the clothes I’d worn all day could be called going to bed. I felt seedy and in need of a bath. I returned to my room, undressed, and walked unhurriedly to the bathroom. The blackouts were still up in the bathroom window, so I turned on the light to examine my face in the mirror. I needed a shave, and the black eye was still very obvious.


    ‘Jesus Christ, Brian!’ I said as I caught sight of him in the mirror, or rather as I caught sight of his feet protruding over the edge of the bath. ‘Why didn’t you say something when I came in? You scared the living daylights out of me.’


    There was no reply.


    ‘Brian?’


    A great geyser of fear rushed through my blood as I scrabbled to rip the blackout down before confirming the appalling horror of Brian’s unseeing eyes beneath a few inches of bath water. I approached the tub and stared down at dead, open eyes, distorted by ripples that shivered across the surface of the water.


    ‘Brian,’ I said again — only it wasn’t Brian in the bath. It was Private Anthony Dervian. Brian was behind me, because he said, ‘What the hell is going on here, Will?’


    It took a moment for my mind to accommodate both shocks to the system. I turned to find Brian standing in the doorway.


    ‘I thought it was you in the bath,’ I said.


    ‘I’ve just got home. Why is there a dead person in the bath, and why are you naked?’


    ‘I was going to have a bath,’ I snapped. ‘It was dark in here, and I didn’t see him at first.’


    Brian moved to the edge of the bath and looked down.


    ‘That’s the bloke who was here on Christmas Day. Private Dervian?’


    ‘Yes. I know who put him here. What should we do? Should we empty the bath water?’


    ‘Are you insane? Don’t touch anything, and for God’s sake, put some clothes on. I can’t think straight with two naked men in the room.’


    I hurried back to my room and dressed in my clothes from the day before, despite the shirt smelling of sweat. When I returned to the bathroom, Brian was still staring down at Private Dervian’s body.


    ‘What did you mean when you said you know who put him here?’


    ‘The police and the United States army already know that Dervian is dead. What they don’t know, yet, is what happened to his body.’


    ‘I’m clearly missing great chunks of this story, Will. God help us, I’m away for one night, and suddenly the US army is involved and there’s a dead soldier in Mother’s bathtub. She’s not going to want to soak in that ever again. She’ll have to replace it.’


    ‘Seriously, Brian? Seriously? This is what you see as the biggest issue here, that Mother will need a new bathtub?’


    ‘Perhaps you could fill in the missing bits. Is this where he died? Did he drown here? Did you drown him here?’


    I needed to preserve my voice for the two performances of Mother Goose (it had not yet occurred to me that these might now be in jeopardy); otherwise, I’d have raised it mightily against this last, grotesque question. With a masterly demonstration of vocal control, I asked Brian to come downstairs with me, where I’d telephone Sergeant Strachan, and where I’d give him, Brian, the details he needed to understand the disturbing appearance of Private Anthony Dervian in Mother’s bathtub.


    I rang Strachan, and spoke tersely and briefly to him. I joined Brian in the front room, and when I’d finished my explanation, he sat wide-eyed in disbelief. I told him everything, including the advice I’d given on how to dispose of Dervian’s body, and also of the unwelcome reappearance of James Fowler.


    ‘I wasn’t as honest with the authorities as I’ve been with you, Brian. I didn’t tell them that I’d dressed Private Dervian, and I certainly didn’t tell them that I’d given Geraldine and Mrs Ferrell a suitable way of disposing of a body. Things looked bad enough for me without piling it on. When Strachan arrives, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t let either of those details slip.’


    Barely had I said this when a knock on the door heralded the arrival of the police. They didn’t wait for an answer, and when I left the front room I found half-a-dozen men making their way upstairs. They weren’t policemen. They were American soldiers. Strachan held the door open as more men entered the house.


    ‘Go back into the front room, Mr Power, and close the door,’ Strachan said. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute.’


    I did as I was told, which is an indication of how far from a safe harbour I’d felt I’d drifted, or been swept. Strachan followed a minute later.


    ‘Now, Sergeant,’ I said, ‘you can’t possibly believe that I would so spectacularly incriminate myself as to bring Private Dervian’s body to my mother’s house, to the place where I live.’


    The door opened, and Sergeant Radcliff joined Strachan.


    ‘Give us the essential details without any unnecessary, time-wasting crap,’ Radcliff said. I must have been in a kind of daze. I didn’t challenge his untoward, contemptuous tone. I simply gave him what he asked for, and he took notes. I omitted the incident with Gregory Marlow, as this had no bearing on the matter at hand, and showed me in a bad light, and as far as the police were concerned, the light I was standing in wasn’t particularly flattering as it was. As I was speaking, I could hear feet walking about above.


    I detected an air of indifference in both Strachan and Radcliff, as if each of them had become bored by all this. Radcliff’s note-taking seemed desultory, almost as if he was pretending to take notes instead of actually taking them. After twenty minutes, he snapped his notebook shut and left the room. Strachan, who’d sat down and crossed his legs, stood up, smoothed his suit, and ran his fingers around the brim of his hat. Curiously, neither detective had said a word to Brian until Strachan asked, ‘And you can confirm that your brother’s account of finding Private Dervian’s body is accurate?’


    Brian coughed prettily, and unnecessarily said that when he’d opened the bathroom door, he saw that I wasn’t wearing any clothes.


    ‘Hardly surprising, Brian,’ I said. ‘I was about to have a bath.’


    ‘I was trying to be accurate, Will, that’s all. I’m not suggesting it meant anything. Only you hadn’t mentioned it, and so I thought I ought to.’


    Sergeant Strachan adjusted his hat on his head, barely able to contain his impatience. I’d become so used to being the object of his focussed distaste that his failure to exercise it on this occasion, when circumstances ought to have given it free rein, struck me as inexplicable and even suspicious. Sergeant Radcliff opened the door a few inches and nodded to Strachan who said, ‘Gentlemen,’ in farewell, and who then left without anything further being said. I heard the front door of the house close. There was silence.


    ‘What just happened, Brian?’


    He shrugged.


    ‘Maybe they’ve posted a couple of blokes upstairs, and they’ll be coming back. Let’s have a look.’


    We stood at the bottom of the stairs expecting to see a burly figure stationed at the top. There was no one. We climbed upstairs slowly, and found the bathroom door open. Brian hurried ahead of me and entered the bathroom first. I followed. I think my jaw actually dropped open in an involuntary spasm of surprise. The bath was empty, spotlessly clean and dry, without so much as a drop of water on the floor around it. Private Dervian had been tidied away.


    ‘This has got Intelligence written all over it,’ I said. ‘If you know anything about this, Brian, now would be the time to tell me.’


    Brian’s face had had a look of amazement on it from the moment I’d joined him in discovering the empty tub, and he did a good job of keeping it there as he shook his head and said, ‘I’m flummoxed.’


    ‘This is the kind of ruthless efficiency I associate with James Fowler,’ I said.


    ‘Getting the body here in the first place was done with ruthless efficiency, too.’


    ‘Geraldine Buchanan had to be behind that. She was the only one who knew where I lived.’


    ‘Dervian’s mate — Harlen Quist, was that his name? — he knew where you lived.’


    ‘Private Harlen Quist. When I say it now, it sounds like such a phoney name. The Yanks aren’t convinced that he’s a real soldier. Did you think his accent was real?’


    ‘I just assumed he was who he said he was. I wasn’t listening for a fake accent. It sounded real to me.’


    ‘I’m one hundred per cent certain that Geraldine is working for Intelligence. She’s undercover, of course, so at the moment it looks like she’s on the wrong side. I recognise the method. She could be in danger — but you know something, Brian, I don’t really care. A plague on James Fowler and all his kind.’ I narrowed my eyes at Brian when I said this, just to remind him that if he was one of their kind, this applied to him as well. He was rescued from the need to respond by the arrival home of our mother.


    ‘Brian?’ she called.


    ‘I’ll be right down,’ he called back. ‘What will you do now, Will?’


    With defiant pleasure I said, ‘I’m going to have a bath.’
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    I discerned a subtle change in Roger Teddle’s demeanour when I entered our dressing room. He’d already made up his face, so it wasn’t anything to do with his expression. There was just a general sense of his having withdrawn slightly. Perhaps our conversation about drugs had made him wary of me. I didn’t press him for an explanation. I changed into the Mother Goose costume, and as soon as I was fully dressed and made up I felt energised, and the previous twenty-four hours fell away as belonging to another world.


    The last Melbourne performance was a sell-out, and I know that I was guilty of over-playing the part. In my defence, the audience came with me and laughed uproariously at my antics. There were three curtain calls, and I don’t recall ever feeling happier than when I took my bows. Several members of the company congratulated me. There were a few who didn’t. They felt strongly that we were an ensemble, and that to acknowledge one above another wasn’t done. I agreed with them in essence, so didn’t feel slighted.


    As I changed out of my costume, I regretted the amount of energy I’d expended in this performance, and hoped it wouldn’t mute the evening’s appearance at Puckapunyal. Roger sat, uncharacteristically fully clothed, rather glumly staring at himself in the mirror.


    ‘You’re not yourself, Roger. Is something wrong?’


    ‘I’m not sure I’ve got the energy to do this all over again in Ballarat. My feet are in a terrible state. It might be time to retire. The wife has an annuity from her father’s estate. Nothing grand. Quite modest, but enough to be comfortable on. Don’t tell anyone. I haven’t decided finally yet. I’ll do it after tonight’s show.’


    ‘I’ll miss you, Roger, if you do decide to retire, and I’ll have to break in a new Maid.’


    ‘There are plenty of actors out there who are better than I am, Will. We both know that.’


    ‘None of them will be as pleasant company in the dressing room,’ I said, just to be polite. Roger was tolerable, but hardly pleasant. I wasn’t feeling much real regret at the prospect of him retiring. In fact, I was excited by the possibility of working with someone new.


    ‘I’ll come and watch you sign autographs,’ he said.


    ‘Just give me a minute.’ I remembered, as I bent to tie up my shoelaces, that James Fowler had said that there’d be somebody here to talk to me after the performance. Perhaps the finding of Anthony Dervian’s body had altered his plans.


    There was a large crowd at the stage door, and when I emerged there was a deeply satisfying round of applause. I stepped down from the stoop, and began signing autographs and accepting congratulations. Roger remained on the stoop, elevated above the crowd. I was smiling, with my head down, as I took books, programs, and bits of paper and signed my name. People moved to let me through, until my way was blocked by a man who stood stock-still in front of me. I raised my eyes to look into those of Gregory Marlow. His arms were by his side, and as he moved his right one slightly, I saw that he was holding a large pistol. It was World War I vintage. My father had had one. I had time to step back as Marlow raised it and pointed it at my chest. Two women close to him screamed, and the crowd surged away from him. His face was expressionless. I watched in horrified fascination as his finger squeezed the trigger. There was an explosion, and my hand flew to a searing burn along my neck. In front of me, Gregory Marlow had fallen to the ground, his right hand and arm now a bloodied mess.


    ‘He’s hurt!’ someone shouted. It came from behind me, and I turned to see Roger, still standing but with a flower of blood spreading across his shirt. He looked surprised, and then he fell forwards into the arms of an Australian sailor. After that, there was pandemonium. Flash bulbs went off in my face, and I was so disoriented by pain and shock that the following thirty minutes remain an uncertain blur. I know I was propelled towards the stage door, pushed inside, and helped to my dressing room. The sailor, carrying Roger’s limp body, followed close behind.
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    The sensible thing to do would have been to cancel the Puckapunyal performance. It was because of my fierce insistence that it went ahead. It was this that helped secure me in the public’s mind as a kind of hero. This was misguided, of course. There was nothing heroic in my insistence. I simply didn’t know what else to do, and as long as I was on stage, I didn’t have to think about how close I’d come to dying. Gregory Marlow’s pistol hadn’t been cleaned or serviced in many years, and while it discharged its bullet, which missed its target, it also blew apart in Marlow’s hand, taking that extremity with it. Roger had taken the bullet in his shoulder, and it was expected that he’d recover. Marlow’s life hung in the balance. He’d lost a lot of blood by the time doctors had attempted, and failed, to save his arm below the elbow. The bullet had grazed my neck on its way through to Roger, and that wound was angry and painful.


    My wound might have been angry, but Percy Wavel was equally angry. He sat opposite me in the back of the truck on our way to Puckapunyal. I knew he was fuming, but he couldn’t show it. With Roger Teddles in hospital, and in the absence of an understudy, there was only one person who could play the Maid, and that was the person who’d directed the play and ostensibly knew all the moves. That person was Percy Wavel. He’d initially refused point blank. My heroic decision to go on, despite the trauma of attempted murder, made Percy’s refusal seem small, mean, and unpatriotic. So there he sat, grimly clutching Roger’s costume across his knees.


    ‘No one in the audience knows who you are. You’re all dress, and wig, and make-up.’


    ‘The company knows who I am. If I make a fool of myself in front of them, how will I get them to take direction from me in the future?’


    There was no one else in the back of our truck. The rest of the cast was following in the truck behind us. Percy Wavel and I sat among costumes and bits of the set.


    ‘Just follow me, Percy, and if you think you’re falling flat, just lift your skirts and show your legs. I believe that was advice you gave me.’


    ‘My legs aren’t as hairy as yours, so it won’t be as funny.’


    ‘They’re skinny and knobbly. It’ll be funny enough.’


    Soldiers are the best audience in the world. The sound of four hundred men on the other side of the curtain, settling into their seats, calling to each other, and laughing rambunctiously is intimidating. It sounds like it could go wrong so easily, with high spirits transmogrifying into mean spirits if they feel cheated by the entertainment. Without alcohol to poison their blood, they are peerless in their delight and appreciation.


    And so it was that night, New Year’s Eve, 1942. How they stamped and clamoured and whistled. Percy did his best as the Maid, and no one minded that he couldn’t be heard or that he was unsure where he was meant to be. We turned this into bits of business, with me, and others, dragging him into place. In the end, it was Percy Wavel who made the biggest impression on the crowd. He and I were taking our final bows when Percy turned his back on the audience, bent over, and pulled his voluminous skirts over his head. He was wearing no underpants. I thought the thunderous whooping and stomping might cause the roof to collapse. With one small gesture, Percy had stolen the show. Afterwards, on the way back into town, I congratulated him on this moment of tawdry genius.


    ‘That’s the kind of courage I expect from all my actors, Will. Who dares, wins.’


    ‘Who bares, wins, I think you mean.’


    He laughed, and for a brief moment I actually liked him.
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    I woke the next day to Brian standing at the foot of my bed, holding The Argus in one hand and The Age in the other. I was on the front page of both. I wasn’t front and centre. That honour went to General Montgomery, who was having some success in Tunisia. However, I was down on the bottom right. ‘Assassination attempt on leading man fails,’ said The Argus. ‘Courageous actor shot. Refuses to cancel Puckapunyal show’, said The Age. I sat up in bed, exposing the burn on my neck.


    ‘Christ almighty,’ Brian said. ‘Is it true then?’


    ‘What does The Argus say?’


    Brian read:


    Leading stage actor, Mr William Power, narrowly escaped an assassination attempt yesterday afternoon. The assassin, who was badly injured in the incident, is yet to be interviewed by police. Mr Power, who suffered a bullet wound to the neck, refused to cancel a scheduled performance before troops at Puckapunyal army base. A spokesman for the army praised Mr Power’s courage and declared that it was precisely this sort of patriotism in the face of great challenges that would help us win the war. Mr Power was not available for comment.


    Brian put The Argus down and read from The Age:


    The well-known actor, Mr William Power, currently appearing in the Tivoli Theatre Company’s production of Mother Goose, was shot at and wounded by an unknown man yesterday afternoon. No motive for the attack has been discovered. The assailant suffered severe injuries when the antique gun he fired with exploded in his grasp. The extent of Mr Power’s injuries are not known but he insisted on taking part in a special performance of Mother Goose for the benefit of our soldiers at Puckapunyal army base. A spokesman for the army thanked Mr Power for his leadership and praised him for his courage. ‘A lesser man would have walked away from this commitment. Mr Power is an inspiration to us all’, the spokesman said.


