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      1. WHEREFORE ART THOU, JIMBO?

      Two old men are supposed to be planning a trip to research family history. How come they become sleuths when the uppity former mayor disappears?

      They don't particularly like James Northan, who was born with a silver spoon in his mouth and now reckons he's a descendant of William Shakespeare. Typical!

      “We’re only doing what we’d hope he’d do for us,” Oodles says when they first suspect he's sick or injured and lying helpless in his luxury home.

      “You don’t really think he’d give a toss about us?” Wish-Wash replies.

      Enter the cow camouflage trousers, walkie-talkies and a young American who joins them on their mission to rescue Jimbo.
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      2. FARCE MEETS CRIME IN A SMALL TOWN

      When a garden ornament goes missing, the new once-shady owners of the Tasmanian Tiger Museum get sucked into a funny whodunnit.

      The clues include a skeleton, a chess set, and a concrete marsupial with a secret pouch.

      Who better than two ex-cons to catch a criminal? It would be easier though if they knew who the bad guy really was!
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      3. LAUGHS AND TEARS

      The old men think they’re flying to Ireland to trace family history and to inherit a castle. The reality is very different.

      It seems St Patrick was so busy chasing the snakes out of Ireland, he overlooked ridding the country of Tasmanian Tigers. Or did he?
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            ONE

          

          
            FOREVER IN BLUE GENES

          

        

      

    

    
      The two old men were sitting on the bench checking out the specials in the supermarket catalogue when a shadow arrived and blocked their light.

      When they looked up, the Mayor, of all people, was standing between them and the sun.

      James Northan hadn’t been the actual mayor for a long, long time. But here he was — briefcase in hand and wearing a pinstripe suit like he was on the way to the office he no longer had.

      He had avoided talking to the two other old men for more than 15 months, which was quite a feat in a town as small as Windy Mountain. They hadn’t even seen him at this end of town.

      The bigger of the two seated men, who had extra reason to despise the unexpected visitor, scowled and thrust out his  chin. “Are you lost, Jimbo?”

      The Mayor sighed loudly as he tilted his head downwards and flicked a piece of lint from his lapel. “Why do you always have to be so prickly, Bert? Methinks the time hast just come for us to bury the hatchet.”

      “Bring it here then and I’ll bury it in your head.”

      James stepped back sharply. “Did you hear that, Clarence?  Bert is threatening me with violence.”

      “I didn’t hear anything, James. Except you talking funny.”

      “I forgot that you two knaves are as thick as thieves.”

      The scruffy, big man bounced to his feet, with a flash of yellow shirt and the kind of vigour Clarrie “Oodles” Noodle hadn’t seen from him for years. “I’m sick of you calling me thick.”

      Oodles quickly levered himself up using the armrest and stood between the pair, mainly to hold back the big man.

      This wasn’t the first time the three oldest men left in the town had locked horns.

      Oodles, 85, and Bert “Wish-Wash” Whish-Willson, 82, were the unlikely owners of the Tasmanian Tiger Museum across the road from the bench where they had been sitting in the sun taking their mid-morning break.

      The Mayor, 81, had only set foot in that museum once, and that hadn’t ended happily for him.

      Oodles patted his left leg. “If you’ve come here to sign my plaster cast, James, you’re too late. Doc Jenkins removed it ages ago.”

      “Thank goodness for that. I don’t give my autograph to any damn fool. I’m not about to reward someone careless enough to break his leg. No, I just thought I would buy thee both a cup of tea, for old time’s sake.”

      Wish-Wash stabbed a finger over Oodles’s shoulder towards the Mayor. “I’ve never known you to do anything for nothing.”

      “People change.” The Mayor tapped on his briefcase. “I thought thou both might like to see one of the advertisements in the magazine I have come across.”

      They followed the Mayor into town — him striding ahead as if he were leading them into battle. On the way, Oodles, dressed in grey overalls, like always, threw the Roses Supermarket catalogue into a roadside bin.

      They reached the cafe at the other end of the High Street.

      The blonde middleaged waitress looked up as they came through the bead curtains. “Would you look at this? Someone’s put the band back together!”

      The Mayor put his briefcase down next to one of the two tables and wrung his hands as he sat down. “Tea for three, Wendy, and a small plate of thine least expensive biscuits.”

      The other old men sat down opposite him, and the Mayor bent over and clicked open the briefcase.

      He laid the glossy magazine down upon the dappled-red laminate table, and turned the pages until he found what he wanted. Then he turned it towards them.

      Oodles looked from the publication to the Mayor. “So what’s this all about?”

      The Mayor stabbed at an advertisement with an index finger. “Did thee know scientists can trace thy ancestry through DNA?”

      “Can they?” Wish-Wash scratched his head.

      “Not from dandruff, thou cream-faced loon!” the Mayor said. “They take a swab from inside thine mouth.”

      “For Gawdsake!” Oodles said. “Why would I want to volunteer to volunteer my DNA anyway? That’s how they build evidence against criminals.”

      The Mayor gave him a disapproving look. “Doest thou have something to hide? Like convict ancestry?”

      “Oh, I see what’s happening here. You want to prove your lineage goes back to someone famous with pure British blood, who spoke in the same stupid way that you are doing now, and you want to out Wish-Wash and me as being descended from petty Irish criminals.”

      “Art thou?”

      “Don’t know, don’t care,” Oodles said.

      Wish-Wash blew out his cheeks. “I wouldn’t mind having a convict in my closet.”

      “Thou does not know thy lineage?” the Mayor said.

      “Are you kidding?” Wish-Wash ran a hand down one side of his unshaven face. “I don’t even know who my father was.”

      The Mayor turned towards Oodles. “What about thee? Any idea?”

      Oodles shook his head slowly. “Noodle is an anglicised name. But from what, I can’t tell you. All I know is my grandparents arrived on a ship. The ship might have left from Ireland but more likely it came from Ukraine or somewhere.”

      “Does thou not know?”

      “You really need to explain what’s going on with your new speech defect.”

      “I will pay for the DNA test, if that is what thou is worried about.”

      “You’ll also pay for me?” Wish-Wash said.

      “That is what I said, did I not?”

      Wish-Wash reached for the magazine, and held it in outstretched hands to study it. “It says here,” he said slowly, “a lucky entrant will win a trip for two, all expenses paid, to the area their ancestors came from.”

      The Mayor wrenched the magazine from him. “Let me see that?” He scanned it for a few moments, then said, “So it does.”

      “So if you pay for me to take the test, and I win the trip, will I have to take you?”

      The Mayor handed the magazine back, and let out a loud sigh. “The thought of us sitting next to each other on a plane for 20 hours does not sound like a holiday to me. But I am not going to lose sleep worrying about it. Methinks no one ever wins these trips.”

      “But what if I do?”

      “That is very unlikely, Bert. But if it does happen, thee can take whoever thou wants. Just not me!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            I HEAR YOU KNOCKING

          

          SOME MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Oodles sat bolt upright in bed and looked around the room trying to get his bearings.

      His heart was pounding and his flannel pyjamas were sticking to him.

      He realised after a few seconds he’d been having a nightmare and the banging was actually coming from the front door.

      “Hold your horses, I’m coming.” He slid out of bed, grabbed his dressing gown from a bed knob and put on his slippers.

