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			Prologue

			12 December, 2004, Shorncliffe, Brisbane.

			The big man with the faded scar on the left side of his face has got them in. There isn’t a sound in the room apart from his voice. The waitresses tippy-toe around him as if he is royalty, careful the crockery and cutlery doesn’t clink together as they pick it up and take it out to the kitchen. Even from out there they strain to hear his story.

			Ray “Possum” Ide - or Poss, as he is known - stands stiffly, leaning forward at the waist. He is frozen in the pose of a padded marionette, but he speaks his own words, in a gruff, low voice, into the microphone. He is telling his story. It is not scripted, not even written in note form under headings; strictly off-the-cuff. 

			It is not a nice story. It is about institutional child abuse: bashings, buggery, starvation rations, and emotional, physical and psychological terrorism which was the lot of the children and teenagers who were sent to Westbrook Boys’ Reformatory in the Darling Downs in the early 1960s. (Westbrook was a government institution, under the aegis of the Queensland Department of Children’s Services.) In one sense, Poss’s is not even a particularly good speech, with its bad grammar, repetitions, and the occasional poorly-chosen word that might invite laughter in another context. Today it has everyone riveted.

			I’m paying attention to it too, though I’m also watching his audience. I’ve heard it all before. For the past seven months I’ve been working on a book about Westbrook, based on the reminiscences of another ex-inmate. Through it I have come to know Poss. A number of men involved in this narrative have accepted my invitation today to a literary luncheon. They sit on a scrabble of chairs in the vicinity of the microphone like survivors of an all-night poker game, and blink into the early afternoon sun that floods the courtyard. All of these men have fascinating stories, but it is Poss Ide who has the microphone now. Though his voice is harsh, a baffled frown makes his rawboned features seem childlike, as he says, “I will never understand why grown men put us kids through the hell we went through.” 

			In six months’ time, he will phone me to accuse me of “opening up the can of worms in me head”, referring to my researching and writing about Westbrook. He’ll tell me “I had put it out of me mind, and conveniently forgot it.” And then, some six months after this, he will tell me another story - which will also greatly disturb me - about a fourteen-year-old girl and four boys aged between 16 and 18 who had sex with her. Two of these boys, he will emphasise, were sentenced to ten years’ gaol for rape and the other two set free, with no charge entered against their names. He will ask me to write this story as another example of institutional injustice and abuse.

			Aware of the chasm between some male and female perceptions of what actually constitutes sexual crime, I will be reluctant to even think about this story. But then I will begin to become aware of how obsessed Poss is about clearing his name from what he perceives as a terrible slur against it. I will talk to other people and I will read the court transcripts of his trial. Doubts will start niggling in my mind, yet my friends and family - who have not read the transcripts - will warn me not to take it on. 

			After some prevarication, I will begin to write something - not just the story of the night on which serious sexual assault was said to have been committed, but a sketch of a man’s whole life so far: attempting to understand where he came from, what really happened, and what effects gaoling him for rape will have on it. At the same time, I will wonder about the “can of worms”, I am opening in my own mind. 

			Any investigation into a sexual crime is fraught with agenda, particularly after whole decades have elapsed. There is so much at stake - the interests of the other people involved in the case and the hard-won ground made by the Feminist movement, side-by-side with the issues of crime and punishment raised by the reformers of a penal system which one could say was the surrogate father of this nation. There is the law and then there is justice, supposedly fraternal twins, but too often imperfect strangers.

			That Poss did do gaol time for rape, there is no doubt. That he is a rapist, or even was a rapist, there could be doubt. He has made the point to me on several occasions that he is no sexual predator because no complaint of a similar nature has ever been laid against him. 

			The time he did in NSW prisons was approximately six years out of what so far has totaled 61. He has been exhorted by kith and kin to “let it go” - the humiliation and pain of those six years - and to get on with his life. But the more I learn about this man, the more I suspect he could never do that. He wants to be exonerated.

			Regardless, or perhaps because of the time he spent in prison, Poss Ide became an elite sportsman. He told me that when he was in Goulburn Gaol he met the notorious “Kingsgrove Slasher” who had terrorised the women of southern Sydney for around three years. (This occurred when I was growing up in a suburb not far from Kingsgrove, and although very young, I clearly remember the fear he instilled in the grown-up women in our neighbourhood.) Yet the Kingsgrove Slasher, Dave Scanlan, surprised Poss by being not at all what he seemed to be in his public persona. Polite, retiring and an inspiring athlete on the track, he encouraged Poss Ide to develop his own sporting prowess.

			After becoming the first person to ever beat Scanlan in the Mile foot race, Poss slam-dunked his way through basketball premiership after basketball premiership. On his release from prison, he switched to football and was invited to Sydney to play for the Parramatta Eels. 

			But there was the taint of an horrific crime to deal with; a crime, I am certain, Poss Ide will claim in his dying breath that he did not commit.

			Until he got too crook to continue in his line of work, of a Saturday you could usually find Poss Ide at a place like the Rum Jungle, which is the main bar of a tavern in Bracken Ridge, a northern suburb of Brisbane. His job there, until he quit in June 2007, was to look after the punters, organizing darts and pool tournaments, running raffles, and generally keeping everything orderly and polite. 

			You probably know the kind of place well. On the glass entrance doors to the tavern of this particular establishment is painted the outline of a gal from the Klondike. These doors obligingly slide open at your approach and lead you directly into the poker machine parlour. If the garishly decorated pokies are your particular poison, you can get straight into the action here, slipping your dollars into a slot until your eyeballs glaze over, your ears pricked for the mechanical fairground roundabout music presaging the untidy clatter of coins that sometimes fall into your poker machine gutter. As a gambler himself, Poss has admitted he hears this particular mantra in his dreams, awake or asleep.

			The main bar of the tavern is just behind the parlour, and, true to its name, has a jungle theme. But it is really a series of mixed metaphors, not certain whether it gets its inspiration from the Wild West, the Great Rift Valley, or on some ancient South American sacrificial bier. The Bwana and his lady are invited to sit in cane chairs and settees upholstered in plastic zebra. On a dividing wall there is a procession of crudely drawn Mayans, frozen in profile. They stare sightlessly away from the beer barrels that are used as tables for the punters who are standing to catch the sporting action on the huge television screen, or checking out the odds on the TAB. 

			The courtyard has a Mediterranean feel, suggesting Spain, with tiles, split terracotta pipes and huge urns that contain giant cactuses. Then there is a coffee shop-cum-restaurant which has been added onto the front of the building between the entrance doors and the bottle shop, serving the latest Gloria Jean coffee and cakes with the latest Gloria Jean prices.

			All in all, the Bracken Ridge Tavern has an egalitarian touch about it - something for almost everyone - and, even though the state government has banned smoking in public bars, it is generally very well-patronised.

			Poss presides over such settings like an ageing Celtic prince. He keeps the pool games going with something in the kitty for the overall winner, chalking up the playing combinations on a small blackboard; he talks up the sale of raffle tickets via a cordless microphone for prizes he has already purchased earlier that morning - kilos of prawns or meat trays - and he makes sure everybody behaves respectfully towards the girl who collects the money. She is always young and pretty and bikini-clad, but occasionally topless. She tends to be blond and she smiles in a carefully friendly, rather than an inviting way.

			The Possum comes into his own if the blokes get a little rowdy, itching to have a go at someone who has been looking at them for a second longer than is polite or sensible, for he’ll put the kybosh on it straight away. He has a history of putting the 

			kybosh on violent episodes, just as he has a history of initiating them - or at least of not running away if something presents itself. Generally, however, when he is working, there are not too many fights in the bar, because all the punters seem to respect the big silver-haired man with the faint scar curling over his left cheek up to his ear lobe. And they certainly don’t want the shame of being thrown out and barred.

			Women tend to like Poss and smile and have a joke with him, especially the staff of the pub, but he gets distinctly unhappy when a female punter has had too much to drink. Grim-faced but compassionate, he’ll say something along the lines of: “Come on, love, it might be time to go home, now.” If she’s with a bloke he’ll drop the hint that he is personally responsible for the woman’s safe and unmolested passage home. Right now. And there seems to be a veiled threat that if he hears about anything untoward happening to the woman…

			So that’s Saturday.

