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            "ALTHOUGH less well known than some criminals, Fred Anderson – known as "Paddles" because of his big feet - was the closest Sydney had to a criminal boss of bosses.
Born in 1915, he maintained a low public profile but informed observers say he was the first among equals from the 1950s to his death in 1985. "Not much happened unless it went through Fred," according to former colourful character Karl Bonnette. "Fred was the man; he was the smartest of all of them. You could go and get advice off him about anything. He had connections everywhere: judges, politicians. He was accepted in a lot of different circles and he had a bit of class. Fred could pick up the phone and get anything done like that [clicks his fingers]"
Sydney Morning Herald
June 3rd, 2011
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Double Bay, Sydney, early June 1977.

Knox Street, Alexanders Café.

“Would you like sugar with that?”

“Not Yet”

It was the third time he appeared before her, unannounced. On the first two occasions, she politely declined. This time, he gave her a withering look and simply handed her a card and disappeared.

On one side of the card was a date, time, and an address in Double Bay. On the other side, was the only thing that convinced her she had better attend this meeting that had been thrust upon her. A name, and underneath: Honorary Consul, U.S.S.R. 

That was three days ago.
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Arriving earlier than the requested time, she was uneasy; this man had frightened her in his previous attempts to engage with her. “We would like you to help your country.” That was all he had said. In Russian.

Anastasia ordered an Earl Grey tea and took great interest in the cakes on show. Too early for that, she thought. Just the tea, and, “No, no sugar, thanks.”

She took her seat and peered out the window onto a busy Knox Street. A good shortcut to get by the numerous sets of traffic lights on New South Head Road. She held the cup with both hands, took a sip of her tea, and waited.

A man arrived and very slowly took his seat across the café from her. He was limping and looked all beat up. She could smell something unpleasant, a mix of stale body odour, bandages, and blood. She was alarmed that it may have been this man. He looked terrible.

He raised his eyes and gazed directly at her for some time. It was his eyes that shocked her. She recognised it was him, and that he also appeared to be in a lot of pain. With her heart rate rapidly rising, she quickly reached for her bag to escape. 

Barely audible, she heard, “Not yet.”

The man looked out the window, scanning the street. Reaching back to his coffee that had arrived, he raised it to his lips, but he didn’t get a taste. His head jolted back violently before she registered the shot and the window shattering.

She heard a long scream. Lying on the floor amongst the wet, shattered remains of her teacup, she realised the scream was hers. She looked across at the man who was now resting against the wall, lifeless. The contents of the back of his head were sliding down the wall behind him.

More screams. Hers and others. A hand reached and grabbed her off the floor. The barista was bravely shepherding the patrons out to the rear of the café to escape. She was almost out the rear door leading to the carpark when she realised she had left her handbag on the seat beside her. She fought the barista, who was struggling to resist her attempts to re-enter the Café. 

“No!” she screamed, and he let her go. She ran the short distance back to her seat to retrieve her handbag. She did not look at the man. The café had a hideous smell now. A combination of many things, one of which must have been the contents of his head, now on the floor a few meters away. It made her gag and shudder.

Cold with fear, Anastasia ran through the carpark and onto Knox Lane behind the café. She turned left and continued running up to Bay Street, turned right and did not stop until she jumped onto a bus. She slumped into her seat, her fingers trembling on the strap of her bag. She barely noticed that the bus had turned left onto Williams St and continued on to the city centre. She would take buses for hours. Any bus.
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Sydney, Winter 1998
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Balmain, Clandestino Café. 

The gentleman sitting at the corner table by the window is quite the dapper dresser; charcoal polar neck sweater, expensive black coat and scarf, beret on his head. A fine salt and pepper goatee assisted the diners and staff with the assumption that he may have been a Frenchman.

Roguishly handsome, the waitresses all wondered why such a smart, good-looking fella did not appear to have a lady friend. Hard to say how old he was, but they were thinking around early 60s.

Jimmy Noble was 68 years old.

Jimmy had always had his own table in the corner, so he could watch who comes and goes. He made up stories on the fly for people who would sit with him – said he did it to keep his mind sharp. Been doing it for quite a while now. 

No one really knew Jimmy’s background or if he had any family. The staff kept an eye on him. He was their mascot. The reason many people came in to have a coffee. They had no idea that Jimmy owned the building.

On that cold winter’s afternoon, Jimmy’s grandson, Richard, turned up. He had been searching for his grandfather for a couple of months. Jimmy never knew. And never would.

After speaking with a few of the staff and explaining who he was, Richard watched Jimmy for a few days. He sat with him every Friday morning and listened to the stories. Richard did not tell him who he was.

A few months later, on one of Richard’s Friday morning visits, Jimmy didn’t turn up. The café staff said he hadn’t been in the day before, either. They’d noticed he seemed frailer, distracted. Sometimes deep in thought. Other times staring out the window.

All the local store owners knew Jimmy. He would drop in for his paper, sausages, bread, veggies, etc. Not a week’s worth, mind you. He liked to shop daily for his bits and pieces. Lately, it would sometimes happen that he would walk straight past. Not like him at all; he normally loved a bit of a chat. They waved and called out his name, but he moved on down the street, preoccupied. They suggested to Richard that he check at the hospital and gave him directions.
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Balmain hospital was a good one. Over 100 years old, according to the plaque outside the entrance. Richard made his way to reception where he explained he was looking for a James or Jimmy Noble.