      He shuffled past the grandfather clock in the hall, which is when he saw the time. Gawdsake! Who’d be visiting at 7.15 on a Monday morning?

      Knock-knock, knock-knock.

      When he opened up, his eyes were assaulted by a familiar blaze of colour.

      “Seriously?” Oodles blinked against the flood of light. “I just had a dream about you.”

      “Tacky!” Wish-Wash said.

      “It wasn’t that kind of dream, you muppet. I dreamt Father O’Boring was conducting your funeral. You should have seen his face when he heard knocking coming up from your coffin.”

      Wish-Wash grinned broadly.

      Wish-Wash was a large man with skin the colour of linseed putty. Even when he did bother his razor, he missed clumps of whiskers. Mostly though he had a full covering of stubble, which he probably thought helped disguise his double-chin.

      He was dressed as outlandishly as ever, wearing a tie with slanting stripes and a shirt with rainbow-coloured horizontal hoops.

      He lived in the flat above the museum premises, so what was he doing here at this time of the morning?

      “I’ve won a holiday to Ireland,” Wish-Wash blurted. “I want you to come on the trip with me.”
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      Oodles shook his head as he spooned tea from the caddy into the teapot on the kitchen sink. “You’ve never even been on a plane. Ever heard of Melbourne? Sydney? Somewhere closer?”

      “No need to get stroppy. The tickets are for Ireland. You might have won them instead of me if you hadn’t been such a pigheaded old man.”

      “Who are you calling old? I’m less than three years older than you!”

      It was a tight squeeze in the cramped kitchen, and probably a fluke Wish-Wash hadn’t put a foot in Gough’s water bowl. Oodles swung around. “Anyway, I have no idea at all what you are talking about.”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten about the DNA test already?”

      Oodles tightened the cord of his green tartan dressing gown. “Of course I haven’t forgotten. What are you implying?”

      “If your short-term memory was any flamin’ good you’d recall that this trip was the prize they were offering for the winner.” Wish-Wash took a small red folder from his pocket, and waved it. “An all-expenses trip for two to wherever you came from. Business-class.”

      “And you won! I’ll be blowed.” Oodles gazed vacantly out the kitchen window. “Do they know how old you are?”

      “They’ve got my DNA, haven’t they?”

      “You muppet. DNA won’t tell them your age!”

      “You don’t know that? If the testing is smart enough to tell them my ancestors came from Donegal, don’t you think they’d be able to work out my age?”

      “From a scraping of gob from inside your cheek? You reckon they’d be able to place you in the Jurassic period, do you?”

      “You can laugh! You’re too scared to use a computer but now you think you know everything there is to know about science!”

      “Gawdsake! Don’t get me started on the computer again. I’m not afraid of technology. I just don’t see why I need one.” Oodles switched off the jug. “If Sally Hopkins says we need a computer at the museum, well, I’d be foolish arguing with someone like her who knows her way around the tourism industry. But you haven’t come up with one good reason for me to have a computer here.”

      “You’d be able to email me.”

      “You could always walk up here.”

      “What if I needed you in a hurry?”

      Oodles poured the hot water into the teapot and covered it with a red, white and blue woollen tea cosy.

      “It’s not just email,” Wish-Wash said. “Think of the other things you could do with a computer?”

      Oodles got a carton of milk out of the fridge and carried it to the table in the living room, with Wish-Wash trudging right behind him.

      Oodles turned around, and put his hands on his hips. “You could at least have carried something, old son.”

      “I thought you’d want to hear about the trip.”

      “This is the first time I’ve known you to let something else come between you and a cuppa.”

      Oodles returned to the kitchen and came back with a laden wooden tray that he plonked on to the yellow formica table.

      He transferred the teapot, the sugar bowl, a couple of teaspoons, a tea strainer, and two mugs. He sat down opposite Wish-Wash.

      Oodles held out his palms. “Go on? Name one good reason why I need a computer at home?”

      Wish-Wash scratched his prickly whiskers. “I dunno. I’m discovering new things every day . . . ”

      “One thing!”

      “All right then. We could be friends on The Facebook.”

      “Are you kidding me!”

      “How do you feel about Twitter?”

      “Gawdsake! You haven’t signed up to social media, have you?”

      “Not yet. But even if I can’t convince you I don’t reckon finding friends would be difficult. Barely a day goes by I don’t receive an email from a beautiful woman who says she wants to get to know me better.”

      Oodles rolled his eyes. “You don’t reply, do you?”

      “Of course not. I don’t think Moose would want to give up his kingsize bed, do you? The flat is cramped enough with just two of us; adding an internet bride to the mix would be just asking for trouble.” Wish-Wash made a point of looking around. “You, on the other hand, have two spare bedrooms. You could have your own harem.”

      Oodles held up his ring finger. “What don’t you understand about Until Death Do Us Part? BOTH DEATHS!”

      “You were the one who asked what you could do with a computer.”

      “Bad enough you’re trying to knock my eyes out with that bright shirt, now you’re asking me to divert much-needed blood from my heart!”

      “You’re going to need a computer to do research if you want to come on this trip with me.” Wish-Wash jabbed an index finger at the folder, which was now on the table.

      “I hate to disappoint you, old cock, but even if I wanted to go with you, my medical issues might make travel insurance prohibitively expensive.”

      Wish-Wash started laughing. Hee-haw, hee-haw. “You don’t need to worry about that!” He tapped the folder again. “Read it for yourself. All expenses are paid, including the insurance.”

      “Gawdsake! I might not even get medical permission to fly all that way.”

      Wish-Wash’s smile became even broader. “I’ve already sussed that out. I went to see Doc Jenkins yesterday.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “I’ve actually had these tickets for a week, but it took that long to get an appointment with the quack.”
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      Oodles suspected James Northan would be peeved. “Have you told the Mayor yet?” he asked.

      “I wanted to surprise him by sending him a postcard from Ireland. But I haven’t seen the old sod. Have you?”

      Now Oodles thought about it, they hadn’t seen hide nor hair of James for more than a week. They had maintained an uneasy truce with him after mailing in the two DNA samples. He hadn’t lowered himself to sitting on the bench with them but he had joined them for a few pots of tea, keeping up his barrage of odd language.

      James’s daughter Maddie was actually the mayor these days. But they’d normally see James poncing around town like he thought he should still be.

      James’s great, great, great grandfather, Colonel Richard Northan, had founded the town of Windy Mountain in 1841, and when James ascended to the mayoral chains, every mayor had come from that same bloodline.

      Conversely, Wish-Wash was the first person in his family to become town drunk. But he forged a reputation as the best town drunk Windy Mountain had ever had.

      That all came to an abrupt end though shortly after a wintry night in 1967.

      Wish-Wash had been napping in the bus shelter in the High Street when he was woken up by a growling noise around 3am.

      He claimed that when he glanced up, a Tasmanian Tiger was gawking down at him.

      The problem with this story was that the last Tasmanian Tiger in captivity had died in 1936, so the likelihood of the shy marsupial dog making a comeback in the Windy Mountain main street in the swinging sixties was quite unlikely.

      But the media still milked the story for all it was worth.