			During the week, Poss used to be found at Stafford Heights with his girlfriend, Sharon. These days he’ll more likely be motoring along the Mt Lindsay Highway, to and from Grafton, the scene of some of his greatest triumphs on the football field, and of his lowest moments in the prison there. Grafton Gaol is where the tracs, the so-called “intractibles”, were sent. Here they got a lot harsher punishment than the usual violence and humiliation meted out to the inmates of the other NSW prisons. 

			Or he might be stopping over to see his mother in Coffs Harbour. 

			Dulcie Vivian Ide was born in 1913. She is devoutly religious, of the Jehovah’s Witness persuasion. Always has been, according to her offspring.

			Poss reckons she probably thought it was all right for him to be put into the Boys’ Reformatory when he was a kid. But she didn’t know what it was really like in there. Not many of the parents did. Some of them even voluntarily offered up their boy-children to Westbrook, thinking, if their sons were getting a little too wild in their ways, that it might do them some good. They’d say to them, straining to drop their voices a register or so, in the hope of sending a little chill of fear along with the message, “You be very careful, my boy, or you’ll end up in Westbrook!” And some of them did end up there. Some committed suicide or were flogged too hard or given the castor oil treatment, so that they died like a lot of the convicts originally sent to the Moreton Bay Penal colony. 

			Like them, the Westbrook boys of Poss’s time were sustained by food which was little better than hominy; and with the added effects of the castor oil treatment, some died ignominiously of the runs. And some, it is rumoured, were buried somewhere there, on the grounds at Westbrook, probably near the lime pit or in the grape arbour, if the guards couldn’t get them out to the Toowoomba Hospital quickly enough. This was the Westbrook of the late 50s and early 60s. It was run by Superintendant Roy Golledge with what I would describe as “psychopathic rectitude.” One minute the boys were ordered to sing hymns; the next, someone was being flogged and flayed - until the skin was off his back and bottom and the warder’s arm had “given out”.

			But we will get to this alarming episode in Poss Ide’s life in good time. To suggest the shape and flavour of what led up to it, we would have to go even farther back to the start of the story, to when he was a kid in NSW.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1: Beginnings

			Those people who know Poss Ide, will know that there are two of them. This is not to say that there is something weird going down here - like multiple personalities, or anything like that - but that there are two men in the same family nicknamed “Poss.” Brothers.

			Ray (or Raymon, emphasis on the second syllable and no d) Lloyd Ide is the baby of his family. His brother, five years older, was given the names Dennis Jeffrey.

			People naturally speculate about why there are two Poss Ides, but to me it seems to be about identification, even reverence. The Ide clan is close-knit - and especially tight are the two youngest members of Sam’s and Dulcie’s brood.

			Big Poss, as they call Dennis, was the original ‘Poss.’ He was good at his schoolwork, according to his younger brother, and always happy to settle any and all disputation with his fists. Though Mrs Ide would have preferred her son to have used more peaceful conflict resolution - in the turning of the other cheek mode - Dennis was seen as a local hero and he no doubt provided a role model for his younger sibling. Another religious expression, the straight and narrow would not have been used to describe the early life of the older Poss. Until he was involved in the union movement in the seventies in Brisbane, he was often on the wrong side of the law. He was a long-time irritant, but later something of a friend of a Brisbane copper called Pickering - a name that still blanches the face of many an old, knockabout crim. However, he insists he never was a dog - another word for a grass or informant. In fact, if you ever mention the ‘d’ word in Big Poss’s presence, be prepared to fight him for the privilege. And even with the scars of his first and second strokes, his dodgy heart and his emphysema, he might win, for he’s had a lot of experience in general mayhem and you couldn’t count on his kid brother Ray, not joining in.

			Ray became Little Poss about the time his older brother went to prison at Parramatta. Dennis had been originally dubbed Poss or The Possum by Uncle Jeff (who had nicknames for all the Ide children, though the moniker he gave to Ray didn’t stick.) The Ide boys grew up with people who had admired the exploits of the older Poss as a fighter and out-and-out lair. When they asked who the kid with the scar was, that same kid told them proudly, “I’m Poss’s brother, Little Poss.” (These days, Little Poss is a good half-head taller than Big Poss, and in better physical condition, but this is perhaps, irrelevant to the story.) 

			According to the two brothers, their early lives could have been idyllic, if it wasn’t for the fact that their father, Samuel Richard Ide, was not only a battler, but a gambler - a habit that both Posses have inherited from him. Money was always an issue in the Ide family. Born in Coffs Harbour, the last two of the five kids would roam the mountains on the weekends and help themselves to the bounty of the plantations there - bananas, pawpaws, passionfruit, oranges and lemons - which they would then sell to their neighbours, going door-to-door. No one was prosecuted for any of this. The plantation owners probably knew all about it, but didn’t care. The two Posses would also collect cow manure and sell that for a few bob. Life probably seemed quite easy-going to the Ides of Coffs Harbour, in those days.

			The local sanitation then, was the thunderbox. Samuel Ide worked on the night soil cart and in the daytime he would cut timber from the bush at Dingo Creek with his two older sons. On the weekends he would take all of his four boys fishing down at the jetty. There was always something going on around the Ide home. Sam Ide was a hard worker and a ‘natural’ bushman…both Ray and Dennis have described him that way to me at different times with a lot of pride. 

			Ray describes himself as a child as a roamer. “I didn’t stay at home much,” he says, “I was always off up in the mountains or in the township…We’d climb out of our bedroom winders and run around at night…”

			Probably because there were only five years between them, the two Posses were mates, accomplices and combatants. The older siblings had grown up and were working. Dulcie had thought her youngest progeny “beautiful babies”, and, when they were small, had often expressed the wish that they had been born twins. However, as they got a little older and became harder to manage, she may have thanked her God for the fact that they were not. 

			The only time they didn’t roam so freely, Ray recalls, was the time Wirth’s Circus came to Coffs Harbour. While it was crossing the railroad track it was hit by a goods train and several animal cages were tipped over, allowing the big cats to escape. Though the animals were quickly rounded up, a rumour went round the town - no doubt eagerly passed on by the adult Ides - that one of the panthers was still on the loose. This cramped the boys’ styles for a while. They restricted their roamings to the township.

			One domestic incident chez Ide involved an old lawnmower. It was big enough for one boy to sit on and ride as the other pushed it around the yard. There was a bit of foolishness this day as Ray was riding and Dennis was pushing. Ray was losing his grip on it and began sliding off, yelling out for his brother to stop. Well, finally, Dennis did stop and then it was time for him to ride. As soon as he climbed onto the mower, however, he immediately started slipping off it. He yelled to Ray to stop so that he could get better purchase on it. Ray ignored him. At this point, Dennis apparently tried to stop the mower himself by grabbing the blades. He ended up by chopping a finger off.

			Ray retrieved Dennis’s missing digit and carried it up to his parents who immediately took it with his brother to the hospital. Ray then made himself scarce and hid down in the paddock for the rest of the night. He wasn’t game to come home. A doctor at the hospital sewed the amputated flesh and bone back on and the operation was a success; Dennis still has all his fingers. But both the brothers have assured me earnestly that Dennis did have that finger right off and the fact that it took and grew back on his hand after the operation, was some kind of miracle for those days.

			Another misadventure occurred when Dennis was up in a tree in the bush, building a cubby house, and their mother asked Ray to call him in for dinner.

			Ray located Dennis and called up to him to come home. Dennis refused. Ray picked up a stick from the ground and said, “If you don’t come down, right now, I’ll knock you down with a stick.”

			Again Dennis refused, so Ray threw the stick. To his surprise, it hit his brother in the forehead and knocked him out of the tree. Dennis again had to be rushed to hospital where the doctors and nurses laboured to pick splinters out of his forehead. According to Ray, his brother still carries a few in his head today.

			“Down the track I was blamed for him bein’ so mad - hittin’ him in the head like that - with the splinters goin’ inter his brain and makin’ him crazy. Well, that’s how they still talk about that little incident, but he got through it all right…”

			It was the early 1950s. Ray was five or six at the time. Being so young and with such a deadly aim it is not surprising that he became a champion athlete at school. He excelled in practically every sporting event offering, and was picked, on several occasions, to go to Sydney to represent the school for the State finals. But this was never to be. There just wasn’t any spare money in the Ide household to send him. His name was always included on the sporting honour board, but he never got to represent his school interstate.

