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Watch the butcher shine his knives  
And this town is full of battered wives 

……………………………………. 
They shut it down 

They pulled it down 
They shut it down 

They pulled it down 
 

Round and round, up and down 
Through the streets of your town 

Everyday I make my way  
Through the streets of your town 

 
Brisbane rock band the Go-Betweens  

 
 

A film must have a beginning, 
a middle and end 

but not necessarily 
in that order 

 
Film maker Jean Luc Goddard



 

Book One 

AT PLAY



 

 



At Play 

Chapter 1 
 

Brisbane, summer in early December, 1989 

 

 

n my book, theatre is a foreign country.  

 
 
 
 I

The only Greek tragedy I know is an episode of Australian 

television’s alleged comedy Acropolis Now. Which was why I 

pretended to be mesmerised by the form of the horses for the 

Dalby races when Natalie spoke. 

‘You’ll have to go to Bub’s opening night, Steele.’  

I couldn’t find a dead cert for Dalby, but you could put the 

house on my not fronting for the opening night of some play. 

Especially if Bub was in it. Nat’s little sister and I pretty much 

exchanged only frosts since I refused to help Jane – Bub’s 

formal moniker – paint her room. Black.  

Now, you will say anyone born Jane is entitled to adolesce 

into art, gothic-rock music, theatre and a black bedroom. I 

would be the first to agree with you, but I reserve the right of 

refusal to be an accomplice. Even a hard nosed handicapper of 

horses like me is entitled to a tiny travelling satchel of the 

gambler’s basic baggage: superstition. 

Natalie repeated her order for me to attend the theatre. I had 

that dull stomach ache which attacks me when I lose a photo 

finish or a domestic looms from a corner of the lounge. Strange 
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Iraqi Icicle 

how fighting words erupt when a blue is the last thing you 

want.  

‘I heard you,’ I growled at Natalie. 

‘There’s no need for that tone,’ Nat admonished.  

‘I can’t go to Jane’s opening night because I’ve got a three-

day managerial course at Noosa. I don’t want to do the course, 

but I have to. You know how the juniors are breathing down my 

neck at work.’ 

Yeah, I know. Life in 1989 is tough for a 20-year-old assistant 

manager, fruit and veg, in a large supermarket chain. 

Sometimes, quite a lot actually, I am grateful that I have not had 

a regular job since I was warned off all racetracks for life over 

that misunderstanding when one horse was substituted for 

another. Still, your partner is always there for you when you are 

short on vocational stress. 

I grabbed a long shot from my own vocational resources.  

‘I’ll fall asleep; how embarrassed will you and Jane be then?’ 

‘I don’t care,’ Natalie said.  

‘This is Jane’s big chance. La Boite is almost a professional 

theatre, you know. Who knows where she will go from here?’ 

‘Yeah, right, an 18-year-old first-year student at Kelvin Grove 

College in a play nobody ever heard of. Be very afraid, Nicole 

Kidman.’ 

In a rare bout of patriotism, Natalie had dragged me along to 

the first Hollywood film of 22-year-old Australian actor Kidman. 

Dead Calm was an alleged thriller, directed by another Aussie 

expat Phillip Noyce, and shot in Australian waters on the Great 

Barrier Reef. 
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Nat predicted great things for Kidman and she knew more 

about such things than I. My contribution was to hope she got 

sturdier vehicles than Dead Boring. 

This killed our interchange of film criticism and I was hoping 

for a similar result when I asserted universal ignorance of the 

play Natalie wanted me to attend. She disappointed me, this 

time. 

‘You’re joking. Waiting for Godot; nobody’s ever heard of 

Waiting for Godot? Everybody knows Waiting for Godot.’ 

‘So that’s what the play’s called. I couldn’t remember. Come 

on, Natalie, three months ago you never heard of Waiting for 

Godot, either. Admit it.’ 

‘Well I’ve read about it since. He got a Nobel Prize, you 

know.’ 