      James, who really was the mayor back then, claimed, however, Wish-Wash had made the town the butt of jokes, and took steps to make sure his claim could never be verified. He also lobbied to have him sacked as town drunk.

      This is how the big man lost the only job he had ever aspired to.

      Wish-Wash had served for 13 stellar years and his name had been the most revered on the town drunk honour board which hung in The Applecart pub. A long line of people had since tried and failed to maintain his high standards. The latest incumbent in the job was Barely Legal Leigh.

      When Father O’Boring (real name Father John O’Rourke) finally met his maker in the church fire 18 months ago at age 92, it left Wish-Wash, James and Oodles as the last three old blokes in town.
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      Oodles stroked the tea cosy. Madge had knitted that from soft wool she had brought back from England. Now she was gone, it would feel funny getting on a plane without her. “So what did Doc Jenkins say?”

      Wish-Wash straightened in his chair. “He gave me a green light. He said nothing was wrong with me. He didn’t exactly say so, but I reckon now I’ve worked out how to use the cash register at the museum and I’ve mastered the new computer he’d be fine with me actually flying the plane.”

      Oodles rolled his eyes. “But me? What did he say about me?”

      Wish-Wash surveyed the things laid out on the table. “I knew something was missing? You’ve forgotten the biscuits again!”

      “Never mind that. What did Jenko say about me?”

      “Shall I be mother?” Wish-Wash picked up the teapot and poured tea into the two mugs.

      Glug, glug, glug.

      “What are you holding back?” Oodles said.

      “Nothing. I’m just waiting for the bickies.”

      Oodles got up wearily and went to the cupboard in the kitchen. He came back and threw an unopened packet of Iced Vo-Vo’s on to the table.

      Wish-Wash’s eyes lit up. “Ooh la la, very fancy.”

      “Now will you tell me what he said?” Oodles sat down again.

      “As I said, Doc Jenkins gave me the green light. But I’m afraid he’s only given you the amber light.”

      Wish-Wash ripped open the packet, examined the biscuits to make sure they were all the same size, made his choice, dunked it into his steaming cup, then sucked on it noisily before stuffing the soggy biscuit into his mouth. He pulled a face, as if he had just sucked on a lemon. “Why didn’t you remind me I hadn’t put sugar in my tea?”

      “Gawdsake! As if those biscuits aren’t sweet enough! But never mind what you’re doing to your teeth. Can I travel or not?”

      Wish-Wash answered with a shower of crumbs. “You can travel but only if someone accompanies you.”

      Oodles lifted his mug towards his lips, surreptitiously also watching Wish-Wash spoon four teaspoons of sugar into his tea. “What are you saying?”

      Wish-Wash stirred noisily. By the look of it, he was also combing his mouth with his tongue searching for pockets of biscuits. Then came the little sucking noises.

      When he was satisfied he had got them all, Wish-Wash looked Oodles in the eye. “Doc Jenkins wants me to go as your carer.”
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      “Carer!” It was lucky Oodles had just swallowed a mouthful of tea otherwise he’d look like a fire hose. “Be buggered if I’m going to let you nursemaid me.”

      “It’s because you’re Ukrainian, isn’t it?”

      “What?” Oodles wiped his lips with a hand. “Who said I’m Ukrainian?”

      “You did. All those months ago. It’s why you didn’t want to take the DNA test. You said you couldn’t care less if you were Ukrainian, or not.”

      “That was just an example. I might well have Latvian forebears as far as I know.”

      “Same difference. It helps to explain your independent streak.”

      Oodles wondered if Wish-Wash even knew where Ukraine or Latvia were on the map, let alone know anything about their qualities of independent spirit. He held him in his gaze.

      “Don’t look at me like that? Admit it. You’ll need me on this trip.”

      “Need you? You’re assuming I’ll even agree to go with you.”

      “Why wouldn’t you?” Wish-Wash said. “This will be the trip of a lifetime.”

      “More likely it will be the trip that ends our lives.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t you watch the news?” Oodles said. “Plane crashes, terrorists, bubonic plague–”

      “Donegal doesn’t have any flamin’ bubonic plague. All they’ve had is the potato famine.”

      Oodles took another swig of his tea, then he pushed the packet of biscuits towards Wish-Wash. “Here, have another one. I’m all out of your pills.”

      Wish-Wash’s hand was halfway to the packet before he reacted. “Oh, very funny! You forget green light here doesn’t take any pills. One of my jobs on the trip will be to make sure amber light takes all his.”

      He extracted another Iced Vo-Vo and examined it like a long lost friend. “But thanks for the thought.” He dunked it into his cup, then sucked it into his mouth. It was like watching a whale gulping pink plankton.

      Oodles tutted. “At this rate, the plane won’t even be able to get off the ground because of the weight.”

      Wish-Wash placed his index fingers into his ears, and sprayed more crumbs over the table. “I can’t hear a word you’re saying.”

      “Oh, don’t be so childish! I bet you don’t even know where Donegal is.”

      Wish-Wash swallowed. “Do too! I’ve been doing research on the computer.”

      “So where is it, then?”

      “North-west Ireland.”

      “You have been busy. Doing any work?”

      Wish-Wash wriggled in his chair. “We had four tour groups through yesterday. V did more than 100 teas and coffees.”

      “You helped her then?”

      “What do you think I am? Mandrake?”
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      Oodles herded Wish-Wash towards the front door.

      “What’s the hurry?”

      “I thought you said you were busy at the museum?”

      Wish-Wash stepped down the three steps into the empty carport, and Oodles nearly ran into the back of him. “The first tour group won’t arrive until 9am, which means I had plenty of time to finish that packet of biscuits for you.”

      “I thought you preferred chocolate digestives.”

      “I do. You can’t dunk Iced Vo-Vo’s in your tea properly.”

      “That didn’t seem to stop you!”

      “You should have seen the pink goop in the bottom of my cup.”

      Oodles blinked slowly, but the vision was painted on the insides of his eyelids — giving him something to look forward to when he came to wash the dishes.

      Wish-Wash picked at the shoulder of Oodles’s woollen dressing gown. “Anyone would think it’s the middle of winter!”

      Oodles slapped his hand away. “Do you mind? Madge bought me this.”

      “Did she also buy you a set of bagpipes? Maybe your ancestors came from Scotland?”

      “Will you lay off. I told you I don’t give a damn where I come from.” Oodles said.

      “I just hope that daggy old dressing gown stays here when we go to Ireland.”

      “You know the Irish also have tartans? Didn’t your computer tell you that? Why don’t you put that in your pipe and smoke it?”

      Wish-Wash reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his packet of cigarettes, probably to emphasise he didn’t actually smoke a pipe. That was Oodles’s caper. Or it used to be. Doc Jenkins had been on at him for years to give it up for the sake of his health. The doctor finally stopped nagging, and that’s when Oodles had quit just to show he could. Now he watched as Wish-Wash popped a fag into his mouth.

      “How are you going to stand going without a smoke during that long flight?” Oodles said.

      Wish-Wash’s eyes popped. “They won’t let me smoke? Even in business class?”

      “Not even if they do let you fly the plane.” Oodles smiled. “You’ll have to go cold turkey all that way.”

      “I don’t know what you find so funny?” Wish-Wash said. “It won’t be much fun for you, either, cobber, having the passenger next to you sweating like a pig, and tossing and turning when you’re trying to get some kip.”