“He’s my grandfather,” he told the young lady behind the reception desk.

With the efficiency you come to expect from a medical establishment, the young lady looked up Jimmy’s name and found his file. Quickly scanning through it, she mentioned Jimmy had recently had a fall. Not a bad one, mind you. He was ok. He checked himself out and was back home recuperating, she assumed. 

The file also mentioned that the doctors suspected he was showing signs of dementia. The receptionist, now shifting in her seat and appearing a little uncomfortable, was definitely not supposed to give out any of that information. However, Richard was a handsome devil and seemed concerned.

She gave Richard the contact details for the doctor who had treated Jimmy. Well, his address anyway. Richard folded the piece of paper that held the address and placed it in his jacket pocket.
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Jimmy took up his regular seat at the café, enjoying the attention and explaining in graphic detail, his ailments. These extended to stitches in the left eyebrow, a receding black eye, and a funny bone that would be funny no longer. Well, at least not for a few weeks yet. His elbow was killing him.

Relieved to see Jimmy back at his table and after a few more visits to sit with him, Richard finally gathered the courage to tell his grandmother Stella and some of Jimmy’s old friends that he had found Jimmy after all these years. Richard explained to them that Jimmy was apparently suffering from early-stage dementia and that they should visit sooner than later.

Richard’s mum, Sarah, would never have the opportunity to sit with Jimmy. She had died along with his father on the Ferry Karrabee that sank in the annual Sydney Harbour Ferry Race in 1984.

Richard was Sarah’s only child and as he was only seven years old, he went to live with her mother, Stella. Or Nanna Stella to him.

Over time, some of Jimmy’s old friends would drop into the café to watch and sometimes sit with Jimmy to hear his stories. He never recognised them. They said nothing.
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Stella
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Richard eventually convinced Stella, Jimmy’s ex-wife, that she should visit the café. Gradually, after watching from another table and wishing to learn more of what Jimmy had been up to all these years, Stella took her turn and sat with him and listened to his stories. As she felt more at ease, Stella planned her weekly train trips to visit the café and to sit with Jimmy.

He had been a frustrated writer during their marriage. Although he tried hard, he could never manage to get a novel manuscript accepted. Rejection was tough for him. He became bitter, started drinking too much and, slowly, became alienated from his family and friends.

One day Jimmy believed he saw his Stella flirting with his best mate Nick, and from that moment on, things were different between them. Another rejection in his mind. 

They fought, and it became more regular until Stella couldn’t take it anymore. She asked Jimmy to leave. They had a young child by the name of Sarah. He didn’t want her to be exposed to the person he was becoming. He reluctantly agreed and packed his bags, thinking it would be short-lived and that he could sort himself out.

Jimmy never spoke to his mate, Nick, again.

During one of her now regular story visits, it became obvious to Stella that Jimmy didn’t remember anyone from that time in his life. He made no mention of his family or old friends during his stories. She had really hoped that something would come out.

The following week, Jimmy seemed very upbeat. His stories flew faster and more vital. After one story, he gave her a wink like he used to when they were courting. Making her blush. What was that story? She couldn’t recall the gist of it later.

One day, much to her and the waitress’s surprise, Jimmy ordered her a tea, just as she liked it. “Lady Grey, one sugar, thanks”. 

On another occasion, Jimmy called her by her name, but she didn’t realise until she was on the train heading home.

Once, Stella saw a tear in his eye. Jimmy was embarrassed and wiped it away. He remembers, she realised and also cried. He reached across and gently held her hand. The café staff had all been observing, and some were also wiping their eyes.

One day, he didn’t turn up. Or the next.

Jimmy had passed away.

Stella was grief-stricken. Feeling cheated of the chance to spend more time with Jimmy. It devastated Richard. Six months earlier, he had discovered an old manuscript while helping Stella clean out some cupboards. The dusty front cover of the thick document was barely legible.

And Why Not?

By James Noble

The manuscript was very thick. After flicking through the pages, Richard discovered that there was not a word written. Had Jimmy been preparing to write a long story? This had been the trigger for Richard’s search for his grandfather. 
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Much to Richard and Stella’s surprise, Jimmy’s funeral was well attended. Mercedes, Jags, and BMWs clogged up the car park. After the service, a gentleman tapped Richard on the shoulder and introduced himself as Mr Courtenay.

Mr Courtenay was a talent agent in the entertainment industry. He was Jimmy’s agent and friend.

Stella and Richard had decided that there would be no official wake, but if anyone liked, they could join them at Jimmy’s café for coffee, tea, and sweets.

Richard, Stella, and Mr Courtenay all went to Jimmy’s café for a chat.

Turns out that Jimmy’s stories were highly sought after over the years. Movie, TV producers and directors all clamouring to get their hands on any script based on Jimmy’s stories. For many years, famous directors, actors, studio bosses, and publishers wined and dined Jimmy. They became his friends. His family. Stella and Richard had no idea but recognised several famous and a few infamous faces at the funeral. Richard could not keep his eyes off an exquisite blonde girl who was attending with her parents and older sister by the looks of it. She noticed him as well, sending him a gentle smile.