‘Who did, Godot?’ 

‘Don’t be silly. The bloke who wrote it, he won the Nobel 

Prize.’ 

‘What’s his name, then?” 

Natalie changed tack in the face of her forgetting the 

playwright’s name.  

‘You know you can use my ticket, so it won’t cost you 

anything. And because it’s opening night, they give you free 

food and wine after the show.’ 

Why did Natalie always do this: leave the significant details 

till last?   

‘I’m there,’ I said and returned to prognostications of the 

races at Dalby. 

I had almost been to a play once, after planning to buy tickets 

for Natalie and me. It was about Sid Vicious, former lead singer 

of 70s British punk band the Sex Pistols. Nat didn’t want to go. 
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‘A play where someone dies of a heroin overdose in the last 

act. Boring,’ she declared. 

I had to protest. 

‘But that’s what happened.’ 

Vicious died in February 1979 but it was not until a couple of 

years later, when I left the orphanage, that I caught up with this 

news. 

At the time of his death Vicious was awaiting his day in court 

to face a charge he had knifed his girlfriend Nancy Spungen to 

death. Some people, including his former Sex Pistols’ 

bandmate, Johnny Rotten, thought him innocent. Vicious, being 

heavily under the hammer when Spungen died, was not sure 

whether he had done the dark deed. All this seemed fodder for 

a pretty good play, I thought, but Natalie was not having any of 

that.  

‘It’s not art; it’s just a cliché.’ 

‘But that’s what happened.’ 

‘Lots of things happen in life, Steele, but in art you have to be 

selective.’ 

‘When you say art, you’re including writers, right.’ 

Natalie answered in that condescending motherly voice 

which I had grown to love and loathe. 

‘Yes, Steele, I’m including writers. Remember how you said if 

that girl died of a drug overdose at the end of the movie Fame, 

you would throw up. Apart from your crude way of expressing 

it, you were reacting against cliché.’ 

‘You can’t compare that movie with a play about Sid Vicious.’ 

‘Why not, Fame ended up as a play and it was based on a real 

life performing arts school.’ 
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‘Yeah, but Natalie, that death was just hokey Hollywood 

rubbish where the bad girl had to die in the end. Sid Vicious 

died in real life.’ 

The condescension returned. 

‘The artist’s job is to ignore the sordid banalities and find the 

extraordinary in the mundane, to give us something fresh and 

different.’ 

‘Buddha, I thought a writer’s job was to tell us what’s really 

going on outside our front door.  I don’t know why I am even 

arguing about this. I’d probably be bored to death at having to 

watch a play anyway. It just sounded interesting, that’s all.’ 

Natalie came over to put her arms over my shoulders. 

‘And I love you for trying to broaden your horizons, Steele. 

Don’t worry, we’ll find a play we both want to see.’ 

Two months later, I was going to Waiting for Godot, a play 

Natalie wanted me to see because she could not be there. 

When I fronted up to the ticket booth at La Boite, I grabbed a 

program, thinking it was free. It wasn’t. The first-year drama 

students of the Kelvin Grove campus of the Queensland 

University of Technology took me down for two dollars. I was an 

early mark, practice for their post-graduation theatrical hustle. 

The form guide in the program told me La Boite was French for 

The Box, and that the venue presented something called 

theatre in the round. Round theatre in a cubic box seemed fair 

enough for thespos – if they understood basic geometry, they 

would be making real money working as engineers or scientists 

for international oil and chemical companies. 

I looked through the cast list for Jane Applebee. There she 

was, playing a character called Lucky. Three other actors made 

up the cast of the play. They all appeared to be women: Kate 
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Meares, Suzanne Lu, and, of course, you all know Alison Kahn. I 

had never heard of Kahn, but they rarely put the arts pages 

beside the racing guide. 