      “You haven’t been listening to me! I’m no certainty to even be on that plane with you. It’s easier for you. You don’t answer to anybody. For a start, who’s going to take care of the dog if I go away?”

      Wish-Wash shrugged. “Any one of a number of people. Moose, Joffa, Katy, Tim . . . ”

      Oodles glared at him. “Tim? Who the heck is Tim?”

      Wish-Wash smacked his forehead. “I knew I had something else I needed to tell you. I forgot all about it because of the excitement over our trip.”

      “You still don’t get it. I’ll need to think it over.”

      “Take all the time you need. We’ve still got four weeks.”

      “Four weeks! Strewth!”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with you? All you have to do is sit back and enjoy being pampered. If Tim can travel halfway around the world at his age . . . ”

      “There you go again! Who is this blinking Tim?”

      The unlit durry in Wish-Wash’s mouth bobbed up and down, but his voice just went up. “If you would just listen, I’m trying to tell you.” He let that admonishment sit for a moment, then said, “He starts work at the museum this morning.”

      “We can’t afford another employee!”

      “We can actually. Have you checked our bank account lately?”

      “How much are we paying him?”

      Wish-Wash coughed into his hand. “I didn’t say we were paying him. He’s one of them interns. You remember that rich Yank who came to town years ago?”

      Oodles stared into space. “Yes,” he finally said. “Big bloke who looked like Rupert Bear wearing a stetson hat?”

      “Tim is his grandson. He calls himself Tim Noah the Fourth. Speaks just like the old bloke too. His voice goes up and down like a yo-yo.”

      “Why’s he here? You don’t think his grandfather is making another attempt to buy us out, do you?”

      Wish-Wash shrugged.

      He was holding his unlit cigarette between fat fingers on his right hand, and he folded his arms. “Apparently, he’s chosen Windy Mountain as one of his stops on his way to see the world, and he’s agreed to work for us for nothing.”

      “Really? It won’t cost us a cent?”

      Wish-Wash coughed into his hand again. “I didn’t say that either. We’re paying for his board at The Applecart.”

      The pub let out a few cheap, shabby rooms upstairs. Wish-Wash even used to have a room there before he moved to the museum. His hotel room wasn’t much bigger than a shoebox, had a black and white TV that only sometimes worked, and he had to share a bathroom with five other residents.

      “You should be happy he seems so capable because now I can meet you up at the Wind Tunnel Cafe around 11 o’clock,” Wish-Wash said.

      “You’re leaving him in charge? Strewth! Didn’t you say it’s his first day!”

      “So? He has to learn sometime. I haven’t had a break for days.”

      He popped the fag back in his mouth and took a match out of its box.

      “Don’t you dare light up here!”

      “Why not?” Wish-Wash looked around at the empty carport. “I presume your pride and joy is safely parked in the garage, where I can’t flick ash on it?”

      “It is. But I don’t want smoke wafting back in the house.”

      “Why not? It’d make the place smell better.”

      “My house doesn’t smell!”

      “It smells of old man, bleach and mothballs.”

      “You know I didn’t lay any of those mothballs. When I find them, I turf them out. It’s not my fault Madge scattered them around like a treasure hunt.”

      “What are you doing about the old man smell?”

      Oodles glared at him. “I suppose your place smells of roses?”

      “Cigarette smoke, actually. I’m offering you my deodorising service. But if you don’t want it, can’t you just close the flamin’ door?”

      “No, I blinking can’t. I don’t want to accidentally lock myself out in my dressing gown.”

      “Typical!” Wish-Wash pointed to the sky. “No clouds. It’s going to be a beautiful summer’s day and you’re dressed like McScott of the Antarctic.”
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      Oodles watched Wish-Wash disappear down the hill beneath plumes of cigarette smoke, then he went back inside.

      He came out of the back door 10 minutes later fully dressed, and carrying a leash and a dog poop bag.

      He ought to have been wearing shorts on a nice morning like today, but he was a creature of habit dressed in his faded overalls.

      At least his white floppy towelling hat provided some shade.

      Gough started barking and rattling his chain.

      The dog belonged to the museum but the services he once provided weren’t required any more so he had gone to live with Oodles.

      “Hello boy. Ready for walkies?” Oodles scratched behind Gough’s ears.

      The grey-muzzled pooch had to be 15 or 16.

      Heaven knows what kind of dog he was. Oodles and Wish-Wash had hoped to find a doppelgänger for James’s miniature collie but they had struck out when they went shopping at the RSPCA in Launceston. Gough was the right height but his head was too big and his tail was all wrong. God might well have designed him using one of those mix-and-match flick card-sets. This head on that body with that tail and these legs.

      Oodles undid the chain and attached the lead.

      They always walked down to the High Street, where Oodles allowed Gough to cock his leg on the imposing bronze statue in the middle of the street. When Oodles had worked as the council works supervisor he had lost count of how many times James Northan had instructed him to get a ladder and wipe the bird poop from his great, great, great grandfather’s hat. So letting the dog now do his business on Colonel Northan’s horse’s hind legs gave him a sense of revenge.

      After the statue, Oodles and Gough would continue across the road — straight through the wrought iron gate into the Colonel Richard Northan Memorial Rose Garden, so Gough could dig some holes in the hallowed ground.

      Many of the flowers from the garden ended up on Billy Gumboots’s grave, which was a source of exasperation for the Mayor.

      James couldn’t prove Wish-Wash raided the park when it was dark.

      No one ever saw Wish-Wash at the cemetery either.

      But every morning his son’s grave was usually the most colourful and fragrant in the graveyard.

      After the park, Oodles and Gough headed back through the gate to the High Street and walked up to the Tasmanian Tiger Museum.

      He doffed his floppy hat to Wish-Wash through the big windows of the museum, and crossed the road to the decrepit Colonel Richard Northan Memorial Park Bench.

      He had painted that bench green many times when he worked on the council, and in retirement had spent many hours sitting there whiling away the time with Wish-Wash and sometimes James.

      Oodles bent down and looked Gough in the eye. “If Madge says it’s all right, what would you say if I went away on a little holiday with Wish-Wash, and you went to stay with someone?”
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      Oodles was leaning against the side wall when Wish-Wash approached the cafe.

      “Why didn’t you go in out of the sun?” Wish-Wash said. “I might have been a while showing the cocky American kid the ropes?”

      Oodles rubbed the side of his sweaty neck. “You know I still feel awkward when I am alone with Wendy.”

      “Why? We didn’t have anything to do with putting Gordo away.”

      Oodles removed his hat as they passed through the door.

      Wendy was wiping down a table, but she glanced up as the bead curtains rustled. “Have you had a falling out with the Mayor again?”

      “No,” Wish-Wash said. “We haven’t seen him around for a week.” He turned to Oodles. “Have we?”

      The old men dragged back their chairs and sat down. “How is Gordo, Wendy?” Wish-Wash asked.

      “He’d be a lot better if he wasn’t sharing a cell with Freddy Cuthbert. That’s what you get for your taxes!” Wendy rolled her eyes. “That dropkick got him into trouble in the first place!”

      Wendy resumed wiping, and when she was happy with her work, stood up straight and put her hands on her hips, and sighed. “What can I get you both?”