    Brian put both papers at the end of the bed.


    ‘Twenty-four hours ago,’ he said, ‘you were standing over a corpse in the bathtub. Now here you are, the great hero. Who shot you?’


    Without thinking I said, ‘A man named Gregory Marlow.’


    ‘You knew him?’ Brian was incredulous. ‘Have you told the police this?’


    ‘I haven’t spoken to the police, Brian. I’m going to Carlton to make a statement this morning.’


    Why had I mentioned Marlow’s name? Well, there was no point not telling Brian the truth, so I did so.


    ‘And you’ve still got his precious autograph collection?’


    ‘Yes. It’s under the socks in the third drawer.’


    Brian retrieved it and flicked through the pages.


    ‘Very impressive. He’s got Melba’s scribble. Still, there’s something wrong with this bloke.’ He suddenly began to laugh.


    ‘You signed his book, Will! Was this before or after you kicked him in the nuts?’


    ‘After. I know, it’s inappropriate.’


    ‘“It was a pleasure to meet you”,’ Brian read. ‘Why did you write that?’


    ‘I don’t know. My brain wasn’t functioning properly. I’m not going to tell the police about the incident with Marlow. It’s enough that they know that he’s crazy, so that nothing he tells them will have any credibility.’


    The telephone rang, and Mother called up the stairs that it was for me.


    ‘Has Mother read the papers?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘My success must be a grave disappointment to her.’


    ‘Don’t be so mean-spirited, Will. Mother is preoccupied with Peter’s grief. He isn’t coping all that well with John’s death. You haven’t seen him for a couple of days. He’s not himself. He’s falling apart.’


    ‘Mother as a sympathetic listener is so alien an idea that I can’t comprehend it.’


    Brian made a small sound of disapproval and left the bedroom. I got up, threw on a dressing gown, and went downstairs to take the telephone call. Mother was nowhere to be seen. Clearly, there wasn’t room in her sympathy schedule for her wounded son. I picked up the handset.


    ‘Yes, hello?’


    ‘Will, it’s Percy Wavel.’


    I felt sick. What reason would he have to telephone me at home, except to tell me that Roger had died? I left so long a silence that he was obliged to ask, ‘Will, are you still there?’


    ‘Yes, I’m here. It’s Roger, isn’t it?’


    ‘Roger?’ He seemed confused. ‘Oh, that Roger. No, he’s fine, or he will be, although I don’t think he’ll be doing any more stage work. His shoulder’s a bit of a mess, apparently. He probably won’t have full movement in it ever again. Still, he should have retired years ago. No, that’s not what I was ringing about. You need to come in to the theatre this afternoon. Mr Parnell wants to talk to you.’


    Given that Wallace Parnell managed the Tivoli, and that he could make or break a career, it would have been unwise to refuse the meeting.


    ‘I’ll be there,’ I said, and saying nothing more, Percy hung up. I thought this abruptness boded ill, although on reflection it was perfectly consistent with Percy’s reluctance to offer praise. He would have read the papers. He just couldn’t bring himself to acknowledge that I was making a bit of a splash.


    I put the handset back, and thought about going into the front room where Mother would now be. I decided I couldn’t face a conversation with her, and instead went upstairs to shave, bathe, and dress. I left the house an hour later, and walked to the Carlton Police Station at the southern end of Drummond Street. I wasn’t expecting a guard of honour, but I also wasn’t expecting to have to deal with the oaf on the front desk. I explained that I was there to provide a statement regarding the incident that had taken place the previous day.


    ‘What incident?’ he asked.


    ‘I was shot.’


    ‘You don’t look like someone who’s been shot.’


    I pulled my collar down to fully reveal the raw burn on my neck. He snorted.


    ‘Air rifle, was it?’


    I had to discipline myself against correcting this dim-witted dolt. He was at least forty-five, and still a constable. I wanted to tread carefully, because my place in the public’s affection was far from secure, and with two bodies and a tranche of pornographic drawings coalescing in my imagination as a sort of sword of Damocles, I felt vulnerable to scandal.


    ‘I wonder if I might talk to someone above the rank of constable?’


    This didn’t strike quite the bland note I was striving for, and the constable curled his lip disagreeably before saying, ‘Wait here, your majesty.’


    He took my request into a back room and soon re-emerged with a younger but senior officer.


    ‘Ah, Mr Power. I was told to expect you. Do come through.’


    I followed him into a dingy little room, which I at first thought must be the place where low-life was interviewed, but which turned out to be this man’s office, and one of the rewards of seniority. The nineteenth-century building hadn’t caught up with the 1940s. His name was Senior Constable Murchison, and he was perfectly pleasant. He took my statement, typing it laboriously as I spoke. When I’d finished, he gave it to me to read, and, unsure of the etiquette around correcting his numerous spelling errors, I simply signed it.


    ‘It seems like a straightforward case of a nutter having a pop at someone in the public eye. The world is full to overflowing with crazy people, Mr Power. It won’t come to trial. It’s open and shut. He’ll plead guilty, and go down for attempted murder. He might die, in which case there’ll be a coronial inquest — but again, there’s no mystery here. Who knows why he hated you? Envy? Some religious objection to you dressing up as a woman? He might tell us, but I doubt it. You’re quite sure you’d never seen him before yesterday afternoon?’


    ‘Never,’ I lied.


    ‘At any rate, you’re lucky he was such a nong. If he’d known anything about guns, you’d be dead man.’


    Senior Constable Murchison smiled as if he believed this to be reassuring and not horrifying.


    ‘Thank you for coming in. If we have any further questions, we know where to find you. This will only be complicated if Mr Gregory Marlow — that’s the bloke’s name, by the way — pleads not guilty, and I can’t see that happening. There were dozens of witnesses.’


    I left the Carlton Police Station wondering at how low-key the interview had been. I was used to dealing with the police at a fever-pitch of tension, I supposed because I’d never been a victim — mostly I’d been a suspect.


    I found Percy Wavel in his office at the theatre. He looked very pleased with himself.


    ‘I brought the house down last night,’ he said.


    ‘I suppose it’s been a while since anybody’s applauded your arse.’


    ‘It’s a mistake to underestimate the Wavel arse. I said that to Mrs Wavel last night. She remains unconvinced.’


    I was unused to the lighter side of Percy Wavel, and it made me uncomfortable.


    ‘Mr Parnell doesn’t want you to play Mother Goose in Ballarat. In fact, he wants you out of pantomime altogether.’


    I knew Wallace Parnell could be a difficult man, but I was shocked that he might want to dismiss me. Wasn’t all publicity good publicity? Did he think that yesterday’s incident reflected badly somehow on his company? God knew he was sensitive to public opinion. It had been at his insistence that every Tivoli show had to have some frightful, patriotic theme, lest he be accused of making money out of vulgar trivialities at a time of crisis. I, for one, couldn’t anymore hear Jenny Howard singing ‘A Brown Slouch Hat (with the side turned up)’, without wanting to strangle her.


    ‘When can I talk to Mr Parnell?’


    ‘I’m afraid you can’t. He’s too busy. I’ve been told what to tell you.’


    ‘I see.’


    ‘You’ve turned white, Will. Are you all right?’


    ‘Why does Mr Parnell want to fire me? It wasn’t my fault that Roger got shot.’


    Wavel laughed.


    ‘Mr Parnell doesn’t want to fire you. He wants to make money out of you. If there’s one thing Wallace Parnell knows, it’s how to make money, and to quote him, putting you in skirts to prance around a stage in Ballarat is like throwing money into a dunny can.’


    ‘I’m not really following you, Percy.’


    ‘Mr Parnell is selling you. Well, not selling — more like leasing you out.’


    My heart began to skip a few beats.


    ‘J.C. Williamson’s have bought Private Lives, and Parnell has been approached by them to offer you the part of Elyot. I say offer, but that implies you’re in a position to turn it down. Mr Parnell has already accepted on your behalf, and negotiated the fee. You’re costing Williamson’s a pretty penny. You won’t see much of that, of course, although you’ll be handsomely paid — twice what you’re getting now.’


    I’d have agreed to play Elyot for nothing, but to preserve some semblance of independent thinking, I made the smallest of protests by saying, ‘Do I have any say in this at all?’


    ‘None. Did you read the contract you signed recently?’


    ‘I ran my eye over it.’


    ‘Perhaps you’ll recall, then, that Mr Parnell effectively owns you for the next three years. He owns a house, a car, a piano, and William Power. And he can rent you out, as it were, when it suits him to do so, and it suits him to do so now. I must say, Will, Mr Parnell is very happy with the return so far on that expensive spread in The Listener-In.’


    ‘How much are Williamson’s paying?’


    ‘That, I’m afraid, is none of your business. To mollify them, he’s throwing in Angus Winneke to do the sets and the costumes, and, believe me, that’s some mollification. Winneke is a genius. Williamson’s are almost as excited about him as they are about you.’


    I was experiencing a mild ecstasy. Even so, I was conscious of the shadow being cast by looming figures from my private life. Success, real success, was tantalisingly close; the means to wreck it were equally close. Would the fates intervene vindictively and tear me down? Why would they, though? It wasn’t as if I’d waded through slaughter to this throne, in Thomas Gray’s immortal words. I’d come to this point honestly, hadn’t I? Gregory Marlow mightn’t agree, but Gregory Marlow was insane. All this flashed through my mind in a few seconds. In that time, Percy had reached into a drawer and withdrawn a hefty script.


    ‘This is yours. Rehearsals begin at the Comedy Theatre in two weeks from today. I can’t tell you who’s playing the other parts. It’s scheduled to open at the beginning of February. Break a leg.’


    I took the script of Private Lives, and held it to my chest as I stood up to leave.


    ‘There’s a note inside about whom to talk to at Williamson’s. They want to see you tomorrow. I hope that black eye doesn’t scare them off.’


    I was so happy I was incapable of coherent speech.


    ‘You haven’t asked who’s replacing you in Mother Goose. You don’t care, do you?’


    ‘No, I don’t care. I’m looking forward to wearing trousers on stage.’


    ‘Like I said, Will, break a leg.’


    A broken leg might have rescued me from a great deal of trouble.
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    Chapter Eight


    ANOTHER BAD TURN


    WITH MY SPIRITS SOARING, I resisted the temptation of opening Noël Coward’s script. Before I allowed myself the luxury of savouring Elyot’s lines, I needed to see Roger Teddles. Failure to visit the man who’d taken the bullet intended for me would have been high-handed at the very least. I found him propped up in bed in a crowded and noisy ward in the Royal Melbourne Hospital. This was convenient, because where it sat on the corner of Swanston and Lonsdale Streets was close to the Tivoli. He looked unwell, but not unhappy. There was a woman seated by the bedside, and she was holding his hand. I presumed she was Mrs Teddles. Roger managed a smile when he saw me. He introduced Celia, his wife, who smiled at me, too, so it seemed that neither of them felt any antipathy towards me. Indeed, Celia Teddles expressed some concern about the burn line on my neck, and recommended a regular dousing with carbolic.


    ‘That could turn nasty,’ she said. ‘The neighbour two doors down, a mechanic he was, cut his arm, and he just bandaged it up with some old rag. It turned septic, and he was dead within the fortnight.’


    ‘Go and rustle us up a cup of tea, will you, love?’


    Celia stood up, and on her way past me, leaned in, squinted, and said again, ‘Nasty. You really want to be careful with that.’


    When Celia had disappeared in search of tea, Roger said, ‘The police have been in. I didn’t say anything about the heroin business.’


    I was puzzled, and must have looked it.


    ‘Well, I mean, one day you’re asking me about drugs, and the next day some bloke shows up and wants to shoot you. I’m just joining some dots.’


    It seemed pointless trying to explain that one had nothing to do with the other, and Roger wouldn’t have believed me anyway, so I let it go.


    ‘I’m very sorry you got hurt, Roger. It’s a bastard of a thing. You’re not in pain, are you?’


    ‘I am, actually. There’s a shortage of morphine, so the bloody nurses won’t give me any until I start screaming the place down, which I feel like doing right now. It’s bloody awful.’


    ‘But you’ll make a full recovery?’


    ‘The shoulder will never be the same. My acting days are over. Stage acting, that is. I might be able to get some radio work.’


    ‘How are you off for money? You said your wife had an annuity.’


    ‘Mr Parnell has been bloody generous, Will. I thought he was a Pommy prick, but he’s looked after me and Celia.’


    ‘He’s quite sentimental about his performers.’


    I forbore telling Roger that Mr Parnell’s generosity might have been influenced by the swelling of his coffers as a result of his leasing me to J.C. Williamson’s. I was suddenly oppressed by the smells and echoes of the hospital ward, and I asked Roger to pass on my apologies to Mrs Teddles, but I really had to go. He was a little miffed at the brevity of my visit, but we weren’t friends and we had nothing in common outside the theatre. I wished him well and I left.


    Outside the hospital, I opened the script and read: Cast: Elyot, Amanda, Victor, Sybil. Williamson’s might bring an English actress over to play Amanda, although this was unlikely, given the danger involved in taking to the oceans. Who’d play the thankless parts of Victor and Sybil? Oh, it didn’t matter. I was to be Elyot, and that was all that mattered.


    As soon as I reached the Melbourne General Cemetery, my spirits came crashing down to earth. The mystery surrounding John Gilbert’s death, and his role in his mother’s death, pushed over hideous little dominoes in my head, and each tile that fell clattered out a sort of Morse code that spelled all the individual failures of the past year. The last of these imagined tiles tapped out the name of Private Anthony Dervian. Geraldine Buchanan had killed him. This astonished me now more forcefully than it had when she’d first told me. Now that I knew that she was working for Intelligence, did that make Dervian little more than an acceptable casualty of war? The US army had snaffled his body with the collusion of our police, and no doubt they’d create a credible, and tragic, and possibly even heroic, death — all for the benefit of his wheelchair-bound mother. It wouldn’t do for her to know that he’d died in a grubby, small-beer brothel in Melbourne, with heroin, or some other drug, coursing through his veins.


    When I entered Mother’s house, I sensed that it was empty. Both she and Brian must have been at Drummond Street. I knew that I needed to talk to Brian about the amount of time he was spending with Cloris. He couldn’t afford to begin an affair with her; that would be unseemly as well as unwise. Unfortunately, Brian wasn’t a stranger to either of those qualities.


    I was at a loose end, so I thought how marvellous it would be to lie on my bed and read through Private Lives. I took the stairs two at a time, and threw open my bedroom door with a flourish. Stretched out on my bed, with his hands behind his head, was a man in a cheap suit. He hadn’t bothered to take off his shoes, so the possibility of some sort of urban ordure being transferred to the bedspread was high.


    ‘Mr Power, I presume?’


    No sense of menace came off this man, so I wasn’t afraid — just very, very annoyed.


    ‘Would you please take your feet off my bed, and who the hell are you, and how did you get in here?’


    He swung his feet off the bed and sat on its edge.


    ‘My name is Gary, and the back door was open.’


    ‘What’s your full name, and the back door was not open.’


    ‘It was by the time I’d picked the lock, and Gary is more than enough for our purpose.’


    I recognised in the educated roundness of his vowels that he was a product of the Army Intelligence finishing school.


    ‘I was expecting to see you in my dressing room.’


    ‘The best-laid plans,’ he said lazily. ‘I’m here now, and I’m here to claim the favour that James Fowler spoke to you about. I was at the stage door, by the way. I saw the whole thing. The papers went a bit overboard, don’t you think?’


    There was a superciliousness in his tone that revealed the role Intelligence had played in the placing of those articles.


    ‘You wrote those pieces, didn’t you?’


    ‘No. Not me. I’m no wordsmith. Nigella Fowler wrote them. She wanted me to let you know that.’