Stella and Richard also learnt that Jimmy had made a lot of money from his stories. Jimmy also owned a lot of things. Big things. Like houses. He had also left behind many completed and unfinished manuscripts.

Before they left the café, Stella turned to Mr Courtenay and asked, “How did he do it”?

“I’m sorry?” said Mr Courtenay, looking across to Richard, who was a little wide-eyed himself, but clearly eager for the answer. 

“Jimmy,” said Stella, “how did he write all those incredible stories that ended up as novels, on the telly and movies? As far as I recall, Jimmy was a rubbish writer.” 

Richard recalled the dusty old manuscript of Jimmy’s and wondered this himself. 

Mr Courtenay smiled gently, placed his warm hand on Stella’s and said, “Well Stella, I have a story for you about your Jimmy. And it’s wonderful.”



Balmain, August 1973
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Percy
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Jimmy is James and living in inner city Sydney, Balmain, to be exact, having escaped from depressing Parramatta after Stella asked him to leave. That was four years ago. He’d started drinking again because he felt sorry for himself. Next day, as with every day after a drink, he was angry with himself. 

Late that afternoon, a brooding Jimmy went for a walk down to the shipyards on the harbour. He was not so surprised that some people decide to end it all. He wandered aimlessly and had reached Mort Bay Park. Just as he turned to walk along the waterfront, he noticed someone else close by who was gently swaying, obviously drunk, looking out over the water, softly crying. 

Jimmy shook himself and walked slowly over to stand next to the man who said, “Not looking for company, mate. Nothing to see here.”

“Oh, I disagree,” said Jimmy, “have you ever noticed that over there?” He pointed over to the Harbour Bridge. 

The man looked at Jimmy with red, wet eyes and then over towards Goat Island. Towering above it was the Sydney Harbour Bridge. He looked at it and turned back to Jimmy. “Of course, I have you twit! I see that bloody thing every day. I work in the Shipyards just there. Well, I did until today,” he mumbled. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” said Jimmy, still gazing up. The guy slowly looked back up to the bridge, trying to focus, having a fresh look. Fully taking in all its amazing engineering, design, and scope.

“Yeah. You forget, eh? Incredible. So, what’s your story then, Gov?” asked the man, sniffing.

Jimmy told him about his own woes, eventually coming to the part about wanting to be a writer and how he loved writing, but no one liked his stories. Breaking up with his wife, missing her and his young daughter, and how his best friend did the dirty on him. Too many knock backs. Too many disappointments ...

“Well, at least you’ve got a story,” the man laughed hard. 

Wheezing, Jimmy laughed as well. “What about you, mate?” 

“Ahh,” the man said, wiping his eyes, “no story worth listening to here, mate.” 

“Bet you’re wrong. Let me guess...” Jimmy began to make up this amazing story that continued for about forty minutes. 

The guy stood there wide-eyed, mesmerised by the new life Jimmy had just woven him. Gob-smacked and clearly delighted, he said, “Do you mind if I use that, Gov?” They both chuckled.

The man put his hand out to shake. “That was an incredible story, mate. My name is Percy, and it’s been a pleasure to meet you. How did you do that, just make a story up like that?” 

Jimmy stopped smiling and thought, then gave a slight shrug and said, “Well, my name is James but Jimmy to you, and I have no idea how or where that story came from, but it was fun.” 

Percy, feeling like a new man and not at all interested in necking himself anymore, said, “Come on, Jimmy, let me buy you a beer. You’ve made my day.”

They headed towards The Barking Frog Hotel with Percy mumbling, “Famous solicitor to the notorious Sydney underworld, eh, who’d of thought?” Percy grinned. “My wife Sylvie will be most pleased at this turn of events.” This new persona had made Percy mighty thirsty, although Jimmy was sure that Percy had already had more than enough.

The Barking Frog Hotel, Balmain.

Rogerson Courtenay Esq, 
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Talent Agent to the Entertainment Industry
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Roger, as was his custom, beer in hand, found his regular seat at his local, The Barking Frog. This being a daily occurrence for Roger, it had been getting earlier and earlier each day as the month progressed. Bugger all business out there at the moment, he supposed, was the reason. He slowly lifted his schooner and swallowed a good portion of the finest Resches known to Balmain.

A small group over in the opposite corner of the bar was most jovial and a wee bit too raucous for such an early portion of the afternoon. He had noticed this group expanding in numbers as the days went on and today, amongst a larger than usual cloud of cigarette smoke, there was the unnecessary cheering that one usually associates with a mate’s horse coming in first past the post. But the radio was not broadcasting the races in their section of the pub. 

“Whatever is going on over there?” he mumbled to himself.

The barman noticed him looking over at the group when he pulled up at the bar to get a fresh one. The barman shook his head and chuckled. “Bloody amazing, that fella. How does he do that?”

“What in the world is he doing, Baz? He’s pulling a crowd.”

“Turns out that fella Jimmy can start a story from scratch. Just make it up and ramble on for ages, leaving the punters mesmerised and silent for long periods of time. Then he throws in some twists and turns, and they all laugh, cheer, and carry on. Been bloody good for business, I’ll admit,” said Baz.