Alison Kahn was a professional actor, about 25, by the look of 

her photo. She was a graduate of Kelvin Grove and had done 

the college proud by appearing in many plays, a television cop 

show and even a feature film. Well done, Alison; you must have 

avoided the dole queue for nearly half your career. The 

director’s notes said it was a real coup to have Kelvin Grove old-

girl Kahn return to assist the new chums of the drama school.  

Director Sandra Blaine was a drama lecturer at Kelvin Grove. 

Blaine wrote to us in the program that, as far as she knew, 

women making up the entire cast and crew of Samuel Beckett’s 

Nobel Prize winning play was a world first.  

Girl, you know it’s true. Or at least that’s what Europop lads 

Milli Vanilli were telling us during their glorious year of 1989 

before proof of on-stage lip synching to pre-recorded vocals 

sunk their career the next year as if they were the Titanic Two. 

 

 

 

In 1990, during a live performance by Rob and Fab at a 

Connecticut theme park, the track Girl You Know It’s True 

jammed in a groove, repeating the line Girl You Know It’s True 

over and over.  

Enterprising management might have re-recorded the glitch 

as a remix, but one thing led to another and out came the 

admission the lads had not sung any of the songs on the album 

which was a career-ending confession and a lesson that life is 

not always as it seems. 
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I wondered if this all-girl play would echo similar sentiments to 

the mighty Milli lyrics of pre-catastrophic 1989.  I raised my 

glass of cheap red to the world first for the sisterhood of 

translating this Beckett stuff into the languages of belles. Bells 

rang. 

Trumpets, bugles, or bells, I know when an event is about to 

start. I followed the crowd to see seats in four blocks forming a 

rectangle outside the curtainless stage. It looked like someone 

had pinched this theatre-in-the-round from the boxing ring. I 

took a seat near centre ring. 

It was not half bad, this play, once you realised what it was 

about: nothing. The first scenes were like alt-comedians H. G. 

Nelson and Roy Slaven doing routines about bugger all. The 

only difference was Suzanne Lu and Kate Meares were 

spruiking their nonsense dressed in rags instead of the boxer 

shorts, T-shirts and thongs I presumed Nelson and Slaven 

favoured when their silhouetted characters explored the 

national underbelly.  

Lu was a tramp called Vladimir and Meares was a tramp 

called Estragon. They were waiting for someone called Godot, 

though most of the audience were waiting for Alison Kahn to 

appear as a character called Pozzo. I was waiting for Lucky 

Jane. 

Bub came on as the character Lucky, shackled by ropes, and 

weighed down with travel bags. Kahn followed, cracking a whip 

and firing a pistol. It could have made a lasting impression on 
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us in the audience, had Suzanne Lu not dropped down dead. 

Quite an exit. 

 

 

 

Brisbane, summer in December, 1991 

 

 

Bad luck, they say, comes in threes.  

I copped the treble that hot Thursday arvo and warmish 

Friday morning in early December when any working stiff with 

a smidgen of sense was slowly clocking off for the year. I wished 

I was one of them. 

It seemed pretty much plain sailing as I glared at the clock on 

the wall of what was then called the Commonwealth 

Employment Service. Still waiting at 2.20 for a 2 o’clock 

appointment, I could live with that. A public servant letting you 

know who’s boss is a small price to pay for another six months 

of hassle-free dole or unemployment benefit or social welfare, if 

you want to go all ideological about it. 

‘Steele Hill,’ a voice said in that funny way a soft voice sounds 

when it’s pretending to be hard. I looked up. She was young, 

too young, not more than 20. I like my dole public servants at 

least ten years older. By that age, they develop their world-

weary routine. 

‘Steele, we both know no jobs are out there but we gotta do 

this bureaucratic bullshit. So let’s get it over and done with. 

Then it’s on your bike, Steele. You don’t mind me calling you 

Steele, do you, Steele?’ 

That routine I like. 
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But with the youngies, you never know. Holy Buddha, some of 

them can be ambitious – dreams of being first secretary or 

whatever the chief headkicker is called.  