    He drew his fingers across his neat Ronald Colman moustache. This might have been an elegant gesture, except that it focussed attention on his dirty fingernails. He was an odd melange of the neat and the seedy. His shoes were scuffed, but his suit was well pressed; his shirt was rumpled, with the first three buttons undone to reveal a bony, sparsely lawned sternum; his moustache was carefully managed, but his hair could have done with a wash and a trim.


    I was deflated by the news that my publicity had been orchestrated by Intelligence. Puffery put about by the theatre seemed less tainted than that placed by Intelligence.


    ‘The name Albert Taylor won’t mean anything to you, Will, but it means a great deal to us, and you are the last person to have had contact with him — at least, we think you are.’


    ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


    ‘On Christmas Day, two American soldiers came to this house for lunch. There was Private Dervian, now deceased, and Private Harlen Quist.’


    He paused, so I gave him what he wanted.


    ‘That’s correct.’


    ‘The thing is, Will, only one American soldier came to lunch that day. Harlen Quist is an absurd alias of Albert Taylor. We’re not one hundred per cent sure of this. You can give us certainty.’


    He pulled a photograph from his pocket and handed it to me.


    ‘Is that the man who called himself Harlen Quist?’


    The man in the photograph wasn’t wearing a uniform, but the face that stared out at me was definitely Harlen Quist’s.


    ‘That’s him. No doubt about it. Is that the favour?’


    Gary shook his head slowly.


    ‘That’s a small down-payment on the favour. Let me tell you about Albert Taylor, and how lucky you are not to be as dead as Anthony Dervian. Taylor is sad proof that our recruitment filters don’t work as well as they should.’


    ‘He’s in Intelligence?’


    Gary raised his hand to indicate that he would prefer to finish his monologue without interruptions.


    ‘He looks younger than he is. He’s twenty-nine, and can easily pass for twenty-two. He came to us from civilian life, not from the army. This was well before the war. He was smart and ambitious, and he proved himself a capable,’ he struggled for the right word, ‘… employee. He spoke German, French, and Italian. He has one of those brains that take up languages with astonishing ease, and he has a gift for fluency. You don’t come across many people in this part of the world with that facility, and his superiors, foolishly, made allowances for poor behaviour on account of it. Australians think being able to speak a second language, let alone a third and fourth, is akin to magic.


    ‘He started quite well, but he soon developed a reputation for unreliability. He missed training exercises and briefings, and eventually he was given an ultimatum — clean up your act, or be faced with disciplinary action that could include a prison sentence under the Crimes Act. He cleaned up his act, and for two years he was an exemplary member of the unit. People forgot that he had started badly. Early this year, he walked out of Victoria Barracks, and he hasn’t been seen since. We don’t think he took anything with him — no files are missing — but he has a phenomenal memory, and he knows things that would be of interest to our enemies. We don’t believe that he is a traitor. Yet.’


    Gary cleared his throat, as if what he was about to say was slightly embarrassing.


    ‘We think he might be a drug addict.’


    He indicated that I could ask a question.


    ‘That’s all very interesting, but it’s an imaginative leap to get from Harlen Quist to Albert Taylor. How was that made?’


    ‘No leap required. Private Dervian kept a diary. The Yanks found it among his things. He fancied himself as a writer. We won’t be passing it on to his mother — there’s not a lot in it that would make her proud. He was young, and far from home, and sex and drugs were an intoxicating mix. He dresses it all up in purple prose, but what it comes down to is that he fucked a few girls and tried some marijuana; nothing more than that. The diary wouldn’t warrant a second look, except that one afternoon he met an Australian bloke at the house in Fitzgibbon Street, and this bloke introduced himself as Albert. No second name. Just Albert. This Albert took Dervian under his wing, and maybe introduced him to something stronger than Mary Jane. He certainly introduced him to his girlfriend, Geraldine Buchanan, and Dervian was swept off his feet. He’d been at the house to buy the favours of the other woman.’


    ‘Mrs Ferrell?’


    ‘No. The other one.’


    ‘Caroline.’


    ‘Correct.’


    Gary was obviously maintaining Geraldine’s cover by not telling me everything. I let him go on without challenging his assertion that she was Albert Taylor’s girlfriend.


    ‘You feature in his last entries, in a supporting role. Albert got it into his head one night, under the influence of God knows what, that he should dress up as a Yank soldier to meet his girlfriend after her show. That’s when they met you, and you invited them for Christmas lunch. Apparently, Albert thought this was hilarious. They didn’t intend to come, but Dervian notes, in a particularly florid passage, that Miss Buchanan discovered that you were a private-inquiry agent, and that the interest you were showing in her was more likely to be professional than personal — you can make of that what you will. So she made herself scarce.’


    ‘She didn’t discover anything. I told her that I’d done a bit of work as a private detective.’


    ‘Well, she was spooked, and left what was probably quite a remunerative market for her drug peddling.’


    I felt obliged to leap to the defence of the company.


    ‘I saw no evidence of drug taking in the Mother Goose company. None whatsoever.’


    I realised as I said this that I was buying into this Gary person’s fictional rendering of Geraldine. Of course she wasn’t peddling drugs. I imagined that she’d been put there by Intelligence to uncover who the real dealers were, and if performing the role of Albert Taylor’s girlfriend was necessary to bring him in, and perhaps even bigger fish with him, well, that’s what she’d do. They struck it lucky when they’d recruited Geraldine. Not every girl would be so sexually accommodating, even for the good of her country in a time of war.


    ‘To come to the point, Will, we want to use you as bait to trap Albert Taylor. He came to Christmas lunch to check out who the private dick was who was onto his girlfriend. He’ll think he’s got your measure. I won’t lie to you — what we’re asking could be dangerous. Taylor can be a violent man, and he’s very bright. If he’s now a drug addict, given what he knows about the workings of Intelligence and the people in it, he’s a liability.’


    ‘And you want him safely locked up.’


    ‘No. We want him safely dead.’


    ‘I’m not going to kill Albert Taylor for you.’


    ‘No, no. We want Albert Taylor to try to kill you, and we’ll make sure that we’re there to prevent that happening.’


    Gary smiled broadly.


    ‘That’s the plan. There are a few details we haven’t worked out yet. We think we can pull it off.’


    ‘You think you can pull it off.’


    ‘We’ll certainly do our best, Will.’


    He gave a little laugh, as if this was just about the most amusing thing he’d ever said. ‘We’ll let you know what we need you to do as soon as we know ourselves. For now, it’s good to know you’re on board.’


    ‘I don’t recall saying that I’m on board.’


    ‘Some things don’t need to be said, do they, Will?’


    He stood up, patted his hat against the side of his thigh, and left. I stayed where I was, and heard him brazenly leave by the front door.
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    I straightened the bedspread where this Gary person had creased it, and removed the pillowcase — the thought of putting my head where his greasy hair had rested was stomach-churning.


    I felt under siege. Geraldine, Mrs Ferrell, Albert Taylor, James Fowler, Gary with-no-surname, the United States army, Victorian detectives, even Wallace Parnell — they all wanted a piece of me, and apart from Parnell, none of them cared very much if that piece was ripped from my corpse. I needed to take charge of this situation, and to do that I needed to find Geraldine and Albert Taylor before Intelligence found a way to tether me to a post, like a goat waiting for the claws of a tiger. The goats never came out of those traps alive.


    I had to talk to Brian, so, reluctantly, I walked around to Peter Gilbert’s house. It was very late in the afternoon. In fact, my empty stomach told me that it was dinnertime. I hoped that people ate even if they were grieving, and hoped that they might invite me to join them. It’s a testament to how hungry I was that I was willing to sit down to dinner with both Peter Gilbert and Mother. Mother was a person best dealt with on a full stomach. I knocked on the door, half expecting that Brian would answer it. But it was Cloris who opened it.


    ‘Oh, Will.’


    There was surprise in her voice, although it wasn’t joyous surprise. There was an awkward silence as she failed to invite me in immediately. A rabbit-seller or a tinker would have been given a better reception. The prospect of dinner evaporated, which made the rich smell of a meaty stew that wafted from the house rather cruel.


    ‘Is Brian here?’


    ‘No, he hasn’t been here at all today. Agnes is here.’


    ‘Don’t disturb her. If Brian turns up, will you ask him to telephone me at Mother’s house?’


    She nodded and closed the door. If this wasn’t intended as a rebuff, it certainly had the force of one. I almost knocked again, realising that my failure to ask after either her or Peter Gilbert’s welfare must seem both rude and callous. If I knocked again, though, it would seem like an afterthought, and that would be even worse. I returned to Mother’s house to see what I could find in the kitchen.


    When I entered the house, I was wary. It wasn’t yet dark, but the shadows were deepening. I thought I heard a movement upstairs, and my hackles rose. It was probably Brian, but I’d gone past the point of taking anything for granted. I climbed the stairs and made a rapid search of every room. I knocked on Mother’s door before I entered that room. I knew she wasn’t there, but force of habit insisted on that courtesy. There was no one upstairs, and I berated myself for allowing my nerves to override my common sense. I returned to the kitchen and found half a loaf of bread in the bread tin. Feeling like a Depression urchin, I cut two slices, toasted them, and smeared dripping on them. The dripping, kept in a bowl in the refrigerator and topped up after each meat meal, tasted of lamb. My hunger lent the food a depth of satisfying flavour it probably didn’t deserve. I made a pot of tea, and while it was brewing I dashed upstairs to retrieve the script of Private Lives. I thought it would create a good impression if at tomorrow’s meeting I was able to say that I’d read it and that I’d already begun constructing my version of Elyot. Immersing myself in Noël Coward’s world would also offer welcome respite from my own.


    I poured my tea, helped myself to two of Mother’s oat biscuits, and let myself into the front room. The blackouts were up, and the reading light over an armchair with its back to me was on, illuminating a woman’s platinum-blonde hair. She didn’t move, and for one awful moment I thought another corpse had been propped in Mother’s house. I had the script tucked under one arm, a cup of tea in one hand, and a plate of biscuits in the other. I put them on the piano.


    ‘And you are?’ I asked, calmly, half-expecting no answer, because the dead don’t chat.


    She stood up and faced me. At least she was alive.


    ‘Oh, Mr Power, I’ve just been reading about you in the paper.’ She flourished The Age in her left hand. ‘I’m very excited to meet you.’


    ‘And you are?’ I repeated.


    She advanced towards me with her hand outstretched, as a man would do.


    ‘I’m Carol. How do you do?’


    I took her proffered hand automatically.


    ‘Carol who?’


    ‘Oh, just Carol. Please, sit down.’


    ‘You do realise this isn’t your house, Carol?’


    She acknowledged this with a smile. She was too old to carry off the Jean Harlow curls successfully, but she wasn’t difficult to look at, for all that. Her skin was porcelain-smooth, and her lips were full, and painted just the right shade of red. I didn’t notice immediately what she was wearing, because my eyes were drawn to a snowy cleavage that would have asserted itself even if she’d been wearing a nun’s habit.


    ‘Please,’ she said again, ‘sit,’ and obediently I sat. ‘Time is of the essence, Mr Power. You met Gary earlier this afternoon.’


    ‘Oh, you’re one of them? How many of you people are there?’


    ‘There really isn’t time to answer questions, Mr Power. Gary explained that we’d need your help to take in Albert Taylor, who is a very, very loose cannon. I’d like to reinforce this, if I may. Albert Taylor could expose an awful lot of people to danger if he chose to talk to our enemies. I’m not just talking about our members here in Melbourne, although they’re doing valuable work infiltrating suspect organisations. Taylor knows about the movement of our troops in New Guinea and in the Northern Territory. So far he’s shown no inclination to sell this information, but drugs change people. I’m sorry if I seem to be rambling, but you see, don’t you, that you are simply to listen and to do as I say, without querying the instructions? There isn’t time to take you through the planning that has gone into this. Gary said that you were on board, and you will just have to trust that Intelligence knows what it’s doing, and that we will do our very best to protect you, should the need arise. Fortunately, you’re a brave man, so I’m sure we can depend on you to stay the distance.’


    She took a breath and, not for the first time recently, I thought I was going to be sick.


    ‘You are to come with me now, right now. There’s a car outside. You will drive me, us, to an address in Carlton. I’ll direct you. It’s a small terrace house, and it’s one of a group of houses that is used as a brothel by Geraldine Buchanan, Clementine Ferrell, and Buchanan’s lover, Albert Taylor. He seems to have found his niche selling drugs and women, and his clients are largely mid-western Yanks who can’t believe their luck. Clementine Ferrell is, or was, the brains, until Albert came along. We presume she’s grateful for the muscle. She runs a clean house, we’ll give her that. Word gets around that Mrs Ferrell’s girls won’t give you the clap. The Yanks are queueing up.’


    ‘You know a lot about it.’


    ‘Yes, I do,’ she said sharply. ‘Please don’t interrupt. When we get to this house, I’ll take you into the front bedroom. You and I are going to undress, and get into bed.’


    I began to protest.


    ‘No questions, Mr Power. This will make sense to you later. For the moment, all you need to know is that you’re playing the part of a client, and I’m your tart. We know that Albert Taylor will be at the house at some point, and it’s important that he catches you, or that he thinks he’s caught you. He won’t quite believe his luck that you’ve turned up in one of his establishments, and in a compromising position, for someone of your reputation. Do you understand?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘All right. It’s not essential that you understand. It’s only essential that you do exactly as you’re told. Our people will do the rest.’


    Fragments of this bizarre set-up made a kind of sense, but it was all happening at such a frantic pace — Carol’s voice rat-a-tatted like a machine gun — that I couldn’t respond to it rationally. I had to turn my body and mind over to Army Intelligence, and trust that they knew what they were doing. It seemed sufficiently elaborate to at least appear to be the work of a professional organisation. I despised them, but I was reluctant at this moment to entertain the idea that they were hopelessly incompetent.


    It had been a while since I’d been behind the wheel of a car, and this one refused to start. I began to panic and to feel that I was letting Carol down in being unable to do the simplest of tasks.


    ‘It’s not a great car,’ she said. ‘Try again.’


    This time, the motor turned over, and she directed me to an unremarkable house in Canning Street. I parked the car nearby.


    ‘We go in through the front door. Try not to think about what’s happening, Mr Power. We’re depending on you to trust us absolutely. We know you’ll hold your nerve, although we’re hopeful that it won’t be tested tonight. There are people nearby who are ready to step in and take Albert Taylor as soon as we’re sure it’s him. There’s a very good chance he’ll be so affected by drugs that he’ll be sluggish and not thinking clearly.’


    The front door was unlocked. The corridor smelled fusty, as if the place wasn’t used very often. I thought this was strange, given that Carol had said it was used as a brothel. She took me into the front room, and turned on the overhead light, which threw a weak, yellow glow over the sparse furnishings. There was a double bed, a small table, worn carpet, and mould creeping up one wall.


    ‘I can’t vouch for the sheets,’ Carol said as she began to undress. With practised, unselfconscious ease, she shed her clothes and got into the bed, pulling the sheet up only as far as her navel.


    ‘Please hurry, Mr Power.’


    I sat on the bed, and took off my shoes and socks. Why was I doing this? What could it possibly mean? Carol touched my shoulder.


    ‘We won’t be here long, Mr Power.’


    I took off my shirt and trousers, and in an effort to preserve some sense of personal control, I left on my underwear. Carol didn’t encourage me to take them off, which I found oddly reassuring. We sat up in bed, my mind too discombobulated to be aroused by her naked breasts.


    ‘I feel a little bit ridiculous,’ I said.


    ‘Nothing is normal in a time of war, Mr Power.’


    ‘I think you should call me Will. Mr Power is rather formal under the circumstances.’


    ‘Did you know, Will, that if the police were to raid this place and find us like this, I’d be charged with prostitution, unless I could produce either a marriage certificate or a nightdress?’


    ‘A nightdress?’