      “The usual.”

      She met Wish-Wash’s gaze. “Three cups and a plate of biscuits, love?”

      Wish-Wash considered this. “We only need two cups but we’ll have the same number of biscuits. Jimbo would want me to have his.”

      “So, any ideas where he is?”

      Wish-Wash shook his head. “Maybe he’s down in Hobart visiting your hubby in Risdon Prison?” The comment brought him glares from both sides.

      Wendy turned without speaking and disappeared through the swinging doors into the kitchen.

      “Why did you have to say that?” Oodles said.

      “I’m allowed to speculate, aren’t I? Or perhaps he’s visiting Freddy?”

      “Gawdsake! James used to cross the High Street if he saw Freddy coming his way.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything. Jimbo does the same whenever he sees Moose coming his way, Heck, us too. And a lot of people cross the road when they see him coming.”

      “Will you cut it out?” Oodles changed the subject. “So if this lad Tim is looking after the museum, where are Moose and Joffa?”

      “They’ve gone bush. I thought they’d be back yesterday, but I haven’t even heard from them on the CB.”

      “Perhaps they are out of radio range?”

      “They don’t normally stay out this long.” Wish-Wash sighed. “I suppose I should be thankful Wonder-boy turned up to help us out.”

      “Why do I get the sense he’s already getting on your wick?”

      “You should hear him?” Wish-Wash looked up towards the ceiling. “Everything is awesome sauce this or awesome sauce that. It’s like I have to learn another language. And another thing: I’ve been learning the ins and outs of that flamin’ computer for a week now and he has the cheek to tell me I’m not using it to a fraction of its potential.”

      “Can you blame him? He probably grew up with computers, so it’s probably excruciating to him watching you typing with one finger.”

      “Very funny. I’m now using both my index fingers, if you must know. But it’s not just the computer. He shooed me away when I offered to show him how to operate the cash register — like I was an old fuddy-duddy.”

      “I hate to say it, but you are an old fuddy-duddy.”

      “Careful. Who’s caring for who on this trip to Ireland?”

      “I haven’t even agreed to go with you yet.” Oodles shrugged. “But you shouldn’t lose sleep over a kid who’s still wet around the ears. I’d think you’d know more about Tasmanian Tigers than him.”

      Wish-Wash’s eyes lit up. “Yeah, I didn’t get round to telling him I’ve actually seen one. But I will. Bloody oath I will. That’ll give him something to make his sauce really flamin’ awesome.”

      They both raised their heads when Wendy backed through the swinging door with a tray.

      They turned again when someone came swishing through the bead curtains over the front door.

      It was Norm Hit, the new editor and sole full-time employee of The Pick of the Crop online newspaper.

      Norm had an uneasy history with James.

      They had first locked horns in the early 1990s when James was the mayor and Norm was in his eyes a troublesome cadet journalist.

      To James’s horror, Norm went on to book a place in the Northan family by marrying Maddie. When they adopted Korean twins Vicki and Velda, James was beside himself. How dare they pollute the bloodline! It got worse. The now-teenage girls were now working in catering at the Tasmanian Tiger Museum. Few people could tell them apart, so they were just known as the Vs.

      Norm met Wish-Wash’s eyes as Wendy laid down the tray. “Better fetch another cup, after all,” Wish-Wash said to the waitress.

      Norm raised a hand. “Not for me, thanks, Wish-Wash. I’ve just popped in for a takeaway. Someone’s nicked the population signs at either end of the town.”

      Oodles tutted. It had always worried him when he worked on the council the sign at one end said the population of the town was 3003, and the other end said it had 3004 citizens, but he was never allowed to fix them because he was told by his bosses that’s the way they had always been and it wasn’t worth upsetting people by imposing changes on them.

      “Sergeant Stretch is bewildered,” Norm said. “He says he can understand how signs get vandalised, but why would anyone just nick them?”

      “What does Maddie say?” Oodles said.

      Norm shrugged. “She’s been at one of those hush-hush municipal meetings. She wasn’t even allowed to tell me where it is being held.”

      “So that’s where James must be too?” Oodles said.

      “She never said,” Norm said.

      “Really?” Oodles squinted. “You must know he hasn’t been around for a week?”

      “Why would I? Since he put his dog down, we hardly hear a peep from the granny flat. He hasn’t come near me since I went back to The Pick of the Crop.”

      Norm watched Wendy making his instant coffee. “His bedroom light is on every time I look.”

      Oodles poured the tea. “Have you got a key to the place?”

      “Somewhere, but don’t ask me where it is. Maddie is out of phone contact wherever she is. She’ll be back at the weekend though.”

      Oodles rattled his saucer as he picked up his cup. “You wouldn’t mind if Wish-Wash and I had a shufty through the windows? I’d hate to think he was sick or injured.”
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      “I dunno if I have time.” Wish-Wash was carrying the front end of the ladder along the footpath, and had to turn his head to talk to Oodles who was carrying the back end. “Wonder-boy might need my help back at the museum.”

      “Will you watch where you’re going! The last thing we want is to scrape the side of one of these parked cars.”

      “You heard Norm. Jimbo hardly speaks to him. He’s probably just gone away for a bit and not told him.”

      Oodles put his end of the ladder down, dragging Wish-Wash to a standstill too. “I can’t imagine James going away without big-noting he’s flying first-class to Paris or somewhere, can you?”

      “First time for everything.” Wish-Wash shook his hands. “He might just have keeled over.”

      “How can you even think such a thing?”

      “What goes around, comes around. Do you think he gave a rat’s arse about sending Howard to doggie heaven?”

      Oodles gazed into the middle distance. Wish-Wash had a point. Poor Howard hadn’t even reached his time. As soon as the ban was lifted prohibiting people who weren’t mayors or ex-mayors from owning dogs in Windy Mountain, James had ordered for his miniature collie to be euthanised. He justified this by saying his pure-bred dog wouldn’t be seen dead with common dogs like Gough.

      Wish-Wash snapped Oodles back to the present. “I haven’t got all day, you know?”

      “What?”

      “Standing here on the footpath isn’t getting this ladder anywhere.” He reached into his pocket for a handkerchief, which he used to mop his brow. “Pity Moose and Joffa weren’t here. They’d both be tall enough not to need a ladder to look in all those windows.”

      “This won’t wait. James could be lying on the floor unconscious.”

      “We all have to go sometime.”

      “Wish-Wash!” Oodles glared at him.

      “Have you forgotten he tried to diddle us out of thousands of dollars?”

      “You forget that whole thing gave us the money to buy the museum,” Oodles said. “It was James who lost his life savings.”

      “Oh, my heart bleeds for him. The poor old fellow has nothing now.”

      Oodles knew Wish-Wash was being sarcastic. James still lived in his designer flat in the lush grounds of his daughter’s estate. Technically, he had nothing but the government pension to tide him over. But Maddie probably compensated him with the odd dollar or a thousand. The Northans had always eaten from the same taxpayer-funded gilded pig trough.

      “Let’s get going again.” Oodles raised his end of the ladder. “Otherwise we’ll never get there.”
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      Wish-Wash pressed his nose up against the bedroom window. “He hasn’t closed the curtains. Looks like he’s made his bed.”