I was at a dangerous age myself. When you are 27, some 

stiffs out there think you can be rehabilitated into a useful 

member of society, whatever that is.  

She might be one of the rehabilitators.  

Let’s not forget rockers Jim Morrison, Janis Joplin and Jimi 

Hendrix, who will probably all live forever, died at age 27. It’s a 

spooky age, one you should try to get over. If I have a child I will 

tell them to beware the age of 27: it’s the modern ides of March 

though I would have to ask my mate Gooroo what ides means.  

I did notice the young public servant had a useful pair of 

sleek legs under the Business Orthodox grey skirt, topped by a 

white blouse and a lilac jacket. With shoulder pads. For packing 

down in the Man’s maul. 

I walked towards the little gate they have in dole offices to 

console you that you are up for a stroll along the garden path to 

grandma’s house. She opened grandma’s gate for me. 

‘I’m Cassie Billings, Mr Steele. I’m your review officer.’  

My review officer. My review officer, you can’t go through life 

without collecting personal property, even when you don’t want 

it. 

I looked into her eyes. No sign of recent drug or alcohol 

abuse. The absence of drug taking might not be as bad you first 

think. Sure, druggies may not give a shit; maybe even fancy 

themselves as rebels with blue pens. But they can turn on you 

in a flash, too. 

‘Pleased to meet you, Cassie,’ I said, sticking out my right 

hand.  
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I was born left-handed, but the nuns at the orphanage 

decided that was one of the marks of Satan. Satan left so many 

marks around the orphanage you had to wonder if he was any 

good at all at his chosen career of soul-stealing.  

The nuns performed a prolonged exorcism on my left 

handedness. I won’t go into the details, but it worked. 

‘Come into my office,’ Cassie Billings said with a generous 

sweep of her left hand.  

My office tinkled a little warning. There was that possessive 

thing again. 

She had barely settled behind her huge desk and pointed me 

to a chair before she plunged into the heart of the matter.  

‘Three years and three months, Mr Steele.’ 

I pretended to rack my brain to place the anniversary, but I 

knew what the time span meant, right enough. 

‘That long,’ I said after a bit.  

With a hint of confusion in my voice, as if I was being polite, 

but did not really know what she was on about.   

I let that sink in and, when a hint of vulnerability sneaked on 

to her face, I followed up. 

‘It’s Hill, Steele is my first name.’  

Now humour to throw her well-laid strategy into a spin.                    

‘Don’t believe those people who say Steal is my middle 

name.’ 

Cassie Billings was not deterred from her plan by my tactics.  

‘I won’t lie to you, Mr Hill. A few of our clients have been 

receiving unemployment benefit longer than you. But, for 

someone as young as you, three years and three months 

without gainful employment suggests something is wrong.’ 
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Depends on your point of view. Things went wrong and things 

had gone right during those few years. Things could go real bad 

if she had an idea that a stretch without dole money might 

rehabilitate me. When she hit me with the empathy card, I 

began to sweat just a drop or two. 

‘I’m not here to judge you; I’m here to help you,’ she said. 

Only, the help this 20-year-old had in mind was not the 

painless continuation of my unemployment benefit. No, in her 

mind lurked a more convoluted strategy to achieve what she 

considered a desirable outcome. 

I blame the eighties for the strategic thinking of youth of the 

nineties. Blame the eighties for everything and you can’t go far 

wrong. In the eighties, Melbourne rocker Jo Jo Zep sang 

something about his baby getting him in the shape he was in.  

Jo Jo – not his real name, how’d you guess? – unknowingly 

predicted how that greed-guzzling decade got the young adults 

of the nineties all bent out of shape, trying to squeeze through 

the keyhole into the room of treasures.   The kids of the nineties 

wanted it all but were not sure why.  

In that year of 1991, Michael Stipe of American indie rock 

band R.E.M. – which stood for random equivocal meanderings; 

no, it did not; I made that up – sang a song with meaningless 

lyrics about losing religion which most of us took to mean 

pursuit of fame and fortune had no meaning. 