“Is that a fact?” said Roger, as he peered over his beer at the group. 

He had leaned towards them, trying to pick up snippets of the story, almost falling off his stool and spilling his beer. Roger ended up staying for a few hours longer than he planned. 

He stumbled home in an agreeable mood. “I have plans for you, Jimmy boy,” he whispered to himself.
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Mr Francis (Frank) Atlas, Producer/Director
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One afternoon Roger invited his producer friend, Frank, to the Frog for a beer and to listen to Jimmy’s stories. Clearly entranced, Frank had the look of love that Roger knew was going to happen. After about half an hour, Frank’s hand popped up and stopped Jimmy mid-sentence. He and the crowd looked over at Frank. “Can you write this, Jimmy? This story you’re telling?”

The crowd looked back to Jimmy.

Jimmy blinked, swallowed, and said, “I can give it a go mate,” and quickly took up his story, to the crowd’s delight.

Then Frank said quickly, “I’m going to grab another shout. What are you drinking, Jimmy?”

Baz overheard and yelled out, “He’s having a Resches, as all wise men do, and he’s not paying for it! On the house.” Least he could do, thought Baz, as he poured fresh schooners. “Funny thing,” he said, absentminded, to Frank. “I can’t recall ever seeing Jimmy drunk. I mean, he’s in here from four to seven most evenings. With all those stories, he hardly takes a sip. Reckon he would go through two, three beers, tops. And they’d be warm for sure by the time he gets his gob on them.”

Another hot Sydney week went by, and Frank and Roger became regular visitors to Jimmy’s sessions. He never seemed to run out of steam. A constant stream of amazing twists and turns in his stories. He got claps and cheers all the time. And Jimmy clearly loved it.

Frank suggested to Roger that they invite him to lunch on Sunday at Doyle’s at Watson’s Bay. “We’ll get the ferry over. Make an afternoon of it.” 

Roger nodded, never one to knock back a lunch at Doyle’s. 

Frank had an idea.
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The Harbour was pristine on that late Sunday morning. The trip takes just on an hour, with a ferry change at Circular Quay and a brief stop at Rose Bay. They had each done this trip several times before and the harbour never ceased to amaze. The ride was mostly quiet. All you could hear was the water rushing past the ferry hull. The salty air also went a long way to getting them in the mood for a pleasant lunch on the harbour.

Jimmy had never visited this part of the harbour. The view west from the headland all the way up the harbour to the bridge was incredible.  

It was always a challenge to secure a table at Doyle’s for lunch, and today was no exception. It was very busy, as were the activities on the beach in front of them.

They shared amazing seafood, with the chef’s recommendations being their choice. Roger was the wine guy, and he did not disappoint. Light conversation about each other’s pasts, but nothing too deep.

Frank suddenly asked, “Jimmy, have you ever written any of these stories down? I mean, they are unusually good. Where do you keep them? You must have hundreds of them?”

“Ahhh, well. Truth is Frank, I’ve attempted to write them down, but it would never work out.”

“What do you mean, exactly?” said Roger.

“Well, I’ve tried. God knows I’ve tried, but it just never seems to translate from my brain to my fingers and on to paper. I can’t quite get the writing thing sorted. Very bloody frustrating, let me tell you.”

“Are you saying that all of those stories you’ve been telling us, you have no record of those? They are completely off the cuff?” asked Frank.

“I suppose,” said Jimmy, shrugging his shoulders.

Roger looked at Jimmy and asked, “Can you recall that story you told at the Frog last Friday afternoon, after the story about the plane that couldn’t land because the pilot had accidentally locked himself in the lavatory and no one knew where he was?”

Jimmy thinks, squeezed a straight smile, and admitted that not only can he not remember that story, but he can’t remember either of the stories. 

“Good God,” said Frank, wide-eyed in disbelief. He looked over to Roger, who was staring down at his beer, slowly blowing out a breath and gently shaking his head.

“Jimmy,” said Frank with a very serious look on his face. Jimmy felt like he was in trouble for some reason. 

“You are a bloody genius, but no one will ever know because there is no record of these amazing stories that are flying out of your brain.”

Jimmy thought this was a compliment, but wasn’t sure, as the look on both Frank and Roger’s faces has clearly expressed that there was a conundrum afoot. He quickly excused himself to the bathroom. Time for some fresh air.

“Bugga me,” said Frank after he had left, “you realise that Jimmy’s stories can’t get through from his brain to his fingers when he is writing them? It must end up a horrible mess and therefore he has had no luck as a writer. His mind simply moves too fast for his fingers. Had he been handwriting or attempting to type back in the day? Poor fella. I can only imagine the frustration of trying to keep up with his story flow if he had no clue how to type.”

Silence enveloped the table. 

“A remedy is called for, Roger,” said Frank. “And I think I may have the solution.”

Jimmy sat back down, and Roger handed him the dessert menu. “Profiteroles are to die for, he said. I’ve already ordered you some, but please check the ports and let me know your fancy.” 

Well, that was quick, thought Jimmy. Things had decidedly calmed down at the table. All jovial and chatty again. 

Someone mentioned the Tigers. They rolled their eyes in unison and started the blame game. 

“Bloody coach Nosworthy has gotta go. Finishing ninth is not much improvement on last year’s tenth,” said Frank. 