      Oodles looked across from the window on the other side of the verandah. “What do you make of that?”

      Wish-Wash shrugged. “That he’s more anal-retentive than we even thought?”

      “What’s wrong with making your bed each day?”

      “Why would you make your bed when you’re only going to mess it up again when you get in it?”

      Oodles shook his head. “Some carer you’re going to be!”

      “Doesn’t mean I’ll have to make your bed.”

      “Are you sure?” Oodles trotted down the steps and headed towards the ladder they had rested sideways against an oak tree. “Read the fine print, have you?”

      Wish-Wash followed him. “I thought you hadn’t even made up your mind you were coming?”

      Oodles turned. “I’m still weighing up the pros and cons, and I need to clear it with Madge.”

      “Madge! You’ve found a way to talk to the dead, have you?”

      “Don’t be disrespectful!” Oodles glared at him. “I bet you talk to Billy at his grave?”

      “Maybe. But he never answers!”

      “Madge and I were together for a lot longer than you two were. It got that way we didn’t always have to speak to know what the other was thinking.”

      “That’ll add a new dimension when you’re doing your seance. I didn’t even know you had a Luigi board.”

      “That would be an Ouija board, you muppet. But for your information, I don’t need one. Madge visits me in my dreams. I don’t think she’d be too impressed at the prospect of me sharing a room with a carer who doesn’t make his bed and refuses to make mine?”

      Wish-Wash scowled. “If I was you and Madge, I’d be more worried about what that kid might be doing at the museum right now.”

      “You hired him. And you were the one who let him fly solo.”

      “I didn’t know I’d be gone so long though. That’s down to you.”

      “Oh no, you can’t put the blame on me.” Oodles waved an index finger. “I didn’t ask the Mayor to disappear.” Oodles picked up his end of the ladder and nodded for Wish-Wash to do the same. “We’re only doing what we’d hope he’d do for us.”

      “You don’t really think he’d give a toss about us?”

      Oodles started backing up towards the side of the granny flat. “Probably not. But I’d never forgive myself if he’s lying crook on the floor.”

      They placed the ladder against the brick wall.

      The ladder went way past the roofline. But the rhododendron bushes still made the windows difficult to get at.

      “Are you going up, or me?” Wish-Wash said.

      Oodles gave him a searing look because they both knew Wish-Wash had terrible balance.

      “What?”

      “Don’t pretend you’re volunteering!”

      “I’m not. But I’ve followed your orders so far, haven’t I? I might point out you’re the one who wants to be the knight in shining armour, cobber. What did you see in the other front room anyway?”

      “Not much,” Oodles said. “Nothing to see but some chesterfield sofas and a coffee table.”

      “Did Jimbo ever invite you to have coffee with him in there?”

      “You know he didn’t. I never got past the front door, just like you.”

      “What does that tell you? We’ve never been good enough for him.” Wish-Wash swept his arm over the vista. Lawns manicured like bowling greens, mighty oak trees that probably were sown at the time the town was established, colourful flower beds and espaliered fruit trees. “I wouldn’t mind being this poor.”

      Oodles began climbing the ladder. “Just hold it steady, will you? We need to look in all these windows — otherwise neither of us will be able to sleep tonight.”

      The ladder creaked and groaned as Oodles climbed and came face-to-face with the glass.

      “What can you see?” Wish-Wash said.

      Oodles put his forehead against the window.

      “It looks like the kitchen.” Oodles squinted to see past the glare. “Yes, it is. I can see the stove . . . and the sink . . . I can see a notepad on the server.”

      Wish-Wash suddenly sounded chirpy. “You don’t think he’s left a suicide note?”

      “James top himself?” Oodles gasped. “I doubt it.”

      “What’s the note say?”

      “I can’t read it from here, can I!”

      “Why did you have to go and get my hopes up, then?”

      Oodles began backing down the ladder.

      When he got to the bottom, Wish-Wash was flicking a lighter at the cigarette bobbing in his mouth.

      “You’d better hope James is not inside,” Oodles said. “He’d have a fit if he sees you smoking in his garden.”

      “Do I look scared?”

      “C’mon.” Oodles took hold of the ladder. “Let’s move it to the next window.”
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      The old men carried the ladder back up the hill, backed it into the garage and hung it on the hooks on the wall — careful not to scratch Oodles’s ute.

      “I’d better get back,” Wish-Wash said. “Last thing I want is for that Yank kid to raise a posse to come find me.”

      “What do you think this is? A blinking cowboy movie?”

      Wish-Wash looked him in the eye, well as much as you could in the murky light of a garage with a low-watt globe. “You haven’t seen him!”

      “I reckon you would have told me if he had turned up wearing a Stetson hat.”

      “He was wearing a black baseball cap on backwards. What do you make of that?”

      Oodles shook his head. “Where’s he tied up his horse? Guess I’ll soon see. I have to come back to the museum with you. I need to use the phone to call Norm so I can tell him what we saw in the kitchen.”

      “What’s wrong with your land-line phone?”

      “I got it cut off. It was a waste of money. I don’t call any bugger, and the only people who’d call me were Indian scammers telling me they needed to take remote control of my computer so they could fix it.”

      Wish-Wash squinted. “For crying out loud, how am I going to rouse you now if I need you?”

      “The exercise will do you good. Or if you really don’t want to walk, try emailing me.”

      Oodles slapped his forehead in mock realisation. “I forgot. I don’t have a computer, do I? I guess that’s why I gave the scammers your number. You’ve got something they can actually fix.”
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      Oodles extended a hand. Tim Noah was 18 or 19, tall and skinny with glasses but the family resemblance only kicked in when he started talking in his Texan twang.

      “You met my GRAND-daddy?” The kid adjusted his glasses with his other hand. “He drives us mad talking about the day he AT-tended that crazy football match.”

      Oodles looked around at Wish-Wash. “I had forgotten Tim’s grandfather went to the grand final. It was the year Billy Gumboots lost us the game . . . ”

      As soon as he said it, he regretted saying it.

      Wish-Wash gave him a dirty look. “You have to forgive Oodles here, Timbo. He’ll be out of our hair soon because he’s only come by to use the phone. For a silent partner, he has a lot to say.”

      Noah looked confused. “GRAND-daddy could never work out why one dude on the whole park had to wear gumboots.”

      “It’s a long story,” Oodles said. “When you meet Moose, maybe he’ll explain it.”

      “The Moose?” Noah spoke excitedly. “He’s still around?”

      Oodles turned to Wish-Wash. “Didn’t you tell him?”

      “When have I had the flamin’ chance to tell him anything? I was looking in windows with you half the morning.” Wish-Wash stabbed his thumb towards Oodles. “I haven’t even had time to tell Tim I’m taking you to Ireland? As your carer.”

      The Texan’s face took on a red tinge as he stumbled over his words, and pointed back to the computer. “Mr Whish-Willson did spend a lot of the morning EX-plaining how that works.”

      Oodles stared blankly. “What did you call him?”

      Noah fumbled with his words. “My pappy always taught me to respect my elders.”

      “Gawdsake!” Oodles exhaled deeply. “Even his mother used to call him by his nickname. He’s Wish-Wash, I’m Oodles. Moose and Joffa do the actual tracking of the Tasmanian Tigers. Nobody goes by their given names around here! Don’t worry, we’ll think of a nickname for you too.”