It was about being in the spotlight and losing religion and, if 

we weren’t so stoned and up ourselves, we would have realised 

we had never been in the spotlight and whether we gave up 

Godbothering wasn’t a big deal to anyone else. 

In Mick Stipe’s industry, losing religion was a minority 

position as aspiring pop stars sang it out loud they were born 

15 



Iraqi Icicle 

again to endear themselves to the young legions of record-

buying Christians. 

In my book losing, finding or maintaining religion is at its best 

done in the privacy of your own church, and, in its worst 

manifestation, a spectator sport. 

R.E.M. lead singer Mr Stipe mused whether he had said too 

much but Mick said just enough to shove the band into the 

mainstream in the emerging nineties where Angst held hands 

with Ambition born in the eighties.  

Even in the eighties, especially in the eighties, they did not 

keep as comprehensive a set of records as the monstrous 

documentation Ms Billings produced triumphantly from a 

drawer of her desk. She pretended to thumb through the 

dozens of pages.  

‘Looking through your file.’  

Nothing more, as if the phrase said it all. 

She let me stew for a few seconds.  

‘One of the problems, you have, Mr Hill, is identity. There is 

no birth certificate on file, no record of your parents’ details. In 

the circumstances…’ 

This was a bit low, trying to bust me on a technicality. But, as 

the Chinese say, my crisis of identity may have an opportunity 

within it.  

‘I’m an orphan,’ I said and was pleased to see the public 

servant downcast her eyes in mild embarrassment. 

‘You’ll see my bank accounts and my licence and where I 

changed my name by deed poll when I left the orphanage.’ 

‘Why did you change your name?’ she asked.  

‘Unpleasant memories,’ I said glumly.  
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There was not much truth in that but a stiff would not 

understand the real reason. You see, one of the first things I 

saw on release from the orphanage was a billboard.  In large 

print on that board, a company fancied itself as The Big 

Australian, and below were the words Broken Hill Steel. I 

couldn’t take my eyes off it until I realised a name like Steele 

Hill would give me an edge on the street. I reckon it has too – 

some of the time. 

You don’t want to know what name the nuns gave the 

foundling who became Steele Hill. If you do, I don’t want to tell 

you. 

Being John Lennon’s love child, I could have given myself the 

old man’s name. But it rhymes with lemon and my old man John 

met a decidedly sour end.  

Imagine there’s no geeks with guns. It’s not easy, how hard 

you try. 

The public servant scanned the documents harder to see if 

she could find some conflicting scenarios of who I was. 

‘You have never married?’ Mr Hill. 

Innocent as charged. The love of my life Natalie whom I call 

My Cucumber, a moniker of obvious devotion, lives in the same 

block of flats as I do, but we could never be an official couple 

without my losing my public subsidy. Marriage vows could not 

be accommodated in my social compact with the government of 

the day which had a protocol of not paying me unemployment 

benefit if I could be construed as Natalie’s spouse.  

Besides, if I married Natalie, I might gain a dangerous in-law 

in the shape of Nat’s younger sister Jane. Everyone called her 

Bub and she collected trouble as easily as another hobbyist 
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might gather model cars. I shook my head at Cassie Billings to 

indicate my singular marital status. 

‘Even if we accept the bona fides of your identity, we have the 

problem that you cannot get work in your field,’ Ms Billings 

said.      

‘Your occupation is listed as a bookmaker’s clerk.’ 

I agreed being a bookie’s clerk was my vocation. 

‘That’s the gambling industry, isn’t it, not someone who 

publishes books? The gambling industry is booming at the 

moment.’ 

I sighed. 

‘It must be on my file. I’ve been warned off every racetrack in 

Australia. I can’t work in my profession. I couldn’t get the dole 

for six weeks because of it.’ 