“We need that sixty-nine team back again. How much do you reckon it would cost to get Gasnier to put on a Tiger’s jersey and lace up his boots again?” offered Jimmy. 

“Here, here,” they all concurred.

Before heading home on the ferry, they enjoyed several delightful beverages at the Watson’s Bay Hotel next door. The pub was where the more cost conscious locals and visitors chose to experience that harbour view. 

Frank pulled Roger aside. “Let’s turn up at the Barking Frog a little earlier on tomorrow. I also would like it if you could get your PA, Ms Radomiroff, to tag along.” 

This is getting weird, thought Roger, but nothing another beer couldn’t explain, so he agreed.



The Barking Frog. Monday 2pm.
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Ms Radomiroff saves the day.
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Balmain was a cultural melting pot in the 70s. The town was a bit confused about its identity. Something was evolving. That something, in later years, would be referred to as Yuppies: young urban professionals. The proximity of Balmain to the Harbour and the City of Sydney were drawing in the well-paid professionals in droves. A gentrification was in full swing.

House prices and rents were going up. It was all getting a bit much for the historically working-class town. People had to move further west in order to afford to live in Sydney.

Balmain was the fortunate recipient of new shops, restaurants, non-stop property renovations, and the heady mix of what new money brings: celebrities, savvy professional footballers, models, radio announcers, politicians, horse trainers, jockeys. Not to mention the inevitable dark side: gangsters, bookies, standover men, brothels, bikies, etc.

The Barking Frog accepted them all. The big end of town and the battlers happily rubbing shoulders together over a few or more beers and stories. Forging new friendships and strong and enduring bonds.

They all behaved themselves, mostly. A couple of reasons for that—one being that you were not allowed into the Frog unless you swore your undying support for the Balmain Tigers. And the other, was that it was common knowledge, whether or not true, that The Barking Frog was owned by The Gentleman Gangster, a major figure in the Sydney Underworld, Mr Terrence Sanderson. “Paddles” to his friends.

Not much happened in Sydney’s dark side unless it first went through Paddles.

Terry Sanderson had taken a massive shine to Jimmy Noble. He made him laugh, which was rare currency these days. 
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Ms Radomiroff, as she was known to everyone, no first name allowed, very formal, had arrived in Australia with her husband Vasily in early 1952. Only Vasily was permitted to call her Anastasia. If he had been a good boy, she would even let him slip out an Anna now and then. But that was rare. They were part of one of the last waves of Displaced Persons from Eastern Europe that came to Australia under the DP Mass Resettlement program run by the International Refugee Organisation.

Anastasia was twenty-six and Vasily thirty-six when they arrived. He was a very handsome country boy who knew his way around horses, and she was a highly regarded young University Professor, expert in Foreign Policy and the master of several languages, including English. She hoped to become a diplomat.

It was stinking hot the day they docked in majestic Sydney Harbour. Anastasia was not fully convinced that these people were actually speaking English, as she had been assured. She would soon realise there were many other languages in this relatively young country.

Vasily was fortunate enough to get a tip on a job going at the Randwick racetrack with one of the horse trainers. 

“Looking for a reliable man who knows his way around the stables. Knows how to handle a horse and not big on the drink,” the guy in the Lord Nelson Pub told him. 

Eager to learn more, he got the address and the name of the gentleman at the stables to speak to. Next morning, Vasily took the tram to Randwick and made his way to the stables.

Brian J Smyth was the Trainer’s name. Young fellow. Had recently won his first Sydney Trainers Premiership and had quite a following. “Vasily? Where are you from?”

“I am from Russia, sir.” 

“The only ‘Sir’ I know, Vasily, is my father. You can call me BJ. Russia has quite the history in the equine area, I understand?”

“Oh, yes sir. Mr Stalin recently presented the US Ambassador, Harriman, with two thoroughbreds as a gift on his departure back to America.”

“Is that a fact, Vas? Well, I’ll give you a week to see how and if you fit in. Don’t like to get on the drink too much, do you? I mean, a man needs a drink, but I have standards. And drinking around horses can be a dangerous business.”

“No sir—err, BJ,”

“Good to hear, Vas. Just so happens we have a horse starting to look the goods. His name is Redcraze You two should get on famously.” BJ chuckled as he walked away.

“Mr BJ, sir!” Vas yelled out. “When would you like me to start?”

BJ turned and said, “You have already Vas. 5 Pound 7 a week, including Saturdays. There will be a bit of extra on Saturday. All depends how the horses go. Oh, and I’ll see you at four in the morning, Vas. That is when we start our day.”
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Anastasia had been scanning the newspaper for university teaching jobs, but there was not a lot on offer. She even wrote some letters to government departments offering her services as an interpreter. Her academic record was impressive, but in the new Cold War that had begun, Russian Immigrants were treated with suspicion in government and academic circles.

The first job she found that was at all acceptable to her was as administration assistant at Balmain Hospital. Mostly spending her days filing and taking messages, Anastasia soon came to the realisation that the hospital filing system was an illogical shamble. The other ladies working with her had no idea what she was on about. One Friday, she asked permission from the matron of the hospital if she could redo the filing system. 