      Noah walked behind the desk and turned the monitor their way. “I could never have built this without his help.”

      The computer screen showed a flashing screensaver that announced the name of the museum and featured a large picture of a Tasmanian Tiger. “Awesome sauce, eh? What do you think?” Tim said.

      “You’re trying to tell me he helped you with that!” Oodles suppressed a coughing fit.

      The Texan sat down on the high stool behind the counter. “So when will I meet Moose? GRAND-daddy said he was a big, angry dude .  .  .”

      “Joffa is just as big,” Wish-Wash blurted. “You’d be forgiven for thinking they were brothers.”

      “Until you hear them speak,” Oodles said. “Joffa comes from Ireland.”
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      The call to Norm lasted about 10 minutes.

      Oodles had barely put the receiver down when Wish-Wash asked, “What did he say?”

      “Same as before. He says he doesn’t know where the key is. We’ll have to wait until Maddie gets home.”

      “Did you tell him about the note?”

      “You didn’t hear me say?”

      “I’m not an earwig.” He turned to the American. “We were talking, weren’t we?”

      Tim nodded.

      “Norm didn’t seem too fussed,” Oodles said. “He said it was probably one of James’s poems.”

      “What poems?”

      Oodles shrugged. “News to me too.”

      “He never told us he was writing poetry.” Wish-Wash wrinkled his nose.

      “Love sonnets, apparently. Norm says James has it in his head he might be able to trace his lineage back to William Shakespeare.”

      “Typical Jimbo,” Wish-Wash said.

      “It explains why he started talking funny,” Oodles said. “Still can’t get Moose and Joffa on the radio?”

      Wish-Wash shook his head. “Here you go again! When have I had the flamin’ chance?”

      “When I was on the phone perhaps?”

      Wish-Wash shrugged. “It’s not like them to be incommunicado. Funny Katy hasn’t called to find out where they are?”

      The Texan cleared his throat. “Actually I think she did. While you were out Mr . . . er, Wish-Wash.”

      “Katy is Joffa’s wife,” Oodles explained.

      “That makes sense now. But it didn’t at the time. I assumed it was Wish-Wash’s wife. She wanted to know why her husband hadn’t been home for three nights. My first thought was Wish-Wash was having a little o’ thang on the side. But my mind went blank, so I just hung up.”

      Oodles pinched the bridge of his nose. “Couldn’t you tell by the sound of her voice Katy’s about 50 years younger than Wish-Wash?” He pointed to his partner. “Wish-Wash hasn’t even got an old wife. Do you think Katy’d have anything to do with an old fart like him?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOUR

          

          
            LEAN ON ME

          

          TUESDAY MORNING

        

      

    

    
      Wish-Wash flung open the front door of the museum with enough force to test the strength of the hinges.

      “You missed all the flamin’ drama,” he called out.

      Oodles swung around. “What drama?”

      “It looks like Moose might have busted his leg.”

      Oodles finished tying Gough to a post at the edge of the footpath. He had been trying to work out what he was going to say to Wish-Wash as the little dog towed him ever closer towards the museum. Now, it seemed, he could put it off for a bit longer.

      He stepped past Wish-Wash, who was holding the door open.

      “When did they get back?” Oodles asked.

      “A couple of hours ago.” Wish-Wash followed him across the foyer. “Moose hobbled in with his arm across Joffa’s shoulder.”

      Oodles turned and faced him. “How far had they come like that?”

      “Miles.”

      Oodles winced. “That must have hurt.” He looked left and right. “So where is everyone?”

      “Joffa took Moose to the hospital, and I sent Wonder-boy with them to help. With any luck, he won’t remember how to get home.”

      “That’s a terrible thing to say.”

      “Fair dinkum! If he shows me one more fancy thing on that computer . . . ”

      “I thought you liked the computer.”

      “The novelty is wearing off. And don’t get me started on the doorbell.”

      “Is it broken again?”

      Oodles didn’t think it was possible Wish-Wash could screw up his face any further, but he was wrong. “No, Wonder-boy disengaged it on my orders. Good thing too. The new chimes would have been the final straw for Moose after making it all the way home in that state.”

      Oodles searched Wish-Wash’s eyes for further explanation, but nothing was offered.

      The time had arrived for him to bite the bullet. “Cheer up. I’ve got some good news for you. I talked to Madge last night, and she’s fine with me going on the trip. So, I’ve decided 99 per cent I will go to Ireland with you.”

      “Really?” Wish-Wash looked like he was about to start jumping up and down like an excited toddler.

      Oodles threw out a palm. “But I still need the all-clear from Doc Jenkins.”

      Wish-Wash’s face darkened. “Didn’t you hear a word I said? Jenko’s already given you the amber light. Isn’t my word good enough for you?”

      “I want to hear it from the organ grinder, not the monkey.”

      “That’s a nice thing to say! I can’t believe you want to give Doc Jenkins a chance to change his mind. What if he now says no?”

      “That’s obvious. I won’t be going if that’s the case.”
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      Gus Foot and Joffa were sitting on either side of Moose’s bed when Wish-Wash and Oodles walked into the hospital room.

      Gus got to his feet and held out his hand. “Oodles, Wishy, long time no see. Recognise this room?”

      It was like the early 90s all over again. Only this time it was Moose dressed in a white hospital gown with bandages around his ankle. Back then, it was Gus. In those days, however, he went by the bikie name of Foetus. But he had reinvented himself. These days, he was an investment adviser, who drove a BMW sports car, cultivated an impressive beer gut and kept his shirt sleeves rolled down so no one could see his tattoos.

      Wish-Wash brightened up the room’s beige colour-scheme with his green shirt, slightly different shade of green trousers and loosened red tie. He also carried a bunch of yellow roses.

      Oodles’s eyes locked on to Moose’s. “What happened?”

      “I tripped over a damn fallen tree.”

      “I thought you knew where all the dead trees were on the mountain?”

      “Not that deep into the bush.” Moose glanced up at the bleary-eyed Joffa. “We were tracking an animal for two days and followed it to the other side of Bing Bong Mountain.”

      “A Tiger? Are you sure?”

      Moose glanced down to his ankle and laughed. “I’d hate to think I went through all this pain in pursuit of a wallaby.”

      Everyone else laughed, except Joffa, who looked like he was having trouble keeping his eyes open and his head upright. Wish-Wash collected two red plastic chairs from the far side of the other bed, which was neatly made up waiting for the next patient, and put one on either side of Moose’s bed.

      Oodles slumped into his chair. “So, what’s the damage?”

      “They won’t know until the swelling has gone down,” Moose said. “The doctor said I should have put ice on it straight away, but where was I going to get ice from up there?”

      “You could have gone without your scotch,” Gus said.

      Moose gave him a dark stare then looked back at Oodles. “So whether it’s broken or badly sprained I won’t know until tomorrow. Whatever the verdict, it’s going to put me out of action for a while so you’re going to be stuck with me at base.” He shook his head. “Pity. We had nearly caught up with that animal. I wanted to see the embarrassed look on James Northan’s face when we came back with a cage holding a real live Tasmanian Tiger.”