			Both Posses recall the shame and pain of the severe punishment they got from their father for their various misdemeanors. In those days, sparing the rod was tantamount to spoiling the child, but Sam Ide was, nevertheless, excessive. He used the razor strap which cut into their skin leaving angry red weals. Instead of a clip over the ear the boys would get a real flogging - which these days would be considered extreme enough to be child abuse. 

			In later years, Ray asked his father why he was so severe on them and was told that he had never hit them hard enough. Little Poss came to the conclusion that this was the way his father had been punished when he was a boy.

			But there was an even more terrifying punishment which all the Ide boys dreaded.

			“If we really played up or pinched something, we got the treatment with the thunderbox,” Ray explained, “which was our pan toilet down the backyard. It was the worst thing of all. He’d grab us, take us down there and shove our heads in it - right into all that muck! The razor strap was bad enough, but the thunderbox was horrible. There was many occasions when I’d jump out of the bathroom winder and take off…We never got to the point where we actually hated Dad though - I don’t think I ever came to the point where I ever said that to him - but the punishments’d make you want to run off and hide down the paddock till it was night time, when we’d come creepin’ back and Mum’d put us to bed.”

			And very often, as the baby of the family, Ray got into bed with his mother. It was probably considered the safest place in the house at night. In fact, Dennis says today that Ray went from being a kid who crept into his mother’s bed at night because of all sorts of nighttime terrors (on most occasions, more imaginary than real) to experiencing the actual terror of Westbrook in 1961. Here there was no one to offer any sympathy, warmth or safe harbour.

			Dennis, too, was subjected to the thunderbox ritual - maybe three times. He also got the razor strap fairly regularly. Then, when he was fifteen and about to get a belting, he decided to fight back. He hit his father four times and knocked him to the ground, then waited nervously for his old man’s usually violent reaction. To his surprise, Sam Ide (dubbed “Hackett” by his sons and acquaintances because it was the name of a famous SP bookie at the time) shook his son’s hand. “And that was the last time he ever laid a finger on me,” Dennis says wonderingly. “For weeks after I hit him back, he went around everywhere bragging about his son Poss, who really give it to him. ‘You should see what me son Poss done to me!’ he’d say. He was proud of me for it. He was a funny bugger…”

			Ray relates another incident that occurred at home and had even farther-reaching consequences for himself, adversely affecting all of the rest of his young life.

			He was in the house with his mother who asked him to call Dennis in for tea.

			Ray thought this would be a great job. He’d seen his brother and half a dozen other boys running up King Street, then through the Hofffmayers’ or Kellys’ place and into another paddock. What he didn’t know was that Dennis and the other boys had been up in Sam Ide’s tomato patch - on a couple of acres he kept for this purpose near King Street - and they had been having a tomato fight.

			One of the boys, a kid called Freddy, got hit flush in the face with a tomato and lost his temper. He ran back to his house which adjoined the paddock and got a gun.

			When the other boys heard the rifle shot they all took off out of the paddock and up the street. Running through another paddock in an attempt to catch up with the boys, Ray ran straight into a barbed-wire strand which had been stretched from one tree to another, put there for horses to scratch their backs on. The barbed-wire would have been invisible to the running boy, but it ripped his face open from above his eyes to the bridge of his nose, down the left side of his face, curling around his cheek and reaching across to his ear. Ray was a mess.

			Dennis saw the terrible damage and flew into a rage, confronting the boy with the gun. Freddy had the sense to leave.

			Once more the long-suffering adult Ides took one of their sons to the local hospital. A Dr Yarrab was called in, who stitched Ray’s face. The stitches were left in for a couple of weeks and then they were taken out, but of course, Ray was scarred for life. “And it wasn’t a pretty scar,” he says. “People treated me different when I had that scar on me face. I became a sort of a monster to ’em.”

			He had to put up with a lot of taunts at school. He was dubbed “Scarface” by everybody there and recalls this time as a low point in his life, because “people would be lookin’ at you, starin’ at you all the time, and if there was any trouble anywhere, it was me that got singled out.” 

			Not that he was ever an angel. Ray could get into any amount of trouble without the scar, but this was something he would often return to, when telling me of his early life. A photograph taken of him before the accident with the barbed wire shows a beautiful little boy, but any pride he may have taken in his appearance was shattered once the ugly red weal disfigured almost all of one side of his face.

			Always an indifferent student, Ray had even less reason to like school now. He devised all sorts of ways to avoid it - except on sports days when he would excel at any athletic event he entered. On ordinary days he’d take his dog to school and the teacher would order him to take it home again, which he did, gladly. He just didn’t bother to come back again. His brother often wrote him notes explaining his absences, pretending to be Ray’s mother or father. He was always found out. This did not deter Dennis, he’d merely get some other kid to write the note for him. Once he provided Ray with a letter to the teacher explaining that he had parental permission to smoke! Ray was about seven at the time and the teacher was not amused.

			After the accident, Ray recalls getting into trouble more often. Wagging school whenever he could, he would roam around with older kids who were often caught pinching things out of shops.

			He remembers stealing a little birdcage trap from a business in town. He was about nine at the time and he was picked up by the authorities when one of the other boys with him “gave him up.”

			“I can vaguely remember how I was taken in to have a talk with somebody,” he said, frowning with the effort to recall the incident. “I was told if Dad and Mum couldn’t take control of me, I would be taken away and put into a boys’ home.”

			Mr and Mrs Ides’ reaction to this was to try a geographical cure. Since the older children had left home, they took Dennis and Ray and moved up to Brisbane to start a new life there.

			Ray thinks he was about ten years old when they came up to Brisbane. They stayed at Kedron with Dulcie’s sister for a while until Sam found them their own place. Ray went to Wooloowin State School.

			“But the same thing happened in Brisbane. As soon as I went to school there was the taunting remarks about the scar on me face. I could never accept it. I had a terrible feeling in me gut about it, all the time, so I was never inclined to become a proper school pupil. I’d play me sports, play football, and that was about it. I didn’t want to learn anything at school because I didn’t like the way I was spoke to. The girls would make you feel especially unhappy because everyone would have their girlfriends and I’d have nobody. It didn’t feel right.”

			The family moved to Copperfield Street, Geebung, staying there for the rest of the time that they were in Brisbane. Dennis left home and went down to Sydney where, according to his brother, he was “runnin’ all over the place”, getting into all sorts of trouble with the law.

			Ray too, identified himself with what he describes as the “restless” kids in Brisbane. “There were plenty of wild kids runnin’ around in them days, Cheryl,” he said, “and I became one of them.”

			Money was still tight at home so at the age of about twelve and a half, Poss decided to leave school and join the workforce.He was a big boy, tall and strong, so his father got him a job where he himself was working, at Grant’s sawmill.

			For a while, Poss thought it was pretty good working with his father and having a few bob in his pocket, but he missed running around with his mates. Still, he used to go on the weekends with them to a horse-riding school called Pollack’s, which was near Northgate. He and his mates - including some girls - would hire horses of a Sunday and gallop out to Cash’s Crossing, behind Albany Creek, where they’d go for a swim. 

			Little Poss recalls that on Fridays and Saturdays they’d all go to the pictures at Nundah where they would often meet gang members from other suburbs. There used to be fights and the boy gained the respect of his mates because he always stood up for himself. The local police might have been fair game for the kids, Poss says, “but it was all pretty harmless - just givin’ them a bit of cheek.” 

			About the time he was thirteen, Ray used to sneak out at night to go to dances. “There was a good dance of a Friday night at Nundah in the hall up near the Primary school and we all used to get up there. Girls would come inter your life and you’d have a girlfriend who you might give a bit of a cuddle and kiss to.” His girlfriend at the time was Estelle Garner, who, though she has since been married and divorced a couple of times, is still a good friend. 

			Despite the fact that Poss and many of his mates were too young to legally buy cigarettes and alcohol, they smoked and drank. This fuelled fights behind the dance hall with rival gangs who came from other suburbs for a punch-up. Poss describes himself at this time as “a delinquent child” because of the worry he caused his parents, but I suspect that this is a retrospective consideration.

			It was the late ’50s. The Swinging Sixties were yet to kick in across the State of Queensland, but Poss and his mates had acquired a taste for rebellion in the northern suburbs of Brisbane. It was the time of Bill Haley and the Comets, of Elvis Presley, and young people’s enthusiastic embrace of youth’s subversive message to youth that permeated the western world through the medium of rock ’n’roll.

			Often with older teenagers who had cars or bikes, Ray would “roar off to the sticks down in the scrub.” They’d go down to the Bora Ring at the back of Banyo.