The matron said, “I don’t think that is a good idea, love. It has been that way for thirty years or more.”

Anastasia said she didn’t mind doing it over the weekend in her own time. 

The Matron sighed. “Ok, but if it causes a ruckus with the doctors, you will have to change it back the way it was. Also, in your own time.”

When the hospital staff began arriving at their desks on Monday morning, they discovered a note card with colour codes on it. It was the simple key to Anastasia’s new filing system.

It was a massive success. She had improved productivity and lessened the time spent searching for odd files by at least twenty per cent. The matron regarded her highly as it sure made her job easier. It also impressed the surgeons and the doctors. One by one, they had asked Anastasia to visit them in their offices to see if she could fine-tune their own systems.

She took notes for the doctors and surgeons, and it surprised them how quickly she would get through each session. Shorthand, she called it, and she was a master.

Word quickly spread to the other doctors and soon she was flat out taking shorthand and typing the notes up into journals for each of the doctors. Anastasia was enjoying her new job immensely and after a short three months, she had been promoted and her pay increased by twenty per cent.
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Vasily lasted at the stables for three years. He loved it, and BJ, and the horses loved Vas.

Unfortunately, Vas liked a punt and a drink. He would come home either flush from his winnings and drunk, or miserable from his losses and drunk. 

One day, they found Vas at the rear of Redcraze’s stable. Redcraze was distressed and nudging him on the ground when the stablehands found him. They went running for BJ.

Vas had clearly taken a hoof to the head. He was a mess. And dead. They found an empty bottle of vodka nearby. BJ was mighty angry, and overwhelmingly sad.

He looked around at the stable hands that had gathered, held up the bottle and said, “This and horses don’t mix.”

They all got the message. 

BJ threw the bottle against the wall. Wide eyed at his own actions and grateful it didn’t smash, he headed out of the stables to call the police. Vas’s death was the last thing he needed with the Spring Carnival coming up.

On his way out of the stable, he walked over to Redcraze, patted him on the forehead and whispered in his ear, “We are going to miss him, mate. Guess we will have to show Vas what you can do.”

Before BJ’s team headed south to Melbourne for the Spring Carnival, they buried Vasily. Anastasia was beside herself, and with no family nearby to support her, she allowed BJ to organise the funeral even though she hardly knew the man. 

BJ knew that she didn’t approve of the horse racing game and the gambling that goes with it. The funeral was a small affair, with a few drinks at the pub for the racing crew afterwards. Anastasia declined the invite.

Redcraze went on to win the Caulfield Cup and second in the Melbourne Cup in 1956. He followed it up the next year with a win in the Cox Plate. Vas had a lot to do with it, and BJ knew it. He’d tipped Anastasia as well before those races, but again, she declined.

None of BJ’s team were aware, but he put some money on for Vasily each time Redcraze had run and made a tidy sum. 

He met Anastasia for a cup of tea that Christmas eve and handed her a bag full of cash.

“I forgot to give you this,” BJ said. “Vas left it behind.” He got up and winked at her and before she could say anything, BJ had put his hat on and was out the door.
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1,200 Quid was a decent sum of money in those days and, combining it with her savings, Anastasia used the money for the deposit on her own house. Balmain was a lovely suburb, and walking to work seemed like a great idea.

She had a stable work history at the hospital for the past three years and her references from leading surgeons and several doctors went a long way towards the bank giving her approval. It was an amazing achievement for widowed woman in the late 1950s. It was all easier than they led her to believe. Anastasia thought someone may have been pulling a few strings for her.

Anastasia’s life was settled, and her routine rarely changed. For many years, her work life and friends from the hospital made the weeks and months go quickly.

One passion Anastasia had was the movies. Nothing better than going to the Sunday afternoon matinee at the Dendy. The cinema was where she would see the world and fall in love, all from the comfort of her seat with a bag of popcorn in hand.

Anastasia began to feel a little unsettled at work. She enjoyed it and her colleagues, but she felt the need for a new challenge after more than a decade at the hospital. 

She had swiftly paid off her house, so there was no real pressure of needing the weekly paycheck for the mortgage. One weekend, Anastasia began casually checking the Sunday Classifieds job section. Just scanning. You never know. And then she saw it:

PA/Secretary wanted for busy Talent Agency

Must be well presented.

Excellent shorthand and typing speed.

Accuracy above all.

Submit a letter and references to the attention of Mr Rogerson Courtenay, 

Courtenay Talent Agency,

411 Crown Street

Surry Hills
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Anastasia waited out in the busy, sun drenched street until her watch said 9.30am. She then went upstairs to the first floor where a sign stated, Courtenay Talent Agency. After taking in a big breath, she knocked on the door. The door swung open and there before her stood a young woman. Possibly in her mid to late 20s and looking very “Groovy” as the saying went.

“Hello, can I help you?” 

“Yes, my name is Anastasia Radomiroff. I’m here to see Mr Courtenay about the job advertised in the Sun Herald.” 

Blinking, the young woman advised her that the advertisement only went in yesterday. “We have received no letters from potential candidates yet. Do you have an appointment?” 

“No, I don’t. I wanted to show Mr Courtenay.” 

“Show him what?” said the woman. 