    ‘Doesn’t that have all the hallmarks of a law made up by a man? Apparently, a nightdress is a guarantee of respectability, and it’s a piece of apparel unknown to prostitutes.’


    I could see what Carol was doing, and I appreciated it. She was aware that I was nervous and confused, and her legal oddity was a good distraction. It provided only a momentary calm, however, because now there was the sound of people entering the house. My muscles tensed. There was a shuffling outside the bedroom door. Carol put her finger to her lips, and then something seemed to catch in her throat and she coughed. With extraordinary deftness, she threw off the sheet, put one hand on my chest, the other down my underwear, and kissed me on the mouth. The door flew open, and there was the blinding popping of flash bulbs. Three men with cameras took it in turns to record the scene before them, each of them replacing his flash bulb in time to miss nothing. So comprehensively shocked and blinded was I that I didn’t notice that Carol had pushed my underwear down to my knees. No words were spoken. The flashes stopped exploding after fifteen seconds, and by the time my eyes had readjusted, the photographers were gone. Carol was standing at the end of the bed, getting dressed.


    ‘I’m sorry, Mr Power,’ she said as she drew her skirt around her waist. ‘You seem like a nice man, but there’s a war on, and we do what we have to do. I apologise for touching your private parts, but it was considered necessary. I hope you understand. I think you should pull up your underpants now.’


    With a jolt, I yanked them up and pulled the sheet up to my chin.


    ‘What the hell just happened?’


    The bedroom door opened again, and James Fowler entered.


    ‘I can answer that, Will. Thank you, Carol. Well done. You can go.’


    ‘Thank you, Mr Fowler.’


    Carol left the room without looking at me.


    ‘I imagine you’re a little confused just at the moment,’ Fowler said. ‘You won’t like what I’m going to tell you, and I think you should get dressed before we talk. When you’re ready, come to the kitchen. There’s good whisky there.’


    I was in a state of shock, and incapable of making any pieces of this puzzle fit. I wasn’t angry or frightened. I was numb. I dressed, and walked down the corridor to the kitchen. James Fowler was there on his own, seated at a filthy table, with a bottle of whisky and two glasses. Both glasses had been filled generously.


    ‘Sit down, Will. There are, of course, several men within earshot, so don’t be tempted to attack me.’


    I sat and gulped a mouthful of whisky. It was expensive stuff, of the type that had become unattainable since the beginning of the war.


    ‘You look dazed still. I’ll make this brief. What just happened in the front room is for us a sort of insurance policy against your refusing to co-operate with Intelligence, either now or in the future. We have every confidence that you’re about to become a very successful actor, and I’m sure you appreciate the little lift we gave you in the papers today. We think it would be most useful to have access to someone who enjoys great public support and affection. We’re doing our best to leverage you into that position. As I said before, Will, we are grateful for the work you did up north. We know you dislike us intensely, and we know that you wouldn’t willingly do our bidding.’


    As the whisky flowed through me, rage began to percolate through my blood. Fowler read this in my face.


    ‘Stay calm, Will. You have nothing to gain by losing your temper.’


    ‘What was that bedroom farce really in aid of?’


    ‘Well, we like to have people in various positions of influence on whom we can call should the need arise. Your feelings about Intelligence mean that an appeal to your patriotism would fail. We needed a decent bargaining chip. Forget those drawings. A few pornographic sketches wouldn’t do. Those drawings could be of anyone. We needed photographs of you that would blow up your career with the efficiency of a five-hundred-pound bomb. It’s a tawdry business, and we all feel ashamed to be blackmailing you in this way, but difficult times demand difficult measures. No one will see those photographs, I promise you that. The film won’t even be developed unless you force our hand.’


    ‘And how would I do that?’


    Fowler took a sip of whisky. He was trying to be elegant. He succeeded only in being effeminate.


    ‘We don’t know how you might be useful to us in the future, Will. As a famous person, you’d be a good propaganda candidate, of course, but your fame will allow you to move in circles where we don’t have any people placed.’


    ‘You want me to spy for you?’ My voice dripped with contempt.


    ‘Oh yes. Undoubtedly. You became one of our spies the moment the first flash bulb went off. We might never call on you again; but if we do, you will do as you’re told.’


    He paused to take another dainty sip.


    ‘That’s all in the future, Will. It’s the present we’re interested in, and I’m afraid we need you now. We want Albert Taylor, and we think you’re our best chance of finding him.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘One thing you need to get out of your head is the silly notion that Geraldine Buchanan is working for us. She isn’t. She led Taylor to you because she thought you might be on to her. She would have been pretty pissed off at having to leave her acting job, which was a great cover for her other, less acceptable, activities. He had a bit of fun with you on Christmas Day, and probably thought that you weren’t any sort of threat. No offence, Will. I’m just surmising here. However, when he got a look at that portrait Geraldine did of you, he would have seen something that made him an angry man. He would have seen that his girlfriend actually liked you. There’s real feeling in that picture. She’s not a bad artist, and Albert isn’t a stupid man. Maybe he found out that you fucked his girlfriend and didn’t pay. That’s not on. That’s not business; that’s personal. Then you keep showing up at the house, as though you know something. And you do know something. You know that Geraldine Buchanan killed Anthony Dervian. So what does Albert do? He plants the body in your house. Awkward. Except that nothing happens. There’s no result, no mention in the papers that William Power has been arrested on suspicion of murder. Instead, there you are on the front page of the papers, a hero. Congratulations, by the way. We were genuinely impressed at how you conducted yourself after being shot at.’


    ‘Not shot at. Shot.’


    ‘That did it for us. That’s when we really knew we wanted to secure your services. Albert Taylor will come looking for you. That’s as certain as the sun rising.’


    I took another slug of whisky, and was overcome with a sudden drowsiness. This incident had been so shattering that it had exhausted me far more thoroughly than I’d thought it had. James Fowler’s voice began to sound as though it was coming from very far away, and my vision blurred. Unable to prevent myself from falling asleep, I realised as my head fell forward onto the table that I’d been drugged. In the seconds before consciousness fled, I experienced a muted spike of outrage.
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    I woke in my own bed. It was close to midnight, and I had a headache. Pinned to my shirt was a note from James Fowler.


    ‘Sorry about the Mickey Finn. We thought it was the most efficient way to wind up the evening. The headache won’t last long. James.’


    I’d lost control of almost every aspect of my life. Even my career, which I’d believed I’d been organising, was being stage-managed by other people. Every attempt to take charge of my destiny had been thwarted by corpses, women, criminals, and Intelligence agents — although the distinction between a criminal and an Intelligence agent was purely academic.


    I went to the bathroom to splash water on my face. There was light under Brian’s door, so I knocked and opened it simultaneously. Brian was lying on his bed, fully clothed.


    ‘How long have you been home?’ I asked.


    ‘Half-an-hour or so. Why?’


    ‘So you weren’t here when James Fowler and his merry men carried me, unconscious, to my bedroom?’


    He sat up.


    ‘You’re kidding. They found you passed out somewhere?’


    The perverseness of Brian’s thinking never failed to appal me.


    ‘No, Brian. I was unconscious because they made me unconscious.’


    Before he could interject with another annoying misreading of my words, I gave him a no-holds-barred summary of my evening, right down to Carol’s judiciously placed hand on my cock. His eyes became wide with wonder, and he began to resemble the small boy he used to be.


    ‘I know I’ve said this before, Brian, but if you’re working for these people, now would really be the time to tell me.’


    ‘I’m not even going to dignify that with an answer.’


    ‘Did Cloris tell you that I called round to Drummond Street?’


    ‘I haven’t seen Cloris today.’


    ‘She slammed — well, closed — the door in my face.’


    ‘She probably doesn’t like you. You don’t get on with Peter, and I imagine that most of what she knows about you she’s learned from him. There was also the unfortunate way you first met.’


    ‘That didn’t seem to bother her at all. I thought she handled it very well, and I liked her for that.’


    ‘Her brother’s death has changed everything for the Gilberts, Will. She thought she was all right at first, because she didn’t get along with him very well, but both she and her father have begun to unravel over it. Mother has been magnificent. The funeral’s on Monday. Did I tell you that?’


    ‘No, Brian, you didn’t tell me that.’


    ‘John Gilbert’s body has been released to the family. They were told that yesterday.’


    ‘So there’s been a cause of death?’


    ‘Yes. Peter isn’t satisfied, according to Cloris. No suspicious circumstances. The body showed no signs of violence — no bruising — and it was flooded with heroin. Accidental overdose is the polite conclusion, but suicide is suspected.’


    ‘So how did he end up in the cemetery?’


    ‘The autopsy revealed something we couldn’t see. Underneath his shirt sleeve, a syringe was dangling from a vein in his arm. He’d chosen that spot deliberately — no one knows why — and pumped himself with a lethal dose. That’s what Peter can’t fathom. How could his son hate him so much, and how could he miss this, how could he not notice?’


    It was politic to say nothing at this point.


    ‘Something about this stinks,’ Brian said. ‘The connection between John Gilbert and the Fitzgibbon Street house can’t mean nothing. I don’t believe in that kind of coincidence.’


    ‘Neither do I. John Gilbert and Geraldine had been …’ I steeled myself to say it, ‘intimate. James Fowler insists she’s not working for them, and although I hate to admit it, I might have been wrong about her being an agent. She was an actress who bolted when she thought I was investigating her, and she is essentially a prostitute. I have nothing against prostitutes per se, except when they want to blackmail me and when they have lovers who want to kill me. This is, as Portia says to Shylock, the predicament in which I now stand.’


    ‘Where to from here, Will? This is turning into a proper fiasco.’


    ‘I don’t know. The one thing I do know is that I’m not going to be the bait in a trap set by Intelligence. I can’t tell you how much I hate those bastards.’


    ‘They’ve got you by the short and curlies, and they’ve got photos of your short and curlies to prove it.’


    ‘You’re not really helping, Brian, and you’ve used that line before.’


    He looked sullen, as if his hilarious joke had gone unappreciated. My mention of Portia must have been in response to a deep, unconscious thought. Portia was a woman, dressed as a man. Brian was a man who could dress convincingly as a woman. Albert Taylor was a man who sold women for sex.


    ‘Every night,’ I said, ‘outside Camp Pell, there’s a huddle of whores who wait for soldiers to emerge and pick them up for the evening. The authorities must be aware of it, and they’re turning a blind eye to it.’


    ‘The coppers will have been paid off.’


    ‘Probably. Given that Taylor’s girls work out of Parkville and Carlton, I’d imagine a couple of them would be posted on that beat.’


    ‘But they’re not going to take us to Taylor just because we ask them to.’


    ‘No, they’re not. We need to give them a reason to take us to Taylor. We need you, Brian.’


    He sat up quickly, the muscles of his face forming a comically sceptical expression.


    ‘Am I going to be enthusiastic about your plan, Will?’


    ‘I very much doubt it. Consider this, though. It’s daring, and requires that you be daring. This is the sharp end of private-inquiry work, Brian. This is where discreet inquiries just won’t cut it.’


    ‘Stop buttering me up and get to the point.’


    ‘I want you to wear a disguise.’


    ‘As a Yank soldier?’


    ‘As a woman.’


    Brian cocked his head on one side.


    ‘I wonder if you’re serious.’


    I hadn’t thought my idea through, so it evolved as I spoke it.


    ‘We both know from our experience up north that you have a previously unknown and unexplored talent — the ability to pass convincingly as a woman. Perhaps calling it a talent is a bit grand. Your features under the influence of make-up are curiously ambiguous. I look grotesque in lipstick. You look, well, pretty. Slap on a wig and a skirt, and away you go. The voice is a difficulty. However, I’m suggesting that you offer Albert Taylor something a bit more exotic than he currently traffics in.’


    ‘And what might that be?’


    ‘A cock, Brian — a cock in a frock.’
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    Joycey Dovey’s demeanour was markedly different from earlier encounters. Brian and I met her in the Tivoli workrooms. She remembered Brian, and lamented again the loss of that white sheath dress. Her amber necklace clattered as she fiddled with it. She addressed me now as ‘Mr Power’, and couldn’t have been more helpful. Apparently, my newly minted celebrity made any request I might make reasonable and no trouble at all. My request was modest — a tight skirt, a black wig, and a long-sleeved blouse, because Brian had refused to shave his arms. Apart from this small rebellion, he’d agreed to my scheme with an alacrity that took me by surprise. I promised Joycey that if the clothes weren’t returned in perfect condition, I’d pay for them to be replaced.


    Brian and I hadn’t discussed in detail what my plan entailed. This was because I had no clear idea how we should proceed, beyond the vague notion of approaching a group of prostitutes and asking individuals for the name of their pimp. This probably wouldn’t be as straightforward as it sounded.


    Joycey parcelled up the outfit and wig in brown paper, and we went to the Hopetoun Tearooms to discuss matters. There was no point returning to Mother’s house immediately. I was due to meet with the people from J.C. Williamson’s a couple of hours later, so a cup of tea, followed by a quiet hour or so in the Athenaeum Library reading Private Lives, struck me as an excellent way to pass the morning. The tearooms were busy. Two ladies surrendered their table to us, and complimented me on my courage. One of them shyly asked me to autograph her handkerchief. I did so, but my fountain pen bled into the cotton so that my name looked more like an ink spill than a signature. She didn’t mind.


    It soon became obvious that the Hopetoun Tearooms were not the ideal place to discuss prostitutes and the idea of Brian approaching them in female attire. The tables were close together, and patrons around us were doing a poor job of pretending not to be straining to listen to our conversation. A month ago, no one would have shown an inclination to eavesdrop on what I said. Now I’d become an object of interest, I had a glimpse of how oppressive fame might be, and I thought how quickly these people would turn if I fell from grace in their eyes. I had to hand it to James Fowler; he’d orchestrated this brilliantly.


    Brian and I spoke of uncontroversial things. I told him about Private Lives, we drank our tea, had a plate of indifferent sandwiches, some of which were smeared with anchovy paste, which I loathe, and walked up Collins Street to the Athenaeum. This was, I’d always thought, the civilised heart of Melbourne. It had the air of an exclusive club, but without any whiff of snobbery. It was, after all, a library first and foremost, but its members were encouraged to sit and read, and talk. Most importantly, there was an air of discretion in the Athenaeum, akin to the discretion one would expect in a private club. This was doubtless a product of the architecture, rather than a philosophy upheld by either the librarians or the patrons. Still, as Brian and I sat in armchairs well away from the loans desk, it felt like a safe place to talk. Our voices didn’t carry beyond our immediate vicinity; even so, we kept them low, and no one disturbed us.


    ‘Let’s suppose,’ Brian said, ‘that this plan actually works, and one of the women takes me to meet Albert Taylor. What then? I’ll get dressed up, Will, but I’m not turning a trick to demonstrate my credentials to this bloke.’


    ‘Fair enough, Brian. I agree that having sex with a person who’s looking for what you have to offer is going way beyond the call of duty.’


    ‘Good. At least we’re agreed on that.’


    It occurred to me suddenly that there was a serious flaw in our scheme. If Brian was taken to meet Albert Taylor, and Geraldine was there, she’d recognise him immediately. That would put Brian in serious danger, and drive Taylor further out of reach. I said this to Brian, and he laughed.


    ‘You’re forgetting that Albert Taylor is Harlen Quist, and that I sat at our table with Harlen Quist on Christmas Day. Geraldine is the least of my worries. Has this just occurred to you, Will? It occurred to me as soon as you came up with this idea.’


    ‘So why didn’t you say something?’


    ‘Because, Will, I still think it’s a good idea. It’s not a well-thought-out idea, but it’s a good one. The problem of what we do with Taylor remains. Let’s try to work this out calmly. Being taken to Taylor is risky. I’m not going to waltz into a well-lit room and try to fool two people who’ve seen me before. Even if they don’t twig straight away, it’s still too risky. We could run this by Intelligence, and have them standing by.’