			It was party time. There was plenty of illegal alcohol and there were plenty of boys and girls “playing up.” Ray says, “I never got involved with that, none of the sexual acts, I was too young. But mind you I was a bit of a delinquent.”

			Poss was growing up much too quickly. Running around with older boys, he was often in the thick of a gang fight at Nundah and there were brushes with the police. He began to believe that you had to have a few bob to have a decent life. Buying a packet of smokes for instance was expensive, for wages were small.

			His father changed his job from Grant’s sawmill to Myers & Taylors. This was a Venetian blind factory at Geebung, next door. Poss went with him.

			The boy was employed to sweep the floors and do any fetching and carrying required by the factory workers. One of his tasks was to go over to a little shop at Geebung to pick up the lunches and smokes for the other blokes.

			One day he discovered the shopkeeper used to leave his money, mainly in two-shilling pieces, rolled up in little brown paper cylinders under the counter. When the man was at the back of his shop making sandwiches, Poss used to help himself to the money.

			This went on for a while until he had quite a big stash of two-bob pieces at home, hidden in the chook pen. Mrs Ide may have stumbled on his cache for she asked him did he have anything up there, adding that she’d had a dream about something being hidden in the hen house.

			Poss denied it and continued to help himself to the shopkeeper’s bounty. Sometimes he managed to pocket notes as well as coins. Though he cannot recall how much cash he actually amassed, he feels it was quite a lot of money for the time. “Twenty or forty pounds was a fortune in them days,” he told me.

			Mrs Ide finally spoke to her husband who took custody of the stash. She wanted him also to take Poss down to the police station so that he could come clean on his crimes, but Sam told her that he would handle it himself.

			Mr Ide had a talk with Poss, asking him where he got the money.

			Poss told him.

			“Well, don’t go back into that shop,” the older Ide told him. “Because if you do go back, they’ll set a trap for you and they’ll catch you.” Many years later Poss found out that his father owed the Taxation Department “a few bob”, so he took the money Poss had stolen and paid what he owed on his Income tax.

			But suddenly, Poss had no purchasing power. He resisted temptation for a while, then decided to go back to the shop, despite his father’s warning.

			After a few more foraging expeditions there, two burly, black-suited gentlemen visited the factory. They had come to see Little Poss.

			They explained to the boy that money had been reported missing from the local shop and that it was especially missing just after he, Ray Ide, had been there. They asked him did he take it.

			Ray, feeling that he was caught dead-to-rights, admitted that he did take the money. He was charged with stealing and put up before the Children’s Court in Brisbane.

			He was sentenced to Westbrook until the age of 18. He was then 13.

			“I remember when they sentenced me, that a terrible feeling of emptiness came over me. I just stood there, starin’ at Mum and Dad, not knowin’ what to do or say,” he told me.

			“There could have been a tear or two in me eyes when I said goodbye, but me parents said they’d come up and visit me and it’d be all right. They said they’d keep in contact and there’d be frequent visits, and if I behaved meself, I’d be home in a short while. So I stayed strong and I never broke down, even though I felt so terribly empty.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2: Westbrook

			Like Australia, Westbrook started on a hulk. That was in 1898. Westbrook’s hulk was called the “Proserpine” and it was moored in the Brisbane River until it had too many clients and the reformatory had to relocate to a place called Lytton. From there it was marched up the Darling Downs to a bleak, comfortless plain approximately twelve kilometres out of Toowoomba. It was closed as a boys’ correctional centre in 1993. However, in its heyday and especially in the days of Superintendent Roy Golledge, it did huge damage to the lives of the young boys in its care. And by the ripple effect, it damaged a lot of other people too, people intimately or even casually associated with some of the boys, people who were never there, or who had never even heard of the place.

			Now a mate of Ray Ide, Kevin Swifte didn’t come into his story until after my book about Westbrook was published. Born and raised in Brisbane, Kevin was sent to Westbrook in the 1950s, basically because he couldn’t get on with his father. Initially he was put into Nudgee orphanage and when, feeling terribly lonely, he escaped from this institution in an attempt to get back home to his 15 siblings, he was put into Westbrook.

			In 1994, still suffering the effects of his incarceration there, which included symptoms of post-traumatic shock as well as panic attacks and heart disease, Kevin wrote the following letter for a pay-us-only-if-we-win-your-case lawyer outlining some of the abuses he suffered. The lawyer was hoping to make a compensation claim from the government for its breach of duty of care of his client.

			My name is KEVIN TERRENCE SWIFTE. I was born on the 4th January 1944. I was 12 years old when admitted to Westbrook in 1956 as an uncontrollable child. My number whilst in Westbrook was No 83 and I was 14 when released in 1958.

			I have been asked to portray what occurred to me. This will sound long-winded but I remember quite a lot. I was transferred by car from Brisbane to Westbrook. Arriving just before lunch, I was sent to the dining room with the other inmates, sitting next to a lad whom I later became friends with, by the name of Ross Butler. I spoke to him, only to be belted across the back by an officer with a large cane.

			During the first week that I was there some boys escaped. Later in the afternoon I had heard them talking about it but did not understand what they meant. We were lined up for a count of heads and I told Ross Butler what I had heard. Another lad heard me and told the Deputy Superintendent, who asked me if this was true. I said yes and was punched by the same man which knocked me out.

			Over the next few months I was belted for a number of reasons, sometimes as many as thirty strokes across the back and bottom, Another form of punishment is being forced to drink as much as a bottle of castor oil. The walking track was another form of punishment. It was two poles at a distance apart which had to be walked between for hours on end. If you stopped your time would be increased at the discretion of the officer in charge. If it rained you had to keep on going and the water and mud made it extremely painful. These punishments were enforced for any number of reasons, such as eating vegetables you had grown yourself, talking in line or church, fighting, playing games, smoking, these being trivial things when matched with the punishment.

			One day another lad and I were forced to put on boxing gloves and fight for hours on end. If we stopped swinging we would be hit with a cane, I remember it as if it were today. The Superintendent stood there and yelled, “come on red shirt, come on blue shirt.”

			In the time that I was an inmate I saw many things that still turn my stomach. When boys escaped or were believed to be hiding in haystacks we were told to put hay forks into the hay, something I never saw an officer do. I saw one lad get a tine through his leg and another through his foot. I remember this boy as he was a foreigner and very hard to understand. Another boy whose name I know was once punched senseless by a teacher. It was a horrific beating, the lad had blood everywhere.

			Cold showers in the middle of winter were pretty regular. I consider this pretty tough as it could be as cold as 4 degrees below. I was a frequent bed-wetter but was told to make my bed and sleep in the same condition until we washed the beds, which was once a week.

			We would at times be sent to a farm to a silo in the ground, which we would climb into and stamp sorghum stems down. Sometimes the air would be foul and make us sick though we were not allowed to leave unless we were physically ill. In the time that I was there, two years, I had no visitors. My brother Glen died while I was there but I was not informed.

			Since my release, I have suffered with a heart condition and have arthritis of both feet. I also see a psychiatrist regularly for severe panic attacks. I believe my foot problems stem from my time in Westbrook. As for my heart problems, Myocarditis was diagnosed in 1961. I have heard of other inmates who have the same disease. My panic attacks apparently have been with me since 1977 according to doctors, although I feel that I suffered some well before that. At times we would be given a mix of syrup and some powder substance which I would like to find out the identity of.

			After my release I returned to my family home but was never really happy because I was still mixed up. After two years in Westbrook I could not get over it. I still believed I had to fight to survive. It took me many years for me not to hate people, and even today, I still dislike people who remind me of people I met in Westbrook.

			Over the years, I have driven up to Westbrook just to look at it and I feel very sad still when I see the place. I tell people all the time about the place just to try to get it out of my mind but after thirty-six years the pain is still there. I don’t believe I am as bad off as some, but I believe my family and I, my brothers, sisters, wife and sons would have been far less miserable if my treatment in Westbrook had been better. So far I have not named any of the staff but of those I remember the names are:-

			 Kohlburg

			 Golledge

			 Hansen

			 Comboll

			I can relate more that happened but find it hard to keep dredging it up it has taken me a week to write this down.

			Yours sincerely,

			Kevin Swifte.