‘Warned off?’ Cassie Billings asked for clarification, as she 

searched my bulky file.  

Before I could answer, she found something else.  

‘It says here something about a ring-in. What’s a ring-in?’ 

‘A ring-in is where they swap a good horse for a nag. Let me 

explain. It still upsets me. I sometimes wake up in the middle of 

the night reliving it.’ 

She nodded, kept nodding, in fact.  

The nods said, ‘Go on, and tell me a few lies. I’ve got all the 

time in the world.’ 

I opened with a bit of self-righteousness.  

‘I’ve got no time for crooks on a racetrack. My job is to take 

bets, so where’s my percentage if the baddies are hustling me. 

‘Being warned off racecourses means not being able to enter 

any Australian track from Hobart to Home Hill.’ 

Cassie had trouble finding a note of sympathy.  
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‘Must make work as a bookmaker’s clerk hard to come by,’ 

she said. Sarcastically. 

‘No, look, Cassie. Every year I appeal. I know I’m this close to 

winning. My instincts tell me January next year is it.’ 

‘But what about this ring-in business? This all happened 

nearly four years ago in early 1988, and your licence has not 

been reinstated since.’ 

‘When they substituted the good horse for the nag, the 

stewards got most of the crooks involved. Not all of them, they 

never do, but most of them. 

‘But a couple of us innocents got caught in the net. The 

substitute horse won the race and what do the stewards do to 

the poor nag? They ban it from racing for life. 

‘I mean horses are supposed to win races. And they end up 

banning the poor animal for doing what it’s supposed to do.’ 

Her nods were getting faster, more impatient.  But I was 

enjoying the story as I do every time I tell one of my many 

versions of it. I pretended Cassie’s nods were keeping time to 

the rhythm of my gripping yarn. 

‘Me, too, I was doing what I was supposed to do,’ I continued. 

‘When you hold a lot of money on one horse, you often bet 

against that horse with another bookie to decrease your loss. 

We call it betting back or laying off.  It is perfectly legal. So I bet 

back on the ring-in.’ 

She waited for me to go on, but I had finished. Cassie was 

exasperated.  

‘Then, why did they warn you off?’ 

This was not an opportune moment for the whole truth. The 

racing stewards could not understand why we backed the ring-

in to win 75 thousand dollars, when we only stood to lose 20 
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grand on it. If professionals in the racing industry could not 

understand it, how could I possibly explain it to an outsider like 

Cassie Billings? 

‘People lied about me,’ I said.  

Which was true, because someone always tells lies about you, 

even if it’s out of ignorance rather than malice.  

‘Even if what you say is true, and I do not doubt it, Steele…’    

She paused to silently tell me she didn’t believe a word. 

Which was fine by me as she might be warming to an engaging 

liar? A lousy $150 a week dole is a small price to keep a good 

liar out there, engaging people. 

‘…But why haven’t you considered retraining?’ 

‘I’ve done a couple of computer courses. I can use those skills 

inside or outside my trade.’  

I had done the courses alright, but the rest of it was 300% 

pure bullshit.  Everyone on the dole with an IQ above 65 is sent 

on either computer or hospitality courses. Would you like 

Microsoft Office with those fries? 

I haven’t a clue what’s going on there with this ineffective 

retraining and the public servants probably don’t either. 

But there is no way I’m working with those rotten computers 

anyway, which is probably why I’ll never be a bookie’s clerk 

again.  By the time they give me back my licence, every clerk 

will be recording bets on a computer instead of using a hand 

ledger as I was trained to do. 

The Gooroo, despite his advanced years, loves those 

computers, which is the only fault I can find with him.  

At the time the Gooroo was chief clerk for the biggest SP 

bookie down at Tweed Heads.  But there I go again, getting 

ahead of this story.  

20 



At Play 

So, anyways, Cassie Billings can’t deny my computer courses 

as retraining. Retraining, in the eyes of the dole office, is the 

next best thing to employment. Maybe they pinched the model 

from Chairman Mao’s re-education facilities. It seems more 

about changing the attitude of your pesky dole bludgers than 

finding them employment.  