    ‘Out of the question. They’d never let you expose yourself to that sort of danger. They’ve made it clear that that privilege is reserved for me. We have to deliver Taylor to them. If we can do that, it will be the most satisfying accomplishment of my life. Albert Taylor is an Intelligence failure. To be the one who hands him in, to see the look on James Fowler’s face as I clean up his mess, that would be better than a lifetime of applause in the theatre.’


    My body was tense with the exciting possibility that Brian and I might be capable of doing something that the Intelligence units had so far been unable to do. I began to think that we had more imagination than all of their agents put together.


    ‘I need to lure Taylor away from the light,’ Brian said. ‘I need to meet him somewhere dark.’


    ‘He’s not going to come into the open to meet a transvestite. I think he’ll want to employ one, but I don’t think it’s enough to flush him out.’


    ‘We need a big-ticket item, don’t we? We need you.’


    Brian was right, and I didn’t feel let down that he was wriggling out of his agreed role in finding Albert Taylor. I was agreeably stunned, therefore, when he said, ‘It’ll take two of us. You’ll still need me to find Taylor. Something is forming in the back of my mind about how we can nab him. I’ll go home and sort it out. I agree with you — I think we have to be daring, very daring, and we have to move quickly. This has to be done tonight. As soon as your meeting with Williamson’s is finished, come back to Mother’s house. I’ll have a solid plan by then.’


    I didn’t see how Brian could come up with a viable plan when I’d been unable to, but the meeting with Williamson’s was now uppermost in my mind, so I had no choice but to put my faith in his dubious abilities. I didn’t doubt his courage, only the necessary deviousness of his thinking. Brian was a plodder, not a tactician. I assured him I’d be home as soon as I could, and he left the Athenaeum Library, with his brown paper parcel making too much noise as he did so.


    The meeting with J.C Williamson’s was unexpectedly low key. It wasn’t an audition, of course. The part was mine. The producer and the director were the only people I met. They were polite and welcoming, and expressed their enthusiasm for the production’s potential to be a great success. No other parts had yet been cast. When I first entered the room — a well-furnished office above the Comedy Theatre — I thought I detected the merest hint of a sneer on the face of the director, a lean and hungry-looking man in his late thirties. He introduced himself as Charles Bertram, and it was as I shook his hand that I saw a shadow of disdain cross his face. He was everything that Percy Wavel wasn’t. He radiated a passionate engagement with the theatre, and when he spoke, he did so with an air of authority. He would be a hard taskmaster, the kind of director who would drive his cast to the edge of exhaustion because all that mattered was the performance. I understood his uncertainty about me — I’d been foisted upon him by the management. He tried valiantly to convince me that he was delighted to have the opportunity to direct me as Elyot. The producer, a large, silent man named Maxwell Connaught, was there to make sure that his director didn’t threaten their investment by behaving badly.


    ‘Do you sing, Mr Power?’ Bertram asked.


    ‘I’ve heard recordings of Noël Coward singing “Someday I’ll Find You”, and I think I sing at least as well as he does.’


    ‘You look the goods,’ Bertram said. ‘You have a decent head of hair, at any rate. That saves money on a weave.’


    Charles Bertram’s hair was retreating into memory.


    ‘We have all your details. Rehearsals begin in a fortnight. I’d prefer it if you were close to word-perfect at the first rehearsal. I expect that of all my actors. We don’t have time to have you blundering about with one eye on the book.’


    Maxwell Connaught coughed to indicate that Bertram ought to tone it down a little. I rescued him.


    ‘I agree with you. I pride myself on being off book before the first rehearsal. I’ve always done that. I look forward, Mr Bertram, to being directed by you, and I assure you that I am neither a fragile petal nor a prima donna. I want you to be tough on me. I want to give the best performance of my career in this role.’


    Fortunately, neither Maxwell Connaught nor Charles Bertram asked questions about the kind of career I’d had in acting. They’d have seen the resumé I’d provided to the Tivoli management, and on paper my career sounded more impressive than it really had been. I’d noted that I’d played numerous key Shakespearean parts in my eponymous company. The tawdry truth of the failure of Queensland’s rural barbarians to appreciate my efforts wasn’t recorded in my resumé.


    By the end of the meeting, Charles Bertram seemed more accepting of me as his leading man. I was relieved that he didn’t ask me to sing, or to read any lines. There’d have been no point — he was stuck with me. If I sang or read badly, he would be consumed by fury for the two weeks before work began. Doubtless he’d had an actor in mind when he’d agreed to direct, and he’d take some convincing that I was a better choice. When our meeting came to an end, Bertram shook my hand and managed an awkwardly amiable smile.


    ‘I won’t let you down,’ I said. He nodded, and I could hear him thinking, Yes you will, because you’re not the actor I wanted in this play.


    I stood outside the Comedy Theatre in Exhibition Street and tried to marshal my thoughts. I’d been expecting to be elated. Instead, I was trepidatious, and even slightly embarrassed at being perceived as the cuckoo in the Private Lives nest. Well, I’d win them over. If there was one thing about my character of which I was confident, it was my ability to charm people. My mother would beg to differ, of course, but the great, unspoken truth about life is that sometimes mothers are a grave disappointment to their sons.
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    Chapter Nine


    CURTAIN


    THERE WERE VOICES IN THE FRONT ROOM when I entered Mother’s house. The door was open, so I had no qualms about entering unannounced. Cloris Gilbert was standing with her back to the bay window. Brian was standing on the opposite side of the room. It was an odd tableau. Cloris was distressed. She held a handkerchief in one hand, and an envelope in the other. Brian was holding what had been the contents of the envelope. Cloris was too upset to register my presence, or too upset to express disapproval at it.


    ‘There’s been a development,’ Brian said.


    I drew my brows together to signal that Brian was being indiscreet.


    ‘Cloris knows that I’m a private-inquiry agent, Will.’


    I wanted to point out that he wasn’t a private-inquiry agent; that he was an out-of-work teacher hoping to become a private-inquiry agent. I held my fire.


    ‘Brian has only just told me,’ Cloris said, ‘and I’m so relieved. I feel as if an enormous weight has been lifted from my shoulders. I couldn’t go to the police. It’s too terrible. It would kill my father.’


    ‘I’m lost,’ I said.


    Brian made a show of getting Cloris’s permission before revealing the contents of the letter he was holding. She signalled with a small nod that he could go ahead.


    ‘This was pushed under the door at Drummond Street early this morning. It was addressed to Cloris, and fortunately it was Cloris who found it. It’s from Albert Taylor.’


    He stopped to allow this to sink in. Cloris took over.


    ‘This Albert Taylor person wants money, and what I mean by that is that he wants more money.’


    ‘He’s been blackmailing you?’ I was genuinely confused.


    ‘No,’ Brian said. ‘He’d been blackmailing John.’


    ‘Heroin,’ I said.


    ‘Oh, if only it was that simple.’


    ‘My brother seems to have worked overtime to offer a blackmailer as many options as he possibly could. He seems to have been indiscriminate in his choice of sexual partners, and by indiscriminate I’m not talking about a preference for fat, skinny, ugly, or beautiful women. Well, a picture, as they say …’ She withdrew a photograph from the envelope and passed it to me. Expecting something pornographic, I girded my loins. It was a photograph of John Gilbert, his lips touching those of another man, whose features were obscured. It might have been Taylor. It was suggestive rather than conclusive.


    ‘The letter threatens to deliver the rest, in what is apparently a lurid sequence, to my father and to the gutter press.’


    It was instructive, I thought, that the difference between a sleazy blackmailer and Army Intelligence was essentially, well, none.


    ‘How can all this,’ I asked, ‘flow from a simple bloody lunch on Christmas Day?’


    ‘It doesn’t,’ Brian said. ‘John was already dead on Christmas Day. You know what I think? John died either accidentally, or otherwise, and Taylor was there to see it happen. He got dressed up as a Yank, and with the help of the real Yank, Private Dervian, carried his body, in broad daylight, to the cemetery, dumped it there, and then came to lunch as if nothing had happened.’


    ‘Someone would surely have seen them,’ I said.


    ‘I imagine lots of people saw them. When someone does something in plain sight, no one notices, and besides, have the police actually asked for any witnesses? They decided as soon as they saw the needle in his arm that he’d taken his own life. But why would he do it there, beside that big angel?’


    ‘They wouldn’t know where Mum was buried, thank God. That would have been the final insult.’


    There wasn’t anything more that Cloris could say to help elucidate this ghastly situation. The blackmail note signalled its intention to demand more, without actually demanding it explicitly. Further contact would be made, it said, and this was peculiarly menacing. Brian offered to walk her home, and as she was leaving, Cloris pointed out that the threat of further notes was making her feel vulnerable and watched.


    I don’t like coincidences. In my life they’d been rare and banal, and I understood that they were no more remarkable, really, than the thousand confluent happenstances that occur every day. We only notice them because their convergence takes us by surprise, and there is no reason why it should. I particularly distrusted any coincidence in which Army Intelligence reared its head. With their involvement, whatever looked like coincidence was far more likely to be the result of obscured manipulation. Where was the coincidence here? Was John Gilbert’s connection to Mrs Ferrell’s household a coincidence, given that I, too, had a connection to the house? We’d come to it from different directions — me through Geraldine Buchanan, and he through his drug addiction — but it still constituted a kind of coincidence. Even if Geraldine was working for Intelligence (and I no longer thought this likely), I couldn’t see a controlling hand here. And yet, I knew there had to be one.


    I have to admit, with some small degree of shame, that I was driven more by self-interest than concern about Peter Gilbert learning the whole, grubby truth about his son. James Fowler had been adamant that the destruction of my career had become a personal project of Albert Taylor’s, driven by jealousy about my involvement with his girlfriend, Geraldine. I now saw that it was far more likely that his project was to wear my nerves down and then begin to blackmail me. Blackmail seemed to be his most reliable income stream. In the light of the Gilberts’ experience, this made sense. Brian and I needed to move fast. We needed to find Albert Taylor tonight.


    Having escorted Cloris back to Drummond Street, Brian was gone a considerable time — so long, in fact, that I began to be concerned that something might have happened. Everything seemed fraught. Nothing felt safe. Brian’s lateness in returning ought to have been inconsequential; now I was alert to the awful possibility that Albert Taylor was implicated. Brian had been gone for several hours, and I was on the point of telephoning the Gilbert house when he came through the front door. He seemed agitated, but insisted otherwise. I felt sure that his bravado about seducing Taylor with transvestite prostitution opportunities had evaporated. He surprised me, though, by saying that he’d go upstairs for a bath, and that he’d shave closely, but that he wasn’t prepared to go the distance for one evening and perform a major depilation.


    ‘It will be dark, and our aim is to find him and take him on the spot, isn’t it?’


    ‘Yes,’ I said, and realised that neither Brian nor I had properly considered what ‘take him’ actually meant.


    ‘Do you remember what we said this morning, Will, that this would take two of us?’


    There was an ominous note in his tone that unsettled me comprehensively. I say comprehensively because I was already quite unsettled, and I now found myself losing my nerve.


    ‘All we have to do is find him, Brian. I don’t think we’re capable of taking him — and if we did subdue him, what would we do with him? Where would we put him?’


    ‘That’s a relief. So maybe we should at least tell the police what we’re doing.’


    ‘Again, out of the question. I want the small victory of having been the one who found Albert Taylor. It’s a mean ambition, but I want to achieve it. I want James Fowler to owe me a favour.’


    ‘Fair enough.’


    We agreed that our ambition might not be realised that night after all. Our plan, such as it was, depended on uncertain variables. We had no evidence that any of the girls who trawled the streets near Camp Pell worked for Taylor, and even if we found one, we couldn’t depend on her willingness to pimp for him and deliver Brian into his clutches. If I was wrong about Taylor’s reach in the world of prostitution, we’d need another plan.


    My uncertainties about the whole enterprise grew as the day declined into evening. In addition, our preparations were complicated by Mother’s return to the house in the late afternoon. I could tell that she was feeling the strain of dealing with Peter Gilbert’s grief. She was more than usually distracted when we exchanged a few words. She made no mention of my appearance in the newspapers, and although she must have noticed it, she made no comment about the mark on my neck left by the bullet. I don’t believe, in this instance, that she was being perverse. She seemed simply exhausted, and I wondered if John Gilbert’s death had emptied out Peter Gilbert, and whether it was testing her capacity to offer him comfort. She said she’d come back to the house only briefly. She needed mace to flavour a soup she was making, and the Gilbert kitchen was bereft of mace.


    ‘They have nutmeg,’ she said dully, ‘but it’s not quite the same, is it?’


    ‘I’ve never been able to tell the difference,’ I said, and Mother’s unfocussed gaze sharpened just long enough to suggest, in the smallest of glimmers, that she found this unsurprising, as if I disappointed her all the way down to the spice level.


    ‘They’re quite different,’ she said. The fact that she barely spoke to Brian, either, underlined the strain she was under. When she’d gone, Brian reiterated Cloris’s concerns about her father’s health, and the urgent need to protect him from the wolfish menaces of Albert Taylor.


    ‘He’s a small-time hoodlum,’ I said. ‘A pimp and a chancer.’


    Brian nodded. ‘He’s an opportunistic little bottom-feeder, and he shouldn’t be able to wreck people’s lives.’


    Brian’s words clarified something for me. He was right. James Fowler had insisted that Taylor was highly intelligent, and that the real risk he posed was to the operatives of the various branches of Intelligence. Be that as it may, it struck me that he was little more than a petty criminal, a weak, morally corrupt little grub who exploited women and the weaknesses he found in others. Thinking of him in this way diminished him and made it seem possible that Brian and I could capture him. Surely the two of us could physically subdue him?


    ‘Have you ever knocked anyone unconscious, Brian?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘We need to screw our courage to the sticking place, and if necessary hit Taylor over the head with a blunt instrument.’


    ‘It’s not like in the movies, Will. Hitting someone over the head can kill him. It’s not neat — a single, well-aimed blow so that the victim wakes up later with a sore head. It doesn’t happen like that.’


    ‘All right. Leave that to me. I don’t think Intelligence will care if Taylor is delivered to them dead or with brain damage. We both know how they work, Brian.’


    ‘Have you ever hit a man over the head, Will?’


    ‘Albert Taylor isn’t a man. He’s something lower down on the evolutionary ladder.’


    ‘So we’re going to capture Taylor, dead or alive?’


    ‘Yes, we are.’


    ‘Christ.’
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    ‘Turn out the lights,’ Brian called from the top of the stairs. I did so, and waited for him to come down. A drift of Mother’s favourite perfume, ‘Joy’, preceded him. He’d applied it extravagantly, hoping that the feminine odour would help plug the gaps in the visual illusion he was creating. I couldn’t see him clearly, but his silhouette moved as a woman would move, and when he spoke the effect was dislocating.


    ‘Mother must never know that I used her lipstick and powder.’


    ‘Remarkable,’ I said when Brian stopped at the foot of the stairs.


    ‘This wouldn’t work in daylight, Will.’


    I noticed that he was wearing his own shoes and no stockings. This made practical sense, even though Joycey Dovey had provided a pair of women’s pumps. Brian needed to be well shod if we were to overwhelm Albert Taylor. Carrying his inert body to a secure place — we hadn’t yet discussed where that place might be — would be difficult in women’s shoes.


    ‘How do you feel?’ I asked, as we began crossing Princes Park.


    ‘Surprisingly comfortable.’


    ‘I have a spanner in my back pocket.’


    Realising that this was a non sequitur worthy of Brian, I added, ‘It was the closest thing I could find to a cosh. I also have a piece of Mother’s clothesline to tie him up with if we need to.’


    ‘I have to admit, Will, that I’m feeling more excited than frightened. I think I could get to like this private-inquiry business.’


    ‘Most investigations don’t involve disguising yourself as a woman, and going armed for combat. This is not a typical evening’s work.’