			Kevin and his wife Vicki had attended the literary luncheon held at the Seaview Hotel in Shorncliffe, a few weeks after the launch of The ’brook, where Poss had spoken so heart-rendingly. Though the Swiftes missed the book launch, the grapevine ensured many ex-inmates of Westbrook turned up, with wives, families and friends in tow. As various old ’brook boys came to the microphone to talk about their experiences, it was alarming to discover that quite a few of these tough-looking survivors (many of whom had graduated rather too easily to adult prisons and were wearing the scars and insignia of various detention centres clearly visible over hands, arms and even faces), were openly weeping.

			Kevin was one of the men who did not graduate to prison after Westbrook. Not only has he been successful in leaving this truly terrible episode in his life behind him, he has also been a staunch supporter of young people in danger of finding themselves at odds with the law. Kevin is, by all accounts, a trusted, much-loved member of his community. He takes a vital interest in how the government is responding to the needs of people who had been placed, as children, in out-of-home care, and keeps Poss and other ’brook boys informed of any developments.

			Poss doesn’t remember a lot about the journey to Westbrook, he claims he was too numb to take much notice of anything. He had a bad feeling about leaving his home, but thought he was just going to be put into a place with other boys to be sent to school. He believed that his punishment would be being separated from his family. He had no idea of the assaults and violence he would witness and experience, no idea that he was not being sent to a conventional dairy farm (as Westbrook had been described) but a harsh and brutal prison.

			This much he does remember: he was sat between two men from Children’s Services in the back seat of a car and driven up there, arriving late in the afternoon, just on dark.

			He was taken in to a long dormitory where there were between forty and sixty narrow beds lined up in rows. He was told to stand to attention at the foot of one of these beds. This was a low metal and wire construction with a thin mattress on it. There were two sheets over the mattress with two threadbare blankets on top of them, not much thicker than the sheets. On the bed there was also an oversized, ancient pair of faded, cordless pyjamas, which were apparently meant for him.

			A couple of the wardens were issuing orders to the boys who were all standing like tin soldiers at the foot of their beds, eyes straight ahead. There was no noise apart from the voice of the main guard, but there were two or three bigger boys prowling up and down the aisles between the beds, alert as foxes. Poss was to discover that these were the “sergeants”, the trusties who were appointed to carry out the orders of the wardens. 

			One of the sergeants, an Aboriginal boy whom Poss was to learn was named Tiers, stalked past him, then stopped in his tracks, spun around and came back towards the new inmate. Poss doesn’t remember even making eye-contact with Tiers, but concedes he may have flicked a glance his way.

			What he does remember next is his face exploding with the king-hit landed on his nose, courtesy of this sergeant, and gagging on the blood that was filling his throat and gushing down onto his clothes, the bed and the floor.

			When he finally managed to get up onto his feet again, Tiers was grinning at him. There was no humour in the bigger boy’s demeanour though, just the rictus of contempt. Throwing him a rag, Tiers pointed to the blood on the floor. “Clean it up, ya dirty bastard,” he snarled.

			For the second time that evening, Poss hit the floor, swallowing tears and terror and hatred, the impulse to vomit, and the only warmth offered in that bleak place, the salty, metallic taste of his own blood. (He claims that this was all he could smell and taste for his first few days in Westbrook; his own blood).

			Nothing was done about the unprovoked assault, or for that matter, Poss’s broken nose, which bled intermittently and was swollen for a few days. After he had cleaned his blood from the floor on his first night in Westbrook, however, he was ordered to wash himself with ice cold water from the basin in the dormitory and then get into bed. 

			He doesn’t remember actually sleeping that night, his thoughts were too busy ricocheting all over his brain. He may have finally dozed off for a few minutes, because at dawn, he was roused by the blast of a whistle, the banging of doors, the stamping of the wardens’ feet and the dormitory lights shining in his eyes. He lined up with the other boys in groups and in silence and washed in cold water, went to the toilet and dressed in the clothes a sergeant threw at him. They were boots, a pair of work trousers, a shirt and a cotton work jacket. No underwear, no socks. The clothes didn’t properly fit him and sneaking a look around, he saw that some of the boys had rolled up the legs of their work duds, but others’ pants were so tight they didn’t go much further than below their knees. These work clothes were to be worn for a whole week regardless of the season, the temperature, and their state of cleanliness. Poss was ordered to fold his pyjamas and place them on his pillow - something he was to do every morning for the duration of his sentence - and then he was sent to the dairy to work.

			Schnozz was the nickname of the warden in charge of the dairy, though Poss thinks his real name was Wensley. According to Poss he was “a complete mental case”, violent and unpredictable.

			One thing the boy learned you could predict, however, if you got caught drinking any of the milk while you were milking the cows, you would be taken up to the office and belted with the strap - flogged to within an inch of your life - with bloody welts left on your back and buttocks. This was the official punishment for any infraction of the rules at Westbrook. Then you’d have your head shaven with horse clippers, big chunks taken out of your skull into the bargain, and you’d be forced to walk the path - up and down and up and down the same 20 metres of rough ground until you were fit to drop. If you did drop, you would be belted by one of the sergeants or one of the warders until you got back up on your feet again and continued up and down the path, up and down. It was mind-numbing physical activity and you would be expected to do it every waking hour you were not working - for any time up to three months. If you got caught.

			Fortunately for Poss he didn’t get caught and so did not have to suffer the official punishment. But even today, the mere mention of what other boys went through with their backs and bottoms bared for the flogging and then flayed - usually in full view of the rest of the inmates who were all forced to assemble to witness the punishment - still makes him flinch and his eyes harden and narrow, as if he is witnessing the brutality all over again.

			Poss was sent to Westbrook before the public Enquiry named after Magistrate Schwarten, which signaled the end of Roy Golledge’s regime as Superintendent. “He was there for thirty-eight years as a warden and then as the head man. So you can imagine the abuse of power and the effect he had on the other warders and the kids, and even the farmers who used to do business with him,” Poss told me. “When I was in the men’s prisons, I used to read books about slave labour in Africa and places like that. Well, it was no different in Westbrook. A lot of kids were sent to work out on the farms in the district and they got nothing for all their back-breakin’ toil. Some of the farmers sexually abused the kids. Others were good people who did try to help the boys, but the wages they paid went straight to Westbrook and were never even seen by the people who earned them. Or the farmers might send Golledge a couple of chooks or somethin’, instead of wages.” The man smiles bitterly at the memory of this. “The kids got nothin’.”

			The food served to the children at Westbrook was appalling, according to Poss, and it got so bad, it caused one of the mass break-outs that he was involved in. This occurred in 1961. “We was always hungry,” he says, “always had worms eatin’ at our guts. So if we had a chance at some of that warm, creamy milk in the dairy, we’d take it. Yer just couldn’t allow yerself to get caught, that’s all.”

			Poss’s technique was to pretend he’d lost control over the direction of the flow from the teat. If his mouth just happened to be open when the milk spurted out, well, so much the better. The Schnozz caught him a couple of times and gave him a bashing then and there in the dairy for being so useless, but fortunately he never did suss that the boy’s clumsiness was a survival strategy.

			“We were sittin’ on a little block of wood and Schnozz’d come up behind you and bash you arse over ’ead. You’d land in cowshit and piss and milk and the clothes you had on would have to last you all the week… But it was better than goin’ up to the office and getting it from Superintendent Golledge. You were history if he got to you…”

			There were approximately 40 cows in the dairy and there were a few milking machines - four or six of them, Poss cannot remember the exact number. When the machine had extracted an amount of milk, the boys had to ‘strip’ the rest from the cow’s udder by hand. They would attach the milking machine to the next cow, wetting the udders first so that the suction pump would fit over them properly. “Schnozz would often give the cows a kick in the guts to get ’em to drop the milk quicker,” he added.

			By about seven or half past, they would have finished the first round of milking for the day and then be marched down to breakfast. Later in the afternoon they would milk the cows again.

			This became the round of his days. Early morning rises then change into clothes that after the first day of wearing were filthy with sweat and work and washed only once a week. Poss remembers the occasional bed-wetting incident, where the child responsible was beaten and made to change the bed linen. He also remembers boys who would sleep in damp, cold sheets on a sodden mattress the next night rather than draw attention to their predicament and cop the punishment. 