“My speeds and accuracy. Anyone can state their speed and accuracy in their letter, whether or not true, just to get in the door for an interview. So, I thought I’d come straight in and show him.” 

“Err, that’s a bit irregular,” she said, holding her chin. “Just a tick. I’ll see if he is available right now.”

Sally Cummins had seen a few things in her time, but this was different. Good for her, for getting in first. Shows initiative. Not something Sally would have done.

Roger heard a soft knock on his door and looked up as Sally’s head slowly popped around it. 

“You have a visitor, Rog.”

“I do?” 

Roger quickly scanned his diary and looked up, puzzled. 

“Unscheduled. Here about the PA job.”

“But we only just advertised it. Haven’t even received any letters yet.” 

“Yes, she is aware. She wants to get the jump on the competition,” said Sally, smiling. “between you and I ,I think she is just what we need.”

“Is that a fact?” said Roger. “Name?” 

“Ms Radomiroff. She seems nice.” 

“Show her in please, Sally,” said Roger, quickly cleaning his desk up as best he could.

Roger stood as Anastasia walked in and reached across the desk to shake his hand. Her eyes roamed the room and Roger followed them.

Her quick survey showed a generous sized office, Mr Courtenay’s desk, another desk over by the window, typewriters of various vintages, and piles and piles of files. The office was what Roger referred to as “Organised chaos”.

“Well then,” said Roger. “Thank you for coming in and expressing interest in this position. We usually vet candidates’ letters and references first before inviting them in for an interview. However, I understand you already know that,” he said with a smile.

“Yes sir, I am sorry to be so forward, but I believe this would serve us both best.” 

“I see,” smiled Roger. “You would like me to have you prove your shorthand and typing speed, correct?” 

“And accuracy, sir. Most important, sir.” 

“Ok,” he said, Roger reached down to pick up a screenplay sitting on his desk.

Anastasia searched through her bag and pulled out her notebook and pencil.

“Are you ready, Ms Radomirrof?”

“Yes sir, you may proceed.”

Roger read a full page of dialogue from the script as fast as he could, whilst being as clear as possible. He looked up just as Anastasia placed her pencil down and scanned the room, looking for a typewriter.

She found a nice, relatively new Olivetti sitting on the desk by the window. Anastasia sat down, fiddled a little with the typewriter, put a few sheets of paper in, sat up straight and typed, keeping her eyes on her shorthand pad. Anastasia didn’t look at what she is typing. Not once. But that was not the amazing thing. Her typing was all over in seconds.

Not possible, thought Roger as she pulled out the pages and handed them to him. Can’t wait to see these errors.

Blinking, he looked back at Anastasia, then back to the pages. 

“I’ve found an error in the third paragraph,” he said. Clearly rattled.

“May I please see the document you were reading from?” asks Anastasia.

Roger handed it over whilst continuing to scan her typing, trying to find any errors. Anything. 

“This is grammatically incorrect,” said Anastasia, pointing to the sentence in paragraph three. 

“Is that a fact?” said Roger. He had seen nothing like it. “Please take a seat, Ms Radomiroff.” 

Roger slowly sank into his own, placing her typing down in front of him. With a barely restrained smile, Roger asked where she was currently working. 

Anastasia responded with ‘The Balmain Hospital.’ 

He enquired about how many years of service, her job outline, and responsibilities. “Of course, we will require a referee,” said Roger.

Anastasia quickly supplied, “Dr Douglass Mayberry, Senior Cardiac Surgeon.” She provided the phone number for Dr Mayberry’s offices.

“Well, Ms Radomiroff,” Roger said as he stood. “We do appreciate you coming in to show us your skills. As is the normal practice, we will interview other candidates and shortly after, we will send a letter outlining if they have been successful or not. If you should be successful, your letter will also have our employment offer detailed. It has been a pleasure to meet you. Could you please leave your address with Ms Cummins on your way out?” 

Before she got up to leave, Anastasia reached again for the script and read the cover page.

“My name’s McGooley. What’s yours?”

By 

Ralph Peterson

She looked up at Roger, which he took as a plea to explain.

“It’s a new comedy. Channel 7 is going to start shooting in Balmain next month. The Courtenay Agency has all the lead stars and the writer on our books.”

“What stars would they be, sir, if you don’t mind me asking?” 

Roger raised an eyebrow and said, “You may have heard of Gordon Chater, John Meillon, Judi Farr?”

Anastasia was silent, staring straight at Roger. “Yes sir, they are definitely familiar.” It wasn’t until then that she fully took in all the photos on the walls. Stars everywhere. Anastasia desperately wanted to work here. On her way out of the office, she gave Miss Cummins her contact details. 

Sally smiled and said, “Good luck.”

When Anastasia had left the office, Roger leaned out his door and said, “Sal, please get Dougie Mayberry on the phone.” 

He shut his door as he heard her say, “Ok, Rog.”

Roger’s phone rang about five minutes later. He put his feet up on the desk. “Dougie, how’s it going, squire?” 

“Busier than a drunk elephant on ice skates Rog, how about you?” 

“Yes mate, business is frantic,” he fibbed. 

“Fancy a schooner at the Frog this afternoon? My shout.” 

“Sounds good Rog, it’s been a while, eh?” 

“Sure has. Got something I need some advice on as well.” 