      “Wouldn’t have done you no good,” Wish-Wash said. “The Mayor has gone missing.”

      Oodles nodded. “No one has seen him for about a week.”

      “He didn’t go with you, Moose, did he?” Wish-Wash said.

      Moose rubbed his neck. “Do you think I’d be lying here if he had? I would have made sure he tripped over that fucking tree first.”

      Oodles shifted in his chair. “Maddie’s away, and Norm can’t find the key to get into his house but Wish-Wash and me had a squizzy through his windows yesterday and couldn’t see a sign of him.”

      “All we saw was his suicide note,” Wish-Wash said.

      “Strewth! We don’t know that,” Oodles said. “We couldn’t read the writing from outside the window, so it might say anything.”

      “Norm thinks it might be one of his poems,” Wish-Wash said.

      Moose scratched his head. “I didn’t know Norm wrote poems?”

      “Not Norm,” Wish-Wash said. “Jimbo. He’s got it in his head he’s descended from William Shakespeare.”

      Moose shook his head rapidly from side to side. “These drugs they’ve given me are stronger than I thought. I thought you just said the Mayor thinks he’s related to Shakespeare.”

      “I did,” Wish-Wash said.

      “Makes sense when you think about it.” Gus Foot reached out to give Moose a high-five. “Jimbo is always shaking when he sees you. Get it?”

      Wish-Wash joined in the mirth. “Just when you thought Jimbo couldn’t get more obnoxious, he’s gone from bard to worse.”

      Oodles folded his arms. “Will you jokers knock it off? One theory is he might have gone off for a few days to write his poetry.”

      “I like Wish-Wash’s suicide theory better.” Moose gave Gus a return high-five.

      Oodles looked from Gus to Moose. “This is serious.” He looked at Wish-Wash across the bed. “Isn’t it?”

      “Personally, I think the No. 1 item of news is our impending trip to Ireland.”

      Moose gave Oodles a quizzical look, but before the old man could answer Wish-Wash was stabbing his thumb across the bed. “I’m going as his carer.”

      Oodles let out a hard sigh and closed his eyes. “Don’t believe a word he says. Since he’s never even been on a plane, I know who’ll be looking after who.”

      “I won the tickets for doing the DNA test,” Wish-Wash said. “Turns out my ancestors came from County Donegal.”

      Moose studied Oodles’s face. “Did you also do the test?”

      “Why do I need to know any of that nonsense?” Oodles said. “The whole thing was James’s idea and the only disciple he recruited was Wish-Wash.”

      Wish-Wash beamed. “The Mayor didn’t give a hoot about the holiday-for-two prize. He said no one ever wins those things.”

      “It’s a fecking long way to fly in economy class.” Until now, the only sounds that had come from Joffa were yawns but talk of going back to Ireland must have roused him. “Have you thought about the prospect of spending tenty-four hours sitting in a seat next to someone you don’t care for?”

      “Oh, Oodles isn’t that bad,” Wish-Wash said. “But who said anything about economy, anyway?” He rose from his chair. “This is business-class both ways. I half-hope Jimbo does turn up again so I can remind him about that.”

      Oodles shook his head again, slowly this time. “I just can’t imagine him topping himself? I reckon he’s gone along with Maddie on her trip and not told anyone. He hasn’t been talking to Norm because he’s gone back to the newspaper.”

      “Why would that worry him?” Joffa said.

      “You missed all the fun not being here in 1994.” Oodles closed his eyes to recall it all. “He never did like the newspaper. But he really hit the roof when they ran a front-page photo of Moose tying him to that tree.”

      “Best edition ever.” Gus Foot gave Moose another high-five.

      Oodles laughed. “While we’re reminiscing, Moose, did you notice anything familiar about the kid who helped you to the hospital?”

      “The Yank? Every time I wondered who the hell he was, the pain would kick in and hijack my train of thought.”

      “Didn’t Wish-Wash tell you he’s hired an intern?” Oodles said.

      Moose looked like he was about to leap up in rage, even with his bandaged leg. “If you’ve hired him, what meaningful work will you have for me?”

      Wish-Wash and Oodles exchanged looks.

      Moose looked from face to face. “I have to do something to earn my keep? I don’t know how long I’ll be out of action.”

      “That’s all I need!” Wish-Wash said. “Two blokes buggering up my computer!”

      “Relax,” Oodles said. “We’ll find chores for you for however long you need. Won’t we Wish-Wash? One thing you can do is keep an eye on Tim, try to work out if he’s up to anything.”

      “Tim?” Moose said.

      Oodles pinched his left eyebrow. “The intern. Tim Noah the Fourth to be precise.”

      “Noooo?” Moose rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Yes. He’s Tim Noah Junior’s grandson.”

      “You think his family’s making another attempt to buy us?”

      “Can’t be too careful,” Wish-Wash said. “That’s why it’d be good for you to keep an eye on Wonder-boy.”

      Moose smirked. “Is that what you call the kid?”

      Oodles nodded. “If you ask me, it’s a lousy nickname that he needs to rethink.”

      “Why?” Wish-Wash said.

      “You can’t keep calling him Wonder-boy. People will start thinking you’re the head superhero! I don’t know if the Slutz Plains op shop even sells capes, especially in your colours.”

      “Very funny. Have you got a better flamin’ idea?”

      “What about Awesome Sauce? That’s gotta be more appropriate, don’t you think?” He was meet with a knowing smile from Wish-Wash and puzzled looks from the others. “Give it time, fellas, I’m sure the penny will drop.”

      Moose turned to Gus. “Are you still doing business with his family?”

      “I am indeed. It’s a nice little money-spinner. Shame, Moose, you’ve got too much grey in your beard these days . . . ” He looked over to Joffa. “But thank goodness for your regular contributions.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s about time the big Irish git started paying his way.” Moose glanced down at his ankle again. “Now I’m out of action, he’s going to have to go bush solo for a while. Pity. I reckon we nearly had that Tiger.”

      “I could go with Joffa.”

      Four sets of eyes turned to Wish-Wash, who had risen from his chair again.

      “Gawdsake!” Oodles said. “Just because you found the energy to leap out of your chair twice doesn’t mean your old bones would withstand the rigours of traipsing around the bush.”

      “I’m younger than you!”

      “I think you’ve already established that. Many, many times.”

      “Who’s going to Ireland as whose carer?”

      “Do you have to start banging on about that again?”

      “Do you have a better idea? You heard Moose. We’re nearly at the stage of catching a Tasmanian Tiger. That would knock a lot of smirks off a lot of faces.”
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      Wendy was cleaning the table when Oodles swished through the bead curtains with Wish-Wash close behind.

      “Look what the cat dragged in? I thought you blokes must have left me for a younger cafe.”

      Oodles planted himself on a chair. “No, you’re stuck with us whether you like it or not, Wendy. Even if this town had another cafe, we just didn’t feel like morning tea today. Moose is in hospital.”

      Wish-Wash sat down opposite and sucked in his stomach so Wendy had room to finish wiping the table-top.

      She glanced up. “Oh, that is good news!”

      “Good news?” Wish-Wash said. “Moose didn’t have anything to do with Gordo going to jail!”

      “That’s debatable, love. Besides, you know as well as I do, Moose used to be a big wheel in Risdon Prison. Do
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