			Regardless of the weather, the boys did a solid day’s work every day but Sunday. There was the dairy or the piggery or the orchard or the kitchen, and in the late afternoon, bitterly-cold showers - even during the infamously-cold sub-zero Darling Downs winters. The showers started off hot enough if you were one of the lucky few to get them when they were first turned on. “The hot water always ran out,” says Poss, “so the smarties, the older boys, the stand-over merchants, were the ones who got the hot showers. You’d get in, soap up, wash the soap off and hop out. Two or three blokes would have to shower at a time to get the hot water because it didn’t last very long.” 

			Mealtimes meant tepid, tasteless food whose only protein value came to be in the weevils and grubs that had flourished in the raw ingredients. There was always the chance of casual violence from sergeants or wardens or bigger boys; the institutionalised floggings for the tiniest infraction of the rules accompanied by the head-shaving and path treatment; and, if you weren’t entirely vigilant, you could be sexually assaulted or raped by anyone bigger and more predatory than you. Poss vowed to get out of there as soon as he could.

			Once a month on Sundays, visits from home were allowed at the reformatory. However these caused Poss more anxiety than relief. This was because his father, the once-intimidating Sam Ide, was a blubbery mess of tears by the time he arrived and he tended to remain that way right through the visit. There was also the hypocrisy of the guards. The boys were never belted or abused while visitors were around and they were allowed to dress in their own clothes rather than in their filthy work garb. Poss recalls with sadness the orphan children who never had any visits. Starved not only of affection but of recognition, they would often shyly wait by the tank stand, until the visitors had departed, and offer sexual favours in return for a piece of cake, a sandwich or even a tube of toothpaste.

			Mrs Ide never visited her son in Westbrook or subsequently in the various gaols which housed him. His brother Tip did, however, and so did Dennis when he was let out of prison in NSW; as did Poss’s first girlfriend, Estelle Garner. 

			Estelle used to write to Poss, too. He didn’t get her letters in Westbrook, though, because very few, if any, of the boys at that time received the mail sent to them. Poss knows of another boy in Westbrook, who said that he received no letters from his family and friends and “was very dirty on them”. When told many years after he was released from the reformatory that he had, in fact, been sent mail, he doggedly tried to track it down. He finally did receive a letter from a family member some forty years after it had been sent and its author long dead. 

			Not getting mail probably would not have worried Poss at the time. He could barely read anyway. This skill was something he picked up in years later as an adult, in gaol. But of course as a boy in Westbrook, the sense of isolation would have made itself felt by the fact of not receiving any letters or parcels from home: a feeling of abandonment contrived by the Children’s Services as just another cruelty to inflict on the young people who were supposed to be in its care.

			The first mass break-out that Poss was involved in occurred only a few weeks after he arrived in Westbrook. He was not aware at the time that there was an undercurrent of rebellion in the Home - from the warders as much as from the inmates.

			Apparently Golledge had recommended to his superiors in the Children’s Services that the warders not be given a wage rise. The result of this was large-scale theft by many of the guards, of the boys’ food as well as anything else they could get their hands on. When, for instance, Poss received a bowl of porridge for breakfast, not long after he had first arrived in Westbrook, he noted that there was a peculiar colour to it. The boy had assumed that someone had accidentally put pepper into it. When he mentioned this to one of the other boys in the Rec room after dinner that night (the Rec room being the only place where the inmates were permitted to talk to each other) the other boy burst out laughing. “That was weevils, you dill!” he exclaimed.

			A lamb or beef dinner was an even more daunting prospect. Sometimes the flesh was fly-blown, but cooked, just the same. The maggots were a lot easier to identify than the weevils. Often there were more maggots than meat.

			Poss said there was a kind of buzz about Westbrook just prior to the mass break-out. He was not certain what was going on because he had made no friends at the reformatory. Friendships were actively discouraged. What was promoted was animosity - particularly between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous boys. The guards liked to set up and then referee fights between the two groups. Dennis Turbane, an Indigenous boy in Westbrook at the same time as Poss, has since become his friend. He said recently on national Murri radio, 4 Triple A FM, that the Aboriginal boys were often targeted to fight the white boys, but they had to be careful to throw the fight at the last moment. This was because Golledge had views that whites were superior to blacks. Anyone proving him wrong would be taken aside by himself or one of the other guards, and given a flogging for his presumptuousness. This would explain Tiers’ animosity in the apparently unmotivated attack on Poss on the younger boy’s first night at Westbrook. Dennis apparently had to ‘throw’ quite a few fights at the reformatory, even though he had earned for himself some respect as a good boxer in Westbrook.

			The break-out occurred just on dusk. The boys had eaten their dinner and were filing out to the yard where they put their boots on. Then someone called out “Run!” and there was general pandemonium.

			Boys were running in every direction. One boy ran to the haystack and set it alight. Poss followed to help, caught up in the excitement which was fast becoming hysteria. Some other boys ran under the buildings to set them afire, but they were caught and held by guards. 

			The scene, says Poss, was one of utter confusion: boys were running over fields, getting caught on barbed-wire fences, running round and round in circles, their eyes wild and terrified, like brumbies being rounded up for the cannery. The police arrived to give chase and so did the fire brigade. Poss ran with one group of boys, but suddenly they stopped, then turned, and ran in the opposite direction. Like them, Poss didn’t know how to get away, which direction to take, so went back to the yard and waited for the guards to round him up with the other boys, hoping that they’d mistake him for one of the inmates who did not try to escape. They did not.

			Poss did two weeks on the path for his part in the mass break-out. Fortunately the guards did not know about how he’d tried to light the haystack or there would have been a more serious charge and punishment. The boy who did set the stack alight was charged with arson and sentenced to three years in Boggo Road Gaol.

			The mass break-out was covered by the media of the day, The Toowoomba Chronicle, Courier-Mail, Sunday Mail and Sun newspapers. There was also radio and television coverage, but when the media excitement died down, conditions at Westbrook reverted to what they were before the break-out. The food went back to being as bad, the bashings started up again and became a regular event. But people outside the reformatory were beginning to get an inkling of what was going on there. Though Poss and the others didn’t know it at the time, the tide of public opinion was starting to turn.

			The second mass break-out started in the Big Rec. This was the building where the boys congregated after dinner before lining up again and being marched off to the dormitories to bed.

			A fight was staged to draw attention away from the fact that other boys were kicking out some louvres, making a hole big enough to get through. This time Poss did know which way to run. He was determined to escape.

			“I was desperate to get out - we all were. If you can imagine about 60 blokes tryin’ to get out of that one small hole…I made sure that I got right into the middle of everybody and I’m sorry to say I pushed people out of the way and knocked blokes over to get out. And I got out.

			“I went straight through, down through the orchard, down across the road. Soon as I got across the road and ran through the first paddock, I hit the electric fence. I thought I had been shot at first. That’s when I teamed up with Holmes. He was the bloke who was runnin’ with me and he come back to me and said, ‘Are you all right?’

			“The electric fence was really just one wire to stop the cows gettin’ out of the paddock. They’d hooked batteries up to it…But when I run into it, it knocked me over and down I’ve gone. I’m wonderin’ what the hell it was. Anyway, I got up, we kept goin’ and we run all the way to Toowoomba.”

			Poss and Holmes could see the lights of the cars chasing the escapees so they managed to avoid capture for a while.

			They followed railway tracks going into and out of Toowoomba, but soon realized that the stations would be under observation. When daylight came, they decided to lie down beside the tracks in some long grass to rest. They didn’t sleep, however, it was too cold, a freezing white frost had fallen over everything.

			Poss suggested to Holmes that they get into a house in the hope of finding some clothes. They ventured into town and found one with an open window.

			Checking right round the house, they could see that no one was at home, so they climbed through the window and got inside. Here they found clothes in a couple of cupboards, and helped themselves to them. They also found food in the refrigerator, which they quickly dispatched.

			“Holmsey looked out of a window and said, ‘Well, we’re in a bit of trouble here, because police have surrounded the house.’

			“He wanted to climb up into the attic and hide, but I didn’t want to do that. I knew they would find us because they knew we were there. I was that desperate, I said, ‘I’m just goin’ out of that door and I’m goin’ straight through ’em. I’m gonna run. If they shoot me, that’s too bad, because I can’t stay here and get caught.’

			“So I did that. I saw a bit of a gap between ’em and I ran straight through it. I jumped over fences and went through gardens, runnin’ through the suburbs of Toowoomba. The police were kind enough not to draw their guns on us. But you see, I was so desperate, I wouldn’t have cared if they did. They chased me and I just run and run and run. It was in broad daylight and really, I never had a chance, and I knew I was not gonna get away. But I was that desperate, I thought to meself, I’ll run to the next house and if the back door is open, I’ll barge in and grab someone as a hostage.