    We passed several people along the path we took. Subdued moonlight allowed me to see that they didn’t do a double-take on seeing Brian. We were a man and a woman out for a walk, and there was nothing unusual in that. As we approached the main gate of Camp Pell, Brian wondered, in a whisper, if we’d left it too late to find any woman unaccounted for. At five hundred yards or so from the gate, it was impossible to tell. I thought I saw shapes moving on the footpaths, but there wasn’t enough light to determine whether they were men or women, let alone prostitutes or innocent sweethearts.


    ‘Stay here,’ Brian said. ‘It’s time for me to take the plunge.’


    ‘Don’t go off with a soldier just because he offers you £10.’


    ‘Very funny. What about £20, though?’


    ‘Yes, also very funny. Good luck, Brian. Seriously, be careful.’


    ‘I’m wearing sensible shoes — what could possibly go wrong?’


    In only a few seconds, Brian was gone from sight. I took the spanner from my back pocket, felt the heft of it in my hand, and returned it. Could I bring this down on the side of a man’s skull? Now that our plan was in motion, I had to believe that I could. I’d certainly have no qualms about it if Brian’s safety depended on it. In my mind, it was so simple. Brian would be waiting outside a house somewhere in Carlton, and Albert Taylor would emerge to discuss his proposition. I would appear behind Taylor, and before he knew what had hit him, I’d have hit him. He would fold neatly to the ground, we would truss him and carry him to … where? Mother’s house. There’d be some poetic justice if we stored him in the bath where he’d deposited Private Dervian’s body. We’d then inform the relevant authorities, and they would come and collect their great failure. What they did with him after that was not my affair.


    From where I was standing, I could see that there was considerable activity around the entrance to Camp Pell. Cars and trucks entered or departed, their headlights narrowed to slits to avoid making them targets for Japanese bombs or strafing. As the war had progressed, this measure had begun to seem like something of an over-reaction, and it was now generally agreed that Melbourne was perhaps unlikely to be the victim of an unexpected and undetected bombing raid. There had been some relaxation of the blackout regulations, but I suppose the government was right to worry that Melbourne’s distance from the enemy might lead its citizens into dangerous complacency. The firefly bobbing of cigarette ends showed where soldiers were walking, and they were in such numbers that I could smell the smoke from their tobacco.


    ‘Can I help you, bud?’


    I jumped with fright. The voice was behind me, to my right. I turned to confront an American MP. His stance was aggressive, and his tone had been equally aggressive.


    ‘No, you can’t help me.’


    ‘Well, if he can’t help you, can I help you?’ said a second, sneering voice to my left and behind me, so that I now found myself sandwiched between two surly military policemen.


    ‘I don’t think you can help me, either.’


    I tried to keep irritation out of my voice. The source of the irritation was the uncalled-for jangling of my nerves by the deliberately stealthy manner in which these two licensed thugs had approached me. As a civilian, I had nothing to fear from them, and I knew how sensitive their masters were to criticism of bad behaviour by American soldiers. The military police, famously brutal to their own men, were, as far as I knew, disciplined about treating civilians with cavalier indifference because of how it might look in the newspapers. I was unprepared, therefore, for the shove from behind that propelled me into the arms of the MP who stood in front of me. He grabbed me by the shirt, turned me round, and pinned my arms behind my back. The MP who’d pushed me turned on a torch and shone it in my face.


    ‘We’ve been watching you for a few minutes, bud. Who was the broad who was with you, and what are you waiting for?’


    It took all my self-control to contain my sense of outrage.


    ‘I think you should get your hands off me,’ I said, with what I hoped was ominous calm, ‘unless you want to spend the rest of the war cleaning toilets on some shithole army base.’


    The MP pinioning my arms tightened his grip and said, ‘Fuck you, bud,’ in my ear. The soldier with the torch used his free hand to search my pockets. He found my papers and examined them.


    ‘He’s an actor,’ he said, ‘name of William Power.’


    ‘Never heard of him. He’s got something in his back pocket.’


    The MP with free hands reached behind me and withdrew the spanner. He slapped it against his palm.


    ‘What’s an actor need with a spanner at this time of night?’


    I felt my temperature rise into the dangerous region of high dudgeon. I am conscious of the fact that I have a tendency towards pomposity when I reach dudgeon heights. I was, however, unable to help myself.


    ‘You have no jurisdictional rights to lay a hand on me, let alone search me, or ask questions, the answers to which are none of your business.’


    ‘Oh, but pimps and their hookers plying their trade are our business. Aussie clap is just the same as any other sort of clap, and we don’t want our boys crawling with it. So maybe you’d like to tell us what you and your girlfriend are doing here at this time of night — with a spanner.’


    ‘We are standing on Australian territory. I know for a fact that you’ve gone way outside your legal authority. You’ve assaulted a civilian, and I’m under no obligation to answer any of your questions.’


    The MP holding my arms leaned in once again close to my ear. ‘Is that right? You know all the jargon, don’t you? Sounds like you’ve been in this position before. I think we need to take you inside, sit you down, and find out a lot more about you — and don’t worry, bud, we’ll get the local boys onto you quick enough. I presume your girlfriend is getting slammed up against a fence even as we speak. Knee-trembler? That’s what you call it, right? How much does she charge?’


    I don’t know why — I think, perhaps, to shame him — but I said, ‘The woman who was with me is my sister.’


    ‘Jesus Christ! You run your own fucking sister?’


    To underline his disgust, the soldier in front of me delivered a nausea-inducing blow to my stomach. I was sick all over his boots, which did nothing to lighten his mood. He wiped his boots on my trousers, and pushed his torch painfully under my chin.


    ‘Maybe I should rearrange your face. If you really are an actor, that’d be a real shame, wouldn’t it?’


    He tapped the rim of his heavy torch on the bridge of my nose.


    ‘It wouldn’t take much to flatten that, would it?’


    Both of them laughed, as if the repetition of the rhetorical question was a witticism. He tapped a little harder, and I thought he was working up to a crushing blow. I was a in a state of shock, and said nothing. My body felt numb from the neck down, and all thoughts of Brian had flown.


    ‘Let’s get this asshole inside,’ said the MP behind me, and twisted one arm up and across my back so that it sent an agonising bolt of pain through my body. With one hand now free, he used it to push me forward.


    ‘He’s probably pissed himself,’ said the soldier with the torch, and he ran the beam across my groin.


    ‘No, he hasn’t. That’s something at least.’


    I was beyond protesting, and allowed myself to be manhandled through the front gate of Camp Pell and into a building just inside its perimeter. This was, I presumed, the guardhouse. I was taken to a room, bare except for a table and a few chairs. It stank of stale coffee, cigarette smoke, and sweat. I was pushed into a chair, and got my first look at the two brutish MPs. Both of them were younger than I was, which increased the resentment I was feeling. Having delivered me, they lost interest. One of them said, ‘You look like someone in the movies. I can’t put my finger on it.’


    ‘Marie Dressler,’ said the other one, and they left the room, laughing.


    I was alone for ten minutes. This didn’t seem like a strategy, but more like something administrative was taking place, something to accommodate the fact that two American soldiers had illegally detained and assaulted an Australian civilian. I supposed, given their belief that I was a pimp, there were protocols in place to cover their treatment of me. I’d be handed over to the local police, who’d take the credit for arresting yet another hoodlum who made a living from the immoral earnings of women. I knew I was in no danger of that happening, and I began to worry about Brian. What would he think when he couldn’t find me? I hoped he’d have enough common sense to realise that something had gone wrong, and that he’d return to Mother’s house rather than attempt some sort of heroic, solo expedition. The small, mean part of me was conscious that I didn’t want Brian taking all the credit for bringing Albert Taylor in.


    I touched the bridge of my nose gingerly. It was tender from the rat-a-tat of that bloody torch. The last thing I needed was another bruise on my face. Then it occurred to me that my identification papers hadn’t been returned, and I checked my wallet to confirm that this was true. This caused a flurry of panic to run through me. Fortunately, my growing public profile would protect me from the random intrusions of Manpower. I felt vulnerable without my papers, however.


    A man in civilian clothes came into the room. He was wearing a Dedman suit, so I guessed he was a representative of the lower rungs of Australian government administration. I hadn’t seen much evidence that people higher up the bureaucratic chain bothered following John Dedman’s strictures on clothing.


    He was a dark-haired man, and dark-skinned, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to hear a Welsh or Irish accent issue from his mouth. His Celtic heritage was at least a generation behind him, though, because he had an extravagantly broad Australian accent, similar to the accents I’d heard in remote corners of Queensland and the Northern Territory. The fact that he didn’t smell of horse sweat and saddle leather might have been due to a recent bath. He sat opposite me.


    He handed me my identification papers and said, ‘Mr Power, what a pleasure to meet you.’


    ‘And you are?’


    ‘Steven Morecombe. I’m a liaison wallah here at Camp Pell. Sometimes our American friends need a bit of help when dealing with the general public. They can be a little, umm … enthusiastic.’


    He smiled as if this was all just a ghastly misunderstanding.


    ‘The two blokes who brought you in are sorry they mistook you for a pimp. They said as much to me as soon as I’d looked at your papers.’


    ‘Perhaps they could say as much to me.’


    Steven Morecombe chuckled pleasantly — he thought.


    ‘I don’t think we need to strain the friendship by hauling them in here and demanding a formal apology, do you? After all, no harm done in the end, was there?’


    ‘I was manhandled, punched, and threatened with a torch.’


    Morecombe ignored this as if it was of no consequence.


    ‘You were with your sister, apparently. She must be concerned about what’s happened to you. We should step outside and see if we can find her.’


    I couldn’t tell from Morecombe’s bland, flat tone whether he was expressing genuine concern, or whether he was being facetious and suspected that whoever the woman was, she wasn’t a close relation. How very wrong he was. It was imperative that he be denied the surprise of discovering his error.


    ‘She will have gone home,’ I said, ‘and I’d certainly appreciate being allowed to follow suit. I’m not happy about being roughed up by those two thugs.’


    ‘Of course not, Mr Power. They’re both religious blokes who have an understandable horror of men who sell women for sex. I believe they call it righteous anger.’


    I was now sure Morecombe was being mischievous, and would have liked to take him down a peg or two, but Brian’s whereabouts and safety were pressing. I played along with Morecombe to the extent that I asked him to make my displeasure known to the relevant authorities, and that on this occasion I’d be satisfied with that.


    ‘I do understand, Morecombe, that the United States army has bigger fish to fry than the uncouth behaviour of a couple of moralistic fanatics.’


    He made no comment on this characterisation of the MPs. He simply indicated that I was free to go. He walked me to the gate and offered his hand, which I shook.


    ‘It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Mr Power. I can’t wait to tell the wife. You know, we get a few movie stars who get flown in for the Americans. It doesn’t get reported. The Yanks don’t want the Australians demanding appearances outside Camp Pell and Camp Murphy. Gary Cooper was here, and Tyrone Power.’


    ‘Tyrone Power?’


    ‘Yes, indeed. I met him. Got his autograph for the wife. He’s in uniform, of course. Nice bloke. Lit one cigarette off another. Never seen someone smoke so much.’


    He smiled conclusively, and it wasn’t until I’d crossed the street that I realised he hadn’t bothered to ask for my autograph. And my resemblance to Tyrone Power, who he’d seen in the flesh, seemed to have escaped his notice.


    I took a moment to regain my composure. Given that I now knew that MPs patrolled the nearby streets in an attempt to protect their boys from syphilis, I was nervous about searching out any ladies who might still be loitering, and who might have spoken to Brian. The last thing I wanted was to run into those apes again.


    ‘Hello, ducky,’ said a woman in awful imitation of an East End scrubber she must have seen in a movie. I’d passed her without seeing her, despite my eyes having adjusted to the darkness. I couldn’t make out her features, but I could tell from the pendulous breast she’d exposed to the night air that she wasn’t in the first, second, third, or fourth flush of youth.


    ‘I’m looking for a man dressed as a woman,’ I said.


    ‘Oh, fuck off then.’ She put her breast back inside her blouse, and walked away from me. My statement had been, I suppose, liable to misinterpretation. I wandered around for a good half-hour, and didn’t encounter any other women, and there was no sign of Brian. I had no alternative but to return to Mother’s house and hope that he’d abandoned our plan. Surely he wouldn’t have been such a nong as to attempt to capture Taylor on his own?


    I ran most of the way back to the house, and almost fell through the front door. I was bent double, panting and sweating, and it took a moment to register that there were no lights on. I straightened up and strained to hear if there were any noises in the house. I wasn’t sure what time it was, so I was reluctant to call out, just in case Mother had come home and was asleep in her room. There was something amiss. It wasn’t a sound that alerted me to this. It was a smell. I could smell cigarette smoke, and behind it another, sweeter odour which I recognised as marijuana. My heart began to race. Neither Brian nor Mother smoked cigarettes, let alone marijuana.


    The smell was drifting from the front room, the door to which was ajar. I’d made enough noise entering the house to alert whoever was in the front room to my presence. Whoever it was, he was waiting brazenly for me to push open the door and go into the room. He would be sitting in the dark, and he had the advantage, because doubtless he was facing the doorway through which I had to pass. I took the few steps to reach it, pressed myself against the wall nearest its hinges, and, using the flat of my hand, pushed the door inwards. I half-expected to hear the deafening report of a pistol being fired. There was silence, and only the now thick stink of cigarette and marijuana to confirm that the room was occupied. I reached for the spanner I’d been carrying. It was gone. Those bastard MPs had taken it. I’m not proud to admit that I was tempted to run, to leave the house through the back door, and report an intruder to the police. Perhaps this would have been sensible, but it would also have been cowardly. What if Brian were being held in that room, his life dependent on what I did next?


    I was conscious that I was breathing hard, so hard that it must have been audible inside the front room. I held my breath until I began to feel giddy. I let it out slowly, and spoke.


    ‘I’m not carrying a weapon.’


    Silence.


    ‘Are you armed?’


    ‘I have a gun.’ It was a man’s voice, and familiar, although I couldn’t quite place it. ‘But it’s not aimed at you, Will Power.’


    I stepped into the room and snapped on the overhead light. The tableau before me took a moment to coalesce. The light was dim, but it still caused me to squint against it. An American soldier was leaning against the mantelpiece, smoking what I believe is known as a reefer. He was holding a gun. It was pointed at Cloris Gilbert, who was kneeling beside Mother, seated in her favourite chair. Cloris seemed almost catatonic. Mother had a gag in her mouth, and dangling from a vein in her arm was a syringe. Cloris had her fingers closed around it. Its barrel was filled with liquid, and I could see a ribbon of blood running through it. It had been primed. Geraldine Buchanan stood behind Mother’s chair. She was rather garishly dressed, in a floral-print outfit that didn’t really suit her. She was smoking a cigarette.


    ‘I didn’t know you smoked,’ I said.


    ‘Oh, very suave,’ said the American, although his accent was Australian. ‘I thought I’d give Private Harlen Quist one more run. Just for fun. I called on Miss Gilbert here, and persuaded her and your mother to pop round here with us. We had a little trouble with the old bloke, didn’t we, Cloris? That’s an odd name — Cloris. I’m not sure I like it.’


    ‘What kind of trouble?’ I asked. I was weirdly calm, as if the scene before me were just part of a rehearsal for a very modern play.


    ‘Oh, you know the sort of thing. Hero of the last war, Get your filthy hands off my daughter — and at that stage, Will, I didn’t have my filthy hands on his daughter. Anyway, he threw the first punch, so in a way, it’s self-defence. He might be dead — I’m not sure. I hit him pretty hard, I have to say. I wonder if he knows that his awful son hurried his precious wife into the grave. He told Gerald here all about it, didn’t he?’


    Geraldine produced an obscene little chortle, and I wondered as I turned to her what I’d ever seen in her. The overhead light threw her eyes into deep shadow, and she resembled a skull.