For the purpose of finding work, I think replacing or re-

inventing dud industries would be more fruitful. Not that I 

ponder too deeply about this big picture stuff as I struggle to 

keep my life’s little photo in focus. 

In the eyes of the seriously unemployed, such as me, 

retraining is a necessary evil to keep you on the dole.  

I would not like my flippancy to suggest I am a dole bludger. I 

have always supported the work ethic. The ethic has always 

been a basic part of me. You need to understand my career has 

involved alternative work which does not always receive the 

social recognition it deserves. 

‘Well, Steele, it boils down to this,’ Billings said and paused. 

At last, show us that card you have up your sleeve. 

‘We are not entirely convinced you are a willing work-seeker.’ 

Go on, Cathy. 

‘You’re obviously reasonably intelligent, whatever your 

background. And you’re still relatively young.’ 

Relatively young, that’s rich from someone 20 going on 55. 

‘As you know, you have signed a contract with us and it has 

penalties for non-compliance.’ 

Come on, give us the sentence; I can’t plead mitigation until I 

receive your sentence. 

‘Which is why, if I were you, I would seriously consider how I 

approached the job interview we’re sending you to.’ 
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Job interview, I almost burst out laughing and blew the whole 

thing. Which was why I sounded so earnest when I replied.  

‘You know you have only sent me to four interviews the whole 

time I have been on the dole.’ 

Which was true and what horrific jobs they were. If I didn’t 

have a polished interview technique, I might have copped a bad 

report to the dole office from one of my prospective employers. 

Or worse, landed one of the jobs.  

I like job interviews. They are fun, talking to jumped-up stiffs 

who pretend you are their equal while they decide which loser 

gets to lick the salt off the walls of their mine. All you have to do 

is show you too regard them as equals, or, at least, not much 

inferior to you and you have no show of landing the job. 

Later, you ask the stiffs for a written assessment of your 

interview. The least they can do is say nice things about you, 

considering how glad they are you will not be working for them. 

A copy of that assessment to the dole office secures your 

payment for 12 months or so before another serious review 

comes your way. Sweet! 

That’s why they call it social security with the stiffs secure in 

their offices and me jingling a few public coins in my pocket, 

safe and secure on Brissie and Gold Coast streets which I call 

home. 

I was sentenced to another job interview.  So where was the 

pain?   

Ms Billings would tell me where the pain was. 

‘We would be very surprised if you were not the most suitable 

candidate for this job, Mr Hill.’  

How flattering, but then flattery can be cover for sinister 

intent.  
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‘In fact, Mr Hill, we intend not to put this job vacancy on our 

notice boards until after your interview.’ 

This did not sound good. We both knew the odds: more than a 

million unemployed in a workforce of under 10 million. Why 

give me the inside running when the equal employment racing 

rules say no runner will be hit with a go-fast needle at the 

expense of other competitors.  

Australia had been in recession for the best part of two years. 

That concerned me little because I had been in and out of 

recession since ‘88 when they warned me off. I was used to it. 

But stiffs perform badly under prolonged adversity. The 

treasurer of the good ship Australian Economy when she hit the 

recession reef was Paul Keating. While everyone was partying 

in the late 80s, Keating told all the stiffs he was the world’s best 

treasurer and the Prime Minister of the day Bob Hawke 

seconded the motion. 

I could be wrong but I understand economics is basically 

about stopping the party when the economy becomes 

oversexed or overheated as the Puritans prefer to say. The 

world’s best treasurer called in the fiscal police in ‘89 and 

slapped an 18% interest rate on the love-in.  This might have 

resulted in hundreds of thousands of Aussies losing their jobs. 

As I said, I could be wrong about the economics of it all, but the 

record shows stiffs did lose their jobs in droves in 1990 and 

1991. 