			“But anyway, thank God, when I did run to that next house, the door was shut. I was exhausted. I leaned against it and hoped the coppers wouldn’t see me and just run past me. But of course they did see me. They come and grabbed me.”

			Poss pauses and rubs reflectively at the scar at the corner of his mouth. Then crosses his arms and rubs with one hand at a rough tattoo (his own work in later years in gaol) on his left forearm, as if to erase it. “But the terror was in me that day…I could have run into a house and grabbed a knife and held someone hostage, that’s how desperate I was. I knew that I could have done that then, like others have done in similar circumstances. I believed the police could have shot me but I was willin’ to take that chance. I reckon I could have done something terrible that day if the circumstances had availed themselves. Thank God they didn’t!

			“Anyway the police caught up with me. I couldn’t run no more and they were pretty buggered themselves. They took me up to Holmsey and they handcuffed us 

			together. I noticed a copper’s motorbike by the fence and I said to Holmsey, ‘Mate, can you ride a motorbike?’

			“He said, ‘No, why?’

			“I said, ‘Mate, let’s grab that motorbike and go.’ And that just shows you how frantic I was to get away from that place…I did not want to go back. I was prepared to get on that motorbike, probably knowin’ we wouldn’t get too far - maybe even kill ourselves - anything at all, just to try to get away.

			“The coppers come over and put us in the car and took us to the watchhouse in Toowoomba.”

			Poss and Holmes (whose first name Poss says he never knew) were charged with illegal entry and stealing. They were kept in the watchhouse with other boys who had committed a felony when they escaped. There were sixteen of them. The other boys, who had merely escaped, were taken back to Westbrook.

			Poss says that the boys remaining in the watchhouse were very defiant. They were stirring up the watchhouse keeper who thrust a broom through the bars, ordering him to sweep out the cell. 

			Poss took the broom and removed all the straw from it and gave the bare stick back to the policeman. The other boys howled with laughter but the officer got a couple of his mates and they bodily removed Poss from the watchhouse, putting him into a padded cell. The policeman was apparently acting on an instinct that this boy particularly did not like solitary confinement.

			When a few days later they were brought before the Judge for further charges, Poss made a statement to His Honour.

			“I remember standin’ before the judge and tellin’ him I would not go back to Westbrook and if they sent me I’d jump straight over the fence again and out. That was when I was told that they’d made a decision that the sixteen of us would be sent to Boggo Road. I was fourteen years old.”

			But it was probably a foregone conclusion that all of the boys who had committed a felony would be sent to Boggo Road Men’s Prison, even before the judge made his judgement. Because the powers that were associated with the reformatory had already decided to build a tougher compound within Westbrook from which no one could escape.

			Sending the sixteen ringleaders to the men’s prison was a desperate measure, because these were all technically children, still minors. What the authorities were doing was illegal. But there is an irony in all this. If the judge, the wardens and even Superintendent Golledge thought that they would strike terror in the hearts of the boys from Westbrook by sending them to Boggo Road, they were all seriously mistaken.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3: Boggo Road and Back Again

			It had long been established back at the ’brook, that if you were approaching age eighteen, and life was just too hard to take any more in there, the easiest way out was to commit a felony for which you would graduate to The Road. Many boys therefore committed crimes in Westbrook, knowing they would be sent to the men’s prison. Life was easier there.

			Poss, however, was just fourteen. He would have had to wait another four years for the privilege of incarceration in Boggo Road. But the mass breakouts and especially the interest they attracted in the Brisbane press, had forced the authorities to take extreme measures. The sixteen ‘ringleaders’ were interned in the Boggo Road Men’s Prison for about seven and a half months - until a new, high-security compound was built at Westbrook.

			For this part of his story, Poss is looking slightly more relaxed. He is sitting at my kitchen table, staring into a space just to the left of me. Sighing, he continues his story.

			“It was a different sort of life in the Men’s prison. Better. We were segregated, we were kept in different yards, but you could always move around to the different parts of the gaol. You could swap jackets and you could jump over walls. We done all that. We got on with life at Boggo Road and we even got to enjoy it a bit, looked after by the older prisoners. We weren’t abused by them.” His voice trails off. 

			However the boys who were initially chosen as his cellmates in Boggo Road gaol, did try to abuse Poss. One was his old nemesis, Alex Tiers. The other was Boonger Ryan, whom Poss had described as a “sexual maniac” who had preyed on younger boys back at Westbrook. Once more Poss was forced to take a stand and fight his way out of his problems. I had heard this part of Poss’s story when I was researching the other book.

			The State Children’s Department had described Vincent Roy Ryan as “psychopathic and mentally defective”. His home life pre-Westbrook was equally tragic. Institutionalised for most of his life, he was born on Palm Island Reserve, separated from his mother at an early age, sent to Westbrook, and on his release from the reformatory at age 17, sent to Wolston Park Hospital. Though released briefly into custody on Palm Island, he died in Townsville Prison in 1985, where he was serving time for rape.

			“What about Tiers and Ryan?” I ask.

			“They tried to molest me in the cell and when we were let out into the yard after lunch, I physically attacked one of these blokes because I wasn’t going to cop their crap. I was taken from the yard and put into what they called the Cages for a fortnight. This was simply because I stood up for meself. It was no good cryin’ to the Superintendent or the guards that the other two blokes in me cell tried to rape me. I just had to take matters into me own hands, stand up for meself, show me authority.”

			Poss was charged with the attack on the older boy and sentenced to two weeks in The Cages. 

			If you go to the abandoned Boggo Road Prison today, you can still see the indentations in the cement which indicate where the Cages were located. They were barred enclosures out in the open, in the yards, just like the sort of cages you would see in an old-fashioned zoo. Poss claims the Cages were originally built for the criminally insane. Prisoners whom the warders allegedly couldn’t control were put in there.

			Although in the Cages he was safe from the sexual advances of the other two boys, Poss was still young enough to keenly feel the injustice of his situation. He was sentenced to two weeks there, whereas Alex Tiers, who had claimed that Poss had made a racial attack on him, was sentenced to a single day in solitary. Poss began to become more and more defiant in Boggo Road. This and the fact that he did not seem to complain about his time in The Cages earned him the respect of the other prisoners - boys and men - who were impressed by Poss’s fortitude. But the truth was, he didn’t mind this form of solitary too much. Nobody could get at you in there. The Cages were outside where you could see other people and hear birds twittering and feel the sun on your skin as the day warmed up. At night a couple of wardens would come and get you to escort you back to your cell, where you would sleep.

			He was to spend several more terms in the Cages on what he claims were trumped-up charges, or for the smallest infraction of the rules. 

			But for his first experience of solitary, his sentence was shortened by a day. Apparently his coop was needed for another prisoner, an old lag called Billy Taylor. This inmate had a disturbing reputation amongst the other men in The Road. Originally he was sent to the prison to do three months - a mere doddle in the estimation of the other prisoners - but by constantly defying the authorities there, he ended up doing over eleven years. 

			Poss’s first impression of old Bill Taylor was also disturbing. “He looked like a wild animal. He was in handcuffs and chains and then they put him in the Cages, they kept him shackled and handcuffed. He was screamin’ - goin’ off his brain. I kept very subdued. I never let me emotions out in front of the warders, but in me cell of a night, well, that was a different story. I’d often cry meself to sleep.”

			Bill Taylor became a kind of diversion for the ’brook boys. When they realised they could stir him up by asking him if he was a cat or if he wore pink underpants, they tormented him as unrelentingly as the adult prisoners did. Poss regrets this now. “Poor old Billy. Everyone teased him unmerciful. You’d only have to chuck off at him and he would go off his ’ead and the screws’d have to come to quiet him down. He was always manacled and tethered like an animal. He should never have been put in Boggo Road, he should have been in an asylum or somewhere, gettin’ treatment for his mental problems. Anyone could see that.” 

			When the guard called Hogarth came to collect Poss from the Cages, he asked the boy how he had liked his little holiday in there.

			The cocky fourteen-year-old said, “Not too bad at all. I quite liked it, actually.”

			Furious, Hogarth grabbed Poss and marched him to another landmark in the prison, the notorious Black Peter.