“Hope your ticker’s not playing' up mate. My schedule is hectic.” Much laughter from both. 

“Nothing like that, fortunately, Dougie. How does 4.30 sound?” 

“Let’s make it 5.00pm mate. Client this afternoon usually runs over after his tests results come through. A bit going on for him. Newspaper Magnate you might know of.”

Roger and Dougie had gone to high school together and then both also attended Sydney Uni, however studied different fields. They stayed in touch as best they could with life, careers, and family taking over in recent years. They still caught up for a beer every second week or so. It usually ended up a long session followed the next morning with sore heads but big smiles. 
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Roger was half a beer in when Dougie pulled up on the stool next to him at the Frog. “A Resches for Dougie, thanks Baz.”

Baz nodded. “Right you are, Rog. G’day Dougie.” 

“What’s going on?” he asks. 

“Well, I need your advice on something.” 

“Shoot,” said Dougie.

“You know how my PA Megs is now off to have her baby and may or may not come back?” 

“Yes mate, bloody tragedy. Good sort to have around the office, that Megs.” 

Roger rolled his eyes. 

“Right, anyway, I’ve advertised for the position in yesterday’s Sun Herald thinking the entire process will take a few weeks, maybe four, with the successful candidate having to give the appropriate notice period, etc.”

“Right, not sure how I can help Rog? I’ve got a job already.” 

Overhearing, as barmen do, Baz cracked up and Roger smiled and shook his head.

“So, first thing this morning, a woman appears at the office wanting to sit with me and interview for the job. Straight up, no messing around. Says she wants to show me her speed and accuracy.” 

“Jeez, she sounds mighty keen,.”

“Ms Anastasia Radomiroff,” offered Roger.

Dougie slowly leans back on his stool. 

“Bugga me,” he said, looking down at his beer. “Freak of nature, that one, Rog.” 

“What do you mean?”

“Well, my colleagues and I have experienced nothing like it. As surgeons, we’re required to keep detailed files of every procedure, big and small. Outlining the reasons for the surgery, the plan for the procedure, the challenges during the surgery, the outcome of the surgery, and future requirements for the patient. Now, this means I could dictate for fifteen minutes or more than an hour, and typically it would need to be proofread and corrections made. Quite the process.”

“Not with Ms Radomiroff?” asks Roger. 

“Absolutely 100% perfect. Fast and accurate. She never asks you to explain anything. She just gets it, writes it, then types it. First go. You need to also realise, Rog, that we are using quite complex medical terminology, derived typically from the Greek or Latin languages. Turns out Ms Radomiroff can speak, read, and write in 6 languages. Russian, of course, Greek, Latin, Spanish, French and English. Oh, and Australian, she reckons she is getting the hang of.” 

Baz giggles like a girl. “Same again fellas?” he asks. 

They nod in unison.

“So, when my medical colleagues learnt of her extraordinary skills, they would book her back-to-back after their operations. Incredibly talented woman,” said Dougie. 

“Is that a fact?” said Roger. 

“Oh, we can’t lose her, Rog. Please.” 

“Is that so, Dougie?”
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Frank Atlas and Roger Courtenay were both clearly from the shinier side of society. The entertainment industry usually rained money, and they caught their fair share. Bloody good operators, they were.

Frank and Roger, followed closely by Ms Radomiroff, were just entering the Frog as Paddles was leaving with Rex, the resident SP Bookie. 

Smiles and G’days all round. 

“How were your weekends, boys?” asked Roger. Paddles looked over to Rex, who was holding a decent sized bag that was most probably the weekends SP takings.

“Better than yours I’d reckon, Rog,” said Rex with a cheeky grin that creased a smile into Paddle’s eyes.

“Enjoy your beers. Afternoon to you as well.” Paddles nodded to Ms Radomiroff, who smiled briskly, well aware of who these two gents were.

Although Roger and Frank had both outlined their plan to Anastasia, she was not completely comfortable with the ethics of what they were about to undertake. They assured her everything would be ok, and she reluctantly agreed. The plan was for them to sit at the bar and for Anastasia to sit at a table behind the group that had gathered for Jimmy’s stories. She was to listen and take shorthand notes as the stories unfolded. 

A chap with a western shirt and cowboy hat yelled out. “So, Jimmy, what’s my story?” 

Jimmy took one look at him and within seconds had begun a wild and weaving story about an old cowboy on the back blocks of his land, checking his fences and stumbling across an old, partially buried timber box by a creek. After shooting off the lock, inside the box he discovered a bundle of old pound notes, a pouch half full of gold, a love letter to a Miss Rachel Sainsbury of Arthur Street, Bathurst, and a map with an X on it. Actually, quite a few X’s.... A Mr Benjamin Hall signed the love letter. This story continued for over half an hour and had the crowd mesmerised, gasping, cheering at every turn of events. Anastasia was also quite taken, and although it was a challenge, she kept up with Jimmy’s dialogue.

When Jimmy had finished, he said his goodbyes to the crowd because a man was not a camel, and he needed a beverage. He walked over to Roger and Frank, who were shaking their respective heads and smiling. 

“However do you do that?” Frank asked. 

“Yes, Mr Noble, very impressive.” 

Jimmy looked at the lady who had just
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Meeting Sylvie
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