I thought I was immune to the worst effects of the recession 

until Cassie Billings seemed intent on kicking me off the dole. 

She probably figured, correctly, a stiff would be less creative in 

surviving without dole money than I. You could not fault that 

reasoning, but I was always a bench warmer in the game of 
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economics so why should I have to play, just because the team 

was copping a flogging. I felt for the stiffs but if they did not get 

the shitty end of the financial digestive system, they wouldn’t be 

stiffs. 

With a clear and morally defensible objective of staying on 

the dole, I was keen to know the form of this job which might 

determine whether I succeeded in my goal. Cassie Billings 

handed me an oversized betting slip with the interview details. 

It read: ‘Turfologist, Mr Caulfield Jones, Suite 4/116 

Montague Rd, West End. Friday, 7.45am.’ 

It sounded straight up enough because only a hustler 

connected with horse racing would have the hide to make a job 

interview before 8 in the morning. The rest of the card’s 

printing had a phone number and introduced Mr Steele Hill to a 

Dear Mr Jones.  

Cassie Billings let me puzzle over the cryptic slip of paper, 

which I laid on the desk. I was not going to ease it into my 

wallet until a bit more info might let it lie comfortably inside the 

leather.  

The public servant took a larger card from her drawer. Ms 

Billings certainly had the advantage when it came to props.  

She read from the card.  

‘Turfologist requires a person to develop legitimate racehorse 

betting systems. Must be familiar with both horse racing and 

computers. Suit former bookmaker’s clerk. Wage: $300 plus 

commission. Start ASAP.’  

Of course, I had known what turfologist meant or was 

supposed to mean, though I doubted the word made the cut in 

many dictionaries. As soon as I read the bodgie term, I was a 

furlong ahead of Ms Billings. Some of you younger punters may 
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not know a furlong is an old distance measure of about 200 

metres. Forgive my lapse and just put it down to an amateur 

horse-racing historian saluting the gambling bloodline. I know 

little about punching time clocks, but I can tell you Archer won 

the first Melbourne Cup in 1861.  

‘So you concede you might get the job?’ Cassie Billings asked.  

I was conceding nothing.  

‘If I get the job, what if he doesn’t pay me?’  

‘I’ve spoken to Mr Jones. He sounds an honest businessman.’  

She played it straight and so did I; neither of us smiled at 

honest businessman.  

‘In fact, he sent me a copy of a bank pass book entitled 

employee’s wages. There’s $30,000 in that account, Mr Hill.’ 

I could imagine how her eyes lit up at the sight of that 30 

preceded by a dollar sign and followed by three noughts. I 

wondered how much was in her account in which she and her 

boyfriend, who sold insurance, were saving for a house deposit 

after they had visited a lovely three-bedroom display home 

beside an artificial lake on Brisbane’s outskirts. 

Bank accounts were totally secure documents in our age of 

manic security. You needed 100 points to open up a bank 

account: a birth certificate, a driver’s licence, school results, 

membership of a trade association, this, that and the other, 

ticked off down the stiff’s checklist.  

Some stiffs had trouble getting those 100 points. The 

Caulfield Joneses of this world could put together 1000 points 

over a cup of coffee. That was why they owned a dozen bank 

accounts, a few of which banks gave them.  

She’d probably think I was skiting if I showed Ms Billings my 

six bits of bank plastic, four from the Bank of Earnest 

25 



Iraqi Icicle 

Endeavour and Dedicated Printing Reproduction, but I knew I 

was small potatoes. 

As for the thirty grand. In one day and out the next, or a 

friendly computer printer offering you noughts to infinity. 

Still, I did not mind going to this interview. Might be an angle 

in it for me. Who’s the easiest person to sell to? A salesperson. 

Who’s the easiest person to hustle? A hustler.  

‘This looks promising,’ I said.  

I meant I could not see much danger in it. That was bad luck 

number one and I would soon see the dead body to prove it. 
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