    ‘He was weepy about it,’ she said. ‘He told me he’d put her out of her misery. I think a part of him resented using his heroin on her. I told him he’d done the right thing. She was old and sick, and she believed in heaven and angels and all that crap, even though her merciful god had sent cancer into her to eat her away, bit by agonising bit. People like that don’t mind dying, do they? That’s what I told him. Then the fool, in a fit of remorse, I suppose, topped himself. In my room, too. Right in front of me. I’d watched him shoot the stuff into his veins a dozen times, but this time he’d doubled or tripled the dose. It was a shame. I thought he was a complete bore, but he was one of our best customers. We made a good bit of money out of him, and there he was, dead and drooling at the end of my bed. And on Christmas Eve. Addicts are thoughtless people.’


    Cloris was looking up at Geraldine in a kind of wonder. Mother was staring at me, her eyes wide with either fear or expectation.


    ‘You and Private Dervian dumped him in the cemetery on the way to lunch, as if he was a sack of laundry.’


    ‘Well,’ Taylor said, ‘given that he was dead, in some ways he was more laundry than man. I must say, Will, that was an interesting, if risky, social experiment. Dervian and I carried him between us, as if he were dead drunk, instead of, well, dead. We lugged him all the way from Fitzgibbon Street to the cemetery, in broad daylight, and no one stopped us, or offered any assistance. Not that there were many people about on Christmas Day. Still, it’s disheartening, don’t you think?’’


    ‘What do the two of you want?’


    The marijuana made Taylor sound slow, almost languid, but it didn’t seem to have dulled his mind.


    ‘That’s a reasonable question, Will, given what you see before you — and just to bring this little tableau vivant into focus’, he produced tableau vivant with an ostentatiously correct accent, ‘I should explain that there is pure heroin in the barrel of that syringe. What we don’t want to happen is that we force Cloris here to push the plunger and give your mother a wild ride into that undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller returns. Hamlet is apropos in almost any situation, don’t you think, Will?’


    ‘Will loves his Shakespeare,’ Geraldine said, with an icy disdain I’d never heard in her voice before.


    ‘What do you want?’ I repeated, and avoided looking at Mother.


    ‘Well, Gerald and I want different things, don’t we, darling?’


    ‘Yes, we do, Bert. Indeed, we do.’


    ‘Like most things, Will, in the end it comes down to money. I don’t like to think of myself as a greedy man, but I am a needy man, and I don’t want to work for a living. Gerald and I have discovered that there are easier ways to earn a living than working for somebody else. I’m not good at taking instructions, because I know that I’m much smarter than the person giving me those instructions. Having to obey a fool is a galling experience. I admire you, Will — I really do. You’ve come quite a long way on what is, let’s face it, a modest talent.’


    Geraldine laughed to signal her agreement, and Taylor’s face assumed an unsightly smirk in appreciation of his own remark.


    ‘How much do you want?’ I asked.


    ‘More than you can afford, Will, although you could probably meet Gerald’s demands, which are on a more, shall we say, domestic scale.’


    My face must have told them that I wasn’t sure what this meant.


    ‘Bert isn’t interested in you, Will. I, on the other hand, have a bone to pick with you. The way I see it, you owe me for lost earnings in the theatre. I discovered that I’m quite a good actress, and that I like being an actress. It was all going nicely until you came along. To be fair, it wasn’t as though you interrupted a long and distinguished career. That was actually my first acting job, but I liked it.’


    ‘Your first job?’


    She waved her hand dismissively.


    ‘I suppose my special gift is blackmail, which is how I got the job in the first place. Percy Wavel was an easy touch. He’s terrified of his wife. Maybe he should have thought of that before he fucked me.’


    Mother, even in the midst of what must have been incredible distress, managed to shoot me a look which conveyed her belief that I’d demonstrated, yet again, appalling taste in women.


    ‘I found the cast disappointingly unwilling to try anything stronger than marijuana. There were a couple of stagehands who had a go, and that disgusting Jim Stokes. It wasn’t what killed him, though. At least, I hope it wasn’t. I’d prefer to think that he died in agony and misery. Then you turned up and said you were a private-inquiry agent — which made sense, because you weren’t much of an actor — and you spooked me. Now I’ll never get work as an actress again, and I figure that’s your fault. I think £1000 will cover lost earnings.’


    With admirable equanimity I said, ‘One thousand pounds seems a bit steep, don’t you think?’


    ‘Your problem is, Will, that you’re not in a position to negotiate. One thousand pounds is my part of the price for your mother’s life. Is she worth £1000?’


    I saw Mother’s eyes narrow.


    ‘While you’re thinking about that, Will,’ said Taylor, ‘let me explain my financial needs. For Gerald, it’s just a kind of retributive justice, although I’m sure you don’t see it that way. For me, it’s a little bit more complicated. I’m not after compensation. I need an income, and I need it to be sufficient to purchase comfortable obscurity for Gerald and me, and I need it to be very much off the books. I’m holding some good cards, and your mother.’


    ‘Is Mother the ace up your sleeve?’


    ‘Oh, no. My ace hasn’t arrived yet. She’s just a bit of extra insurance.’


    Mother wouldn’t have heard that without experiencing a stab of pique.


    ‘You really fell for my American soldier, didn’t you?’


    ‘Yes, I did,’ I said evenly. ‘You obviously have a good ear for accents.’


    ‘A better ear than yours.’


    Was he trying to needle me into making a move so that he could shoot me?


    ‘Yes, Bert, a better ear than mine.’


    He smiled, took the forage cap off his head, and dropped it onto the chair beside him.


    ‘I’m in the dark here,’ I said. ‘You want an income? Are you expecting me to turn my income over to you?’


    ‘However handsome your income, Will, it won’t come close to meeting my needs. I am not without ambition.’


    He let that hang in the air, as if it must mean something.


    ‘And there’s one person who can help me realise that ambition.’


    Again, he left a pause. The drama of the moment was lost on me, because I had no idea how to flood the pause with meaning. Unable to provide an answer, I asked a question.


    ‘And who might that person be?’


    ‘Oh, come on, Will. Your mother has a fucking needle jacked into her arm. The time for games has passed.’


    For the first time, an ember of anger flared behind his slightly dulled eyes. I gave him what I thought he wanted.


    ‘You’re talking about James Fowler, aren’t you?’


    ‘Ah,’ he said, and relaxed. ‘So you do know. That saves time. You don’t work for them, though, do you? Not anymore. You see, I am well informed.’


    I was tempted to tell him that he was wrong, that I did work for them, but I decided to keep this private shame to myself. I certainly didn’t want Mother and Cloris to know.


    Cloris had calmed herself since Taylor had begun talking. The tension in her body had eased. The hand that held the syringe, which had been quivering slightly when I’d first seen her, was now steady. Very steady. And I wondered, what did I actually know about Cloris Gilbert? It suddenly occurred to me that I knew very little, and no more than she’d allowed me to know. Before any connections asserted themselves, Albert Taylor spoke again.


    ‘My target isn’t James Fowler. He’s not my ace. It’s another Intelligence agent. Your brother.’


    ‘Your information is out of date. Brian isn’t an agent. He can’t help you.’


    Just for a moment, he seemed uncertain, and then the raw sincerity in my voice must have registered with him, and he laughed.


    ‘I think it’s your information that’s out of date, Will.’


    With sickening certainty, I knew that he was right.


    ‘How do you know this?’


    ‘I have friends, Will. Friends I made when I worked for Intelligence — a fact I’m sure you know if you know James Fowler. I’ve kept a couple of those friends, and they tell me things, because they have secrets, and I know their secrets.’


    He glanced at the syringe to underline the nature of some of those secrets.


    ‘Other people’s secrets, Will — their price is above rubies. Gerald and I know what to do with people’s secrets.’


    Geraldine, who’d barely moved, said, ‘Secrets are money in the bank, Will.’


    ‘And in this case, it’s Intelligence’s money. We need our ace, Will. Where is he?’


    ‘I have no idea.’


    Albert Taylor raised the gun, levelled it at my head, and pulled the trigger. The bullet went where it was supposed to go — over my shoulder and into the wall behind me, passing first through a small oil painting that I’d never liked. The noise was staggeringly loud, and the smell of cordite sharp. For a moment, the world was frozen. Cloris made a small sound and looked stricken. The shock of the report had caused her to push the plunger of the syringe, forcing a small amount of heroin into Mother, who uttered a muffled ‘Oh,’ and slumped awkwardly. Geraldine checked the syringe, showing no concern, and said, ‘Keep your hand on it.’


    Cloris obeyed.


    My ears were still ringing. I don’t know why Taylor’s gunshot failed to alarm me. I was startled by the noise, but strangely unaffected by the possibility that he might have killed me. My failure to panic annoyed him.


    ‘OK, so you know I won’t kill you, but don’t make the mistake of believing I won’t hurt you.’


    He pointed the gun at my knee.


    ‘Where’s your brother?’


    My courage, if that’s what it was, evaporated. When I spoke, I was aware that my voice had a slight tremor in it, which would have given Taylor immense satisfaction.


    ‘I was with Brian earlier this evening. We went our separate ways a couple of hours ago. I was expecting him to be here.’


    ‘I believe you. I think you’re too frightened to lie.’


    I was frightened. That was humiliatingly true. I wasn’t, however, so frightened that I told him the whole truth. Mother had closed her eyes, and was now dozing under the influence of the shot of heroin she’d received. I was grateful for that.


    ‘Why do you need Brian? I can take whatever demands you have to James Fowler.’


    ‘But you’re not one of theirs, Will, and your brother is. Our plan isn’t a simple one. A simple plan won’t provide us with enough certainty to guarantee a safe exit into anonymous obscurity. No, no. What we’re going to achieve is epic in its scale and ambition, and we’re going to need the full resources of Intelligence for it to work, and to gain access to those resources we need lots and lots of bargaining power. There’s a reasonable amount of that here in this room.’


    He nodded to Mother and Cloris. He didn’t indicate that he considered me a useful addition to that power.


    ‘Our biggest chip, our ace, is your brother, because his lover will move heaven and earth to protect him. My informant is very confident of this.’


    My heart began to race. Brian had a lover inside Intelligence? Nigella Fowler sprang to mind. Had Brian fallen for her, just as I’d done? And had she returned the favour?


    ‘Our demands are extravagant, but fortune favours the bold, or so Thucydides tells us, and I’m an admirer of Thucydides.’


    ‘So what are these extravagant demands?’


    ‘I’m glad you asked. You need to know them, because you’re a part of them. To use a chess term, our end game is to get to Tasmania, assume new identities, and live quietly and remotely, bothering no one, but not having to be gainfully employed.’


    ‘Selling drugs and women is hardly gainful employment.’


    Cloris looked tense, as if she thought such a remark might provoke Taylor. It didn’t.


    ‘Both of those activities lead to gain, so yes, I’d call them gainful. They are, however, time-consuming and risky, and Gerald and I want a quiet life.’


    ‘Fresh-faced American soldiers who overdose in my bedroom are a problem I don’t need in my life, Will,’ said Geraldine.


    ‘Why did you bring that poor boy’s body here?’


    Albert Taylor produced a sound that resembled a strangled guffaw.


    ‘That whole incident told us a lot about you, Will. I thought your solution was brilliant. Criminally creative. We decided against it, though. Initially, we put him in your bath just for fun, really, just to see what would happen next. We thought you might cart him down to the railway tracks. And what happened next was a revelation. Dervian was tidied away, and it takes a great deal of organising and political will to achieve that. That was when we realised that someone in your house was being protected from a public scandal — and I’m afraid it wasn’t you or your mother. It was your brother.’


    I hadn’t allowed the depressing news that Brian was, after all, working for Intelligence — just as I’d suspected he’d been — to overwhelm me. The immediate situation put it in the background. Now, however, I was forced to confront it.


    ‘Why would Intelligence go so far out of its way to protect Brian?’


    ‘Love, Will. I told you. Love.’


    This seemed so absurd that I couldn’t even begin to entertain it as the real motivation for the extraordinary intervention and co-ordination of the various forces that had descended on Mother’s house on the night I’d found Anthony Dervian’s body in the bath. There was nothing to be gained by challenging Taylor.


    ‘Supposing you’re right,’ I said, ‘supposing some well-connected woman’s love for my brother can move mountains. How far do you think you’ll get before Intelligence finds you and brings you in?’


    Taylor sighed deeply.


    ‘It’s not ideal, Will. It’s not even close to ideal, but we’re taking hostages. I know, it’s clumsy and mediaeval, and all sorts of things can go wrong. Hostages have a way of ending up dead. It’s much riskier to be the hostage than the hostage-taker. We’re counting on Intelligence knowing this, and acting on it.’


    He turned the gun suddenly on Cloris. Out of the corner of his eye, he must have seen that her fingers had let go of the syringe, which was still protruding from Mother’s arm.


    ‘Don’t take your hand off that until I tell you to.’


    There was a vicious edge to his voice that briefly exposed his true nature. A look passed between him and Geraldine, and it must have been potent because Geraldine flinched. She ought to have been watching Cloris more carefully. Clearly, it wasn’t a good idea to let Albert Taylor down. I suspected that small transgressions didn’t go unpunished. His mood had altered, and when he spoke again, the careful urbanity he’d been exercising had frayed at the edges.


    ‘We’re not doing ambit claims. We want to leave for Tasmania tonight.’


    ‘Aren’t there mines in Bass Strait?’


    ‘We’re not going by sea, you stupid fucking nong. We’re flying.’


    ‘Flying?’ I couldn’t keep the incredulity out of my voice. ‘Why would they give you an aircraft?’


    His impatience began to show.


    ‘They’re not giving us an aircraft. They’re flying us to Hobart.’


    ‘But why would they do that?’


    ‘Because if they don’t, she’ll die,’ he said, pointing at Cloris, ‘your mother will die, you’ll die, and your brother will die. That’s a big mess to have to clean up, even if it’s only your brother they really care about. It will be cheaper to do things our way.’


    It was a still night, so the sound of a car pulling up outside was impossible to ignore. I tensed, thinking it must be Brian, about to blunder in and deliver himself into Taylor’s hands. Neither Taylor nor Geraldine showed any sign of alarm, however, and when Mrs Ferrell entered the room it became clear why. She pushed me roughly out of the way, although I wasn’t actually in her way. She was just stamping her authority on the situation.


    ‘Everything’s ready,’ she said.


    Her presence calmed Taylor’s nerves, and he returned to his cool, unhurried demeanour.


    ‘Hostages might seem clumsy and mediaeval, Will, but it was an efficient means of negotiating on a grand scale. Look at Edward the Third. He snaffled King John of France and his two sons, and ended up with half of France.’


    ‘Get on with it, Bert,’ Mrs Ferrell said. Taylor smiled at her indulgently.


    ‘Mrs Ferrell isn’t interested in English history. Here’s what’s going to happen, Will. We’re taking your mother — or, rather, Mrs Ferrell is taking your mother — and I’m staying here with Geraldine. When your brother shows up, he’s going to make the necessary telephone calls. He’s coming with us to an airfield, and the three of us are flying down to Tassie. All the while, your mother’s life will depend on everyone co-operating. You see now why we need your dear old mum. Brian needs a reason to come along quietly.’


    ‘This is madness. It’s too elaborate.’


    ‘That’s its strength. Simplicity breaks too easily. Besides, we have simplified it a little. We’re leaving you and Cloris here — dead or alive, that’s up to them.’


    ‘Who shot a bolt into the old lady?’ Mrs Ferrell asked.


    ‘It was an accident,’ Geraldine said. ‘She didn’t get much. She’ll wake if you slap her.’


    ‘Good. I’m not lugging her scrawny arse over my shoulder.’


    This brief exchange must have penetrated Mother’s doze, because her eyes opened.


    ‘Pull the needle out, girlie,’ Mrs Ferrell said to Cloris. As delicately as she could, Cloris withdrew the needle from Mother’s arm. Mother stirred, and uttered a sound that was redolent of pleasure. It was wildly inappropriate. Mrs Ferrell took the syringe from Cloris, who was in a daze, as if her body had decided that now was the time to go into shock.


    ‘Let’s get her up,’ Mrs Ferrell said, as she put the syringe carefully on the mantelpiece. She and Geraldine then lifted Mother to her feet, and although she swayed a little, she managed to stay upright. Mrs Ferrell retrieved the syringe.


    ‘We don’t want your poor old mum to be distressed,’ Taylor said, ‘so we’ll keep her happily sedated on heroin until everything is sorted out. If it takes too long, she’ll be addicted, and that would be a dreadful thing.’


    ‘Mrs Ferrell is a trained nurse,’ Geraldine said. ‘No one needs to get hurt, Will. As soon as I get my £1000 from you, and as soon as Bert’s finances are organised, we’ll send word to Mrs Ferrell to let your mother go.’


    ‘We’ll have Brian with us, of course, and we’ll let him go then, too.’


    There was no point explaining that I didn’t have £1000 and that I couldn’t raise that amount of money in only a few days — if at all. I could see that Albert Taylor’s plan had been conceived by somebody whose brain had been addled by drugs. It couldn’t possibly succeed, even if they planned to control Brian by using heroin. It was the stuff of fantasy. Still, stage one was going smoothly enough. Taylor had us pinned to the spot with his revolver, and Geraldine and Mrs Ferrell half-walked, half-carried Mother to the waiting car. Geraldine returned, and said that Mrs Ferrell was just topping Mother up a little. ‘She doesn’t want an unruly passenger.’


    The engine started, and the car drove away.


    ‘Where are you taking her?’


    ‘I’m sorry to say,’ Taylor said, ‘it’s not very salubrious. Not at all what your mother is used to.’ He laughed. ‘Maybe she could get a bit of paid work while she’s there. We have some very odd clients, don’t we, Gerald? They ask for all manner of things. There’s bound to be some Yank with a mother complex who’d jump at the chance to fuck your mother.’


    Cloris gasped at the crude vileness of Taylor’s remark.


    ‘Oh, don’t be such a prude. We all have our peccadilloes; even you, I imagine, although I can’t guess what they might be. You seem very stitched up and proper.’


    ‘Your brother said that you were a virgin,’ Geraldine said. ‘Is that true?’


    ‘My brother?’ Cloris was disoriented. ‘But my brother is dead.’


    ‘Yes, I know. I was there. He said that before he died. Obviously.’


    I’d never seen this vicious side of Geraldine, and I was shocked by it. Perhaps Mother was right; perhaps I had poor judgement when it came to women.


    ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Will,’ Geraldine said. ‘Am I being too vulgar for you?’


    Taylor had smoked the reefer to a stub, which he flicked into the fireplace.


    ‘Let’s all sit down,’ he said. ‘We might as well be comfortable while we wait for Brian to put in an appearance.’


    Cloris got up off the floor, where she’d remained sitting even after Mother’s departure, and sat in the vacated chair. Taylor sat opposite her, and Geraldine and I sat on the two-seater couch. We were uncomfortably close.


    ‘I suppose you think I’m a terrible person, don’t you, Will?’


    ‘Yes, I do think that. I think you are a terrible person. You don’t have any morals to speak of, do you?’


    Albert Taylor snorted, and pulled another fat reefer from his pocket.


    ‘Morals are a luxury I can’t afford, Will,’ Geraldine said. ‘I’ve never been able to afford them.’


    Taylor lit his cigarette, and took in a lungful of aromatic and stupefying smoke. It didn’t seem to have much effect on him. He offered the cigarette to Cloris, who declined it. Geraldine stood up and crossed to Taylor. She took the reefer and sucked on it. She didn’t exhale until she sat back down. She blew smoke directly into my face. The room was so quiet, I fancied I could hear the small roar as the marijuana and tobacco ignited in response to Taylor’s inhalations.


    ‘She’s an encumbrance now,’ Taylor said, and jerked his chin in Cloris’s direction.


    ‘So let her go,’ I said. ‘What difference does it make? My mother is your insurance. Let Cloris go and help her father.’


    ‘Don’t be so bloody ridiculous. She can’t go wandering about, but she’s definitely an extra wheel. I don’t like having to keep an eye on both of them.’


    The gun in his free hand twitched. He saw that I’d noticed this.


    ‘Christ! I’m not going to shoot her. What kind of person do you think I am?’


    He laughed again at his own remark. He was too quick to laugh at his little witticisms. This always looked smug.


    ‘I’m just thinking out loud,’ he said.


    ‘Maybe we should tie both of them up,’ Geraldine said. ‘You’re good with knots, Bert.’


    He nodded.


    ‘Go and have a look for some rope. Is there rope in the house, Will?’


    ‘I don’t know.’


    ‘That means yes. It’s probably in the laundry. Check the kitchen, too. There might be some tough twine, which would do. If you can’t find any, go upstairs and bring down some of Will’s shirts. We’ll rip them up and use them.’


    A part of me hoped that Geraldine would find some rope. I didn’t have enough coupons to buy a new wardrobe of shirts, even though I now had the money. Geraldine stood up, took one more drag on Taylor’s reefer on her way out, and left the room. The corridor outside was faintly illuminated when she turned on the kitchen light.


    ‘Found anything?’ Taylor called.


    ‘Not yet, Bert. Hold your horses.’


    Taylor looked from Cloris to me and back again.


    ‘You’d make a lovely couple.’


    Cloris still looked vacant, as if she couldn’t quite grasp what was happening. She must have been consumed with worry about her father.


    ‘You left Peter Gilbert badly injured,’ I said.


    He shrugged.


    ‘It was self-defence, Will. Besides, I didn’t hit him that hard.’


    ‘If he dies, they’ll hang you.’


    That simple observation seemed to unnerve him. Perhaps the marijuana was finally beginning to interfere with his thought processes.


    ‘We’ll be safely out of reach, so one dead old man won’t mean a thing. You know what? I hope he’s dead, because your brother’s besotted lover needs to know that I will kill Brian unless my demands are met.’


    I began to protest that if Brian had a lover, I’d know about it, when a drawer crashing to the floor of the kitchen made each of us jump.


    ‘What’s happening?’ Taylor called.


    There was a moment of silence.


    ‘Nothing,’ Geraldine replied. ‘I just pulled a drawer out too far.’


    ‘You scared the shit out of me. Hurry up. I’d like these birds trussed before Brian gets here.’


    Taylor’s cigarette had gone out. He struck a match to re-light it. Another sound came from the kitchen. It was a sort of smothered whimper.


    ‘Gerald?’ Taylor called.


    There was no reply.


    ‘Geraldine?’


    Taylor’s voice was taut. He wasn’t panicking, and incredibly, despite the amount of marijuana he’d smoked, he was immediately alert. He pointed his gun at me.


    ‘Get up and come over here. Now!’


    When I was within arm’s reach of him, he grabbed me by the shirtfront, moved rapidly behind me, and put one arm round my neck. He held the barrel of the gun to my ear.


    ‘You make a move,’ he said quietly to Cloris, ‘and I’ll pull the trigger and blow his unimpressive brains out. Understood?’


    Cloris nodded that she did indeed understand. Taylor pushed me ahead of him into the corridor. We stood, facing the kitchen. We could see where the drawer had fallen. There was no sign of Geraldine.


    ‘I’ve got a gun to this man’s head,’ Taylor said. I felt all of his muscles relax as Geraldine opened the back door of the kitchen and came in from outside. She had her head down and was brushing dust from the bodice of her floral dress. Taylor lowered the gun, and stepped slightly away from me, although he placed his hand on the back of my neck.


    ‘Why didn’t you answer? You know dope makes me jumpy.’


    I hadn’t noticed until she took a step forward that Geraldine had one hand behind her back. In one smooth, deft movement, she brought it to the front, revealing that it held a revolver. She raised it and fired. Taylor dropped like a marionette that had had its strings severed. He made no sound, and even if he had, I wouldn’t have heard it above the dreadful din of the echoing shot. The bullet had hit Taylor between the eyes, so when I looked at Geraldine I knew that if she turned the gun on me, she wouldn’t miss. She was still holding the weapon in the firing position.


    ‘Are you all right?’ Brian said, as he lowered the gun and pulled off the wig.
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    In the front room of Mother’s house, Cloris and I sat on the couch, and Brian sat where Taylor had been sitting. I was disoriented by what had taken place in the corridor, and I was further disoriented by the sight of Brian, his legs crossed, wearing Geraldine’s floral dress. Taylor’s body had been taken away by two men who had appeared behind Brian at the sound of the gunshot.


    ‘I suppose you have some questions,’ he said, and recrossed his legs, smoothing the cloth along his thighs with his hands. ‘To pre-empt a couple of them, Peter has been taken to hospital for observation. He doesn’t have a fractured skull, but he is severely concussed. Mother is also under observation in hospital. It wasn’t Mrs Ferrell who drove away in that car. We snaffled her as soon as Geraldine went back inside.’


    ‘We?’ I asked.


    ‘Yes. Our people, Will. I’m afraid I haven’t been entirely honest with you.’


    My emotions at this moment were so confused that I was incapable of coherent thought. Having no idea where to begin, I said, ‘Let’s start with the dress.’


    Cloris, who’d become calm since hearing the good news about her father, echoed my request.


    ‘Yes, Brian,’ she said. ‘Let’s start with the dress.’


    ‘Geraldine is under arrest. She is currently wearing what I’d been wearing. When we grabbed her from the kitchen, it occurred to me that changing clothes might buy me a valuable few seconds.’


    ‘She’s wearing your clothes?’ Cloris asked.


    ‘Strictly speaking, they belong to the Tivoli,’ Brian said. ‘Geraldine Buchanan and I take the same dress size. Isn’t that interesting?’


    ‘I’ll explain later,’ I said to Cloris. I looked at her, and realised that she was going to have to re-think her growing attachment to Brian. Quite apart from the unaffected manner in which Brian wore female attire, there was the matter of his relationship with someone in Intelligence. All my instincts told me that this person was Nigella Fowler. Fortunately, I no longer had any feelings — any positive feelings — for Nigella Fowler, but it would be galling nonetheless to discover that she’d rejected me in favour of my brother.


    Brian’s demeanour had undergone a metamorphosis. He’d assumed complete control, and despite his ludicrous outfit, he had about him an air of authority that I’d never previously associated with him. Given that he’d saved my life just a few minutes earlier, and brought this hideous episode in our lives to an end, I restrained myself from expressing my profound disappointment at the deception he’d maintained whenever the question of employment in Intelligence had been raised.


    ‘I’m sorry about your brother, Cloris. I don’t know what Taylor told you.’


    ‘He told me the truth, I think.’


    ‘I don’t understand,’ I said, ‘why John Gilbert would hire me to investigate his mother’s death.’ Cloris looked aghast. ‘He told me,’ I said directly to her, ‘that he suspected your father had poisoned her.’


    She shook her head in a kind of wonder.


    ‘How very odd,’ she said. ‘Although perhaps it isn’t so odd, really. He disliked you intensely, Will, and he wasn’t too fond of Dad, either. Perhaps he saw an opportunity to pit you against each other in a pointless and nasty game. It would certainly ensure that you and Dad would never be close.’


    I didn’t wish to wrestle with this little aperçu.


    ‘Taylor was going to take you hostage, Brian, and fly to Tasmania,’ I said.


    ‘Taylor knew I worked for Intelligence, and he knew that because he was blackmailing someone inside the organisation. We know who that person is. He’s been co-operative. You can still hang for treason, and that fact helped him decide to keep us informed of Taylor’s movements — most of them, anyway.’


    ‘Why did you go along with playing dress-ups tonight?’


    ‘Oh, that was useful. I had to get you out of the way long enough for us to line all our ducks up. I’m sorry about those MPs. They were ordered to be thorough, no more. I understand that one of them punched you.’


    I began to feel ire creeping through me.


    ‘You could have prevented Mother and Cloris having to endure what they endured this evening.’


    ‘No, I couldn’t. Peter Gilbert’s house was being watched, just in case. I’d gone, with a handful of men, to the brothel Taylor used when Fitzgibbon Street was busy with clients. We intended to arrest him and Geraldine there, but Taylor had the jump on us. Our man outside the Gilbert house saw Taylor bundle Mother and Cloris into a car. He went inside after they’d left, and found Peter on the floor. He telephoned for help and telephoned headquarters. It took a while for the message to be relayed to us, and when it was, I knew exactly where Taylor had gone. We had someone watching here as well, and he confirmed that a car had pulled up and that four people had gone inside. He’d been instructed to do nothing, except watch and wait. He saw you arrive, and we weren’t far behind.’


    ‘So you heard Taylor fire his gun, and you didn’t think that might be the time to burst in and save the day?’


    ‘The door to the front room was open. I was standing near the stairs. I heard immediately that no one had been hurt. If I’d burst in then, someone might have actually been hurt if Taylor fired again.’


    ‘My God. You people will put any of us at risk to get what you want. You were willing to put Mother in danger, let alone Cloris and me, just to prevent Albert Taylor exposing you as an Intelligence agent.’


    Brian bridled.


    ‘This wasn’t about me, Will. Albert Taylor knew who all our agents were. He knew about the Northern Australia Observer Unit. You know as well as I do that that is particularly sensitive information.’


    ‘Which you’ve just revealed to Cloris.’


    ‘I meant that he knew precisely where those men are. He knew their positions. Would he have sold this information? He’d have sold his own mother. He just hadn’t found anyone to sell it to yet.’


    ‘Tell me, Brian, did you know who he was when he turned up at Christmas lunch?’


    Cloris was listening with rapt attention.


    ‘No. I thought he was an American soldier, just as you did. My notes for that day mention Anthony Dervian and Harlen Quist only in passing.’


    ‘Your notes? You take notes?’


    ‘It’s my job, Will. I’m new at it, but I’m good at it.’


    I stood up. Acid began to rise from my gut into my throat. I stared down at Brian. Mother’s perfume came off him, and his face was disfigured with poorly applied lipstick and blotchy powder.


    ‘Albert Taylor wasn’t actually a traitor, was he? He was a pimp and a drug pedlar, but he wasn’t actually a traitor.’


    ‘He was a deserter and a potential traitor.’


    ‘You killed him for a crime he might have committed? Your conscience can accommodate this?’


    ‘There’s a war on.’


    ‘So all conscience is suspended.’


    ‘I need to use the lavatory,’ Cloris said.


    ‘It’s upstairs on the right,’ Brian said. ‘Are you all right, Cloris?’


    ‘Oh yes. I do feel a little odd, as if I might be sick. It’s the shock, I think.’


    She hurried out of the room.


    ‘Yes, ma’am. It’s right up there. I’ll go on ahead and turn the light on for you.’ This was an American voice.


    ‘How many people are in this house right now, Brian?’


    ‘Half a dozen. They’ll all be gone as soon as the truck arrives to collect Taylor’s body, which is in the kitchen at the moment. You don’t know any of these people. Strachan and Radcliff will be briefed in the morning, and you won’t be hearing from them. Captain Holtz will already have been briefed. This investigation is over, and it was successful. And you were a part of that, Will.’


    ‘Why do I feel so shitty?’


    ‘Because you’re a decent man.’


    ‘And decency is a weakness that Intelligence can exploit, but which it won’t reward.’


    ‘That isn’t true. You’re about to make a great success in Private Lives.’


    ‘It doesn’t feel like a reward when I know now that Williamson’s don’t want me, but were instructed to take me.’


    Brian shrugged.


    ‘It’ll be a hit. They’ll make a lot of money. They’ll be happy enough then.’


    ‘Who’s your lover, Brian?’ I shot the question at him, hoping to shock him into an admission. He remained unperturbed. ‘Albert Taylor knew,’ I added.


    Brian raised his eyebrows in surprise, and this declined into an expression of concern.


    ‘His informant must have passed on a rumour.’


    ‘Who is she, Brian? Is it Nigella Fowler?’


    He leaned forward in his chair, and with conspiratorial quiet he said, ‘Close, Will, very close, but no cigar.’
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