			This was a kind of dungeon, where several so-called intractable prisoners had reputedly done years, underground on half rations, sensorily deprived, sitting or crouching in total darkness, not having a clue about the time of day or night. It was ultimately considered so harsh a punishment that it was abolished. But Poss has never forgotten the horror of the moment Hogarth threatened him with it.

			“I don’t know how anyone could have survived such a place. We were kids and we were threatened with the Black Peter! We were underaged…so how could that have been on the agenda?”

			The truth was, a few weeks after they had arrived at Boggo Road Gaol, the ’brook boys actually began to relax, enjoying the novelty of going into the cells to have a smoke, play cards and mix with other inmates. You could not do any of this in Westbrook. The adult prisoners gave them cigarettes and matches and generally looked after them. Poss never saw any of them abusing the boys in any way. Technically the minors were not accessible to the older prisoners, they were kept in a different yard from the prison mainstream. However Poss and the other boys figured out ways of getting into the other yards and managed to go where they liked in the gaol. 

			But in Boggo Road, Poss was put into another sort of solitary confinement at least four or five times. This he found much harder to take. He has asked for his records from this time to see if they tally with his memory of the events. But no records have been made available to him or indeed to any of the other men who were incarcerated there as boys. There are simply no records of children in Boggo Road Men’s Prison. 

			“One of me first charges was just for disobeyin’ an order. You had to salute, have your buttons done up properly, your cell clean and tidy, your boots polished. I was given three or four days in this other kind of solitary - which they called The Pound. It consisted of a cell, just like an ordinary cell, but they’d bring in boards to cover the winders up so you couldn’t see out of them. They totally cut the daylight out. There were just little holes in these boards. This arrangement used to remind me of a big block of cheese. When they’d take you over to these cells you’d have to remove your shoes and your belt which they’d place outside your cell door. You’d be strip-searched. You’d have to bend over, touch your toes, pull your cheeks apart in full view of everybody involved. Then you’d get dressed again and they’d put you in the cell. You’d have nothing in there with you during the day except your sanitary can - a tin with disinfectant or some sort of detergent in it. The smell was always there. If you had to use the pan you’d do your business in it and the smell would be with you all day. You’d be in there with that. Your mattress was just a roll of wire matting stuffed with a coarse sort of hair. You’d have to roll that up and put it outside your cell of a daytime. Only in the night time could you have the mattress to sleep on instead of bare concrete. There was no light in the cell except the little bit which crept in through the holes in the boards. You’d try to look through those holes just to see a precious little bit of light.

			“Whatever charge you’d been put on to go into solitary, the Superintendent would pass on to the higher authorities and you had to front the Visiting Magistrate - the VJ as he was called. He turned up once a week at the gaol. You’d be taken up to him, you’d plead Guilty or Not Guilty, he’d make up his mind which you were and he would submit you to the punishment he chose - either 24 hours in Solitary or anything up to two weeks.

			“The times I was in Solitary, I remember bein’ subject to two lots of seven-day stretches, plus one of four and one of three days.

			“After you got sentenced, you would be taken from the Governor’s office where the judgement was made, over to solitary confinement. Everything was recorded - all aspects of the case. What you received as punishment was also there on your file. They had possession of your file with your name and number on it when you went in there. My number was 392 in Boggo Road. It’s not something you would easily forget…

			“For breakfast in solitary you would be given a dish of porridge. ‘Mush’ they called it. And that’s all you would receive. Lunch time you would receive nothing and at tea time you’d be given a small ration of food with half a loaf of bread. ‘Half rations’ they called it. You also got your jug of water. 

			“The daytimes were worse than the nights because you had nothing to do, just sit on the concrete floor in the dark and think, think, think. Your thoughts’d send you crazy.

			“You had to believe in somethin’. You had the Bible, it was always placed inside your cell, but in that solitary you couldn’t read it because it was pitch-black in there. At least in your own cell you had the light on for some of the time.

			“You’d cry, you’d scream, you’d swear, you’d do anything to attract someone’s attention, but no one would come near you. You’d be waitin’ all day for the click of the lock when someone would come in with the rations.

			“When I look back I still think it’s very strange. I’m still tryin’ to understand why people would put another human bein’ in a place like that…”

			Yet, apart from Solitary, which Poss clearly did not like, Boggo Road, compared with Westbrook, was quite a comfortable place. The climate, for one thing, was far more temperate than that the boys had experienced in the Darling Downs. There was never the brutality of the ’brook at The Road and tobacco was fairly accessible there. Poss can’t recall the details, but he thinks the boys, like the men incarcerated there, were eventually issued with a tobacco ration. Visits were more frequent at the gaol - once a week rather than once a month - and you could write a letter a week, which would actually be sent and received. Sam Ide visited his son quite frequently and Estelle would often accompany him.

			But Poss still had to take a stand among the older boys, show them they couldn’t intimidate him. The fourteen-year-old was fast becoming a man. Knowing that he wouldn’t back down from a fight, Tiers and Boonger Ryan finally left him alone, but there was always the chance one of the boys would give up another boy to the wardens for some real or fictitious infringement of the rules. This is the only possible explanation that I can arrive at for the time the guard Hogarth attacked Poss in his cell.

			“The day Hogarth come into me cell and got me, I was just layin’ on the bed, lookin’ at a book at lunchtime. And I suddenly thought to meself, Hello, there’s someone at the door, because I could hear the lock click. And the next thing, the door busts open. He just dived on me, like a maniac, punchin’, kickin’ and jumpin’ all over me. And he was a big man!

			“Well, I couldn’t stop laughin’, because I thought, What’s wrong with this idiot?

			“After about five or six minutes - which is a long time to be bashed - he gets up. He’s huffin’ and he’s puffin’ and he’s red in the face - he looks like he’s on the verge of droppin’ dead! I’m still laughin’, thinkin’ Have a look at him! And for what reason I didn’t know and still don’t know to this day! Anyhow, he left.”

			The last stretch of Solitary that Poss did, involved his brother, Dennis.

			“Me brother comes down to see me. He was inside The Road with his mate Lance for blowin’ a safe somewhere. He swapped his jacket with one of the sweepers so he could get down to the yard where they kept us boys. He was at the gate talkin’ to me and you always had to stand three feet away from the gate. Anyway, I wasn’t standin’ no three feet away from the gate, I was talkin’ to me brother! He was givin’ me cigarettes and a few other goodies he had brought down to me.

			“Anyway, this warden Rolfe - the one Boots Hobson killed in later years - yelled down from the catwalk to me to get away from the gate.

			“Well, I wasn’t gettin’ away from no gate for no one because I was there havin’ a conversation with me brother. I abused the warder and told him where to go. He blew his whistle and rung bells and did what he had to do… and the next thing about three warders converged on the yard, grabbed me and took me up to the Governor’s office.

			“By the time I got to the Governor’s office, I was on about six charges, includin’ refusin’ to salute and refusin’ to stand and put me arms behind me back. I folded me arms, I refused to face the wall. I faced the blokes lookin’ at me, I eyeballed them. I done everything I could to niggle ’em. Anyway I was put in solitary confinement again for about a week.”

			It is hard to say whether Hogarth, the three-pipper who later became Superintendent of Boggo Road Gaol, was actually concerned about young Poss’s open defiance and initiated a visit from his brother, or whether Dennis tricked him into letting him see Little Poss. It is more likely that Dennis displayed a brotherly concern about his younger sibling, no doubt reminding Hogarth of the boy’s extreme youth, and suggesting that he might be able to influence him to behave himself. 

			Poss says, “I was in solitary confinement and I get a visit from me brother! It was unheard of! Dennis said he’d try to talk a bit of sense in me ’ead and try to get me to stop playin’ up, and whatever. So Hogarth lets him in and we just sat there and talked about race horses for about half an hour, had a smoke, then he was taken back out and put into the yard again.”

			Unfortunately the Westbrook boys’ sojourn in Boggo Road Gaol had to come to an end. After about seven months, a police van known as a “black mariah” arrived at the prison during the night. The boys were handcuffed and put into the back of it.

			“One of the blokes who was in with us was a bit of an escapologist,” Poss says with a wry smile. “John Chambers was his name. He must have had a bit of wire or a bobby pin or something with him because he picked our locks and got our handcuffs off us.

			“As we left The Road, we give ’em all a great big ‘Coo-ee’. You see, it was about three in the mornin’ before daybreak. The authorities wanted us out of there before all the other prisoners were up, so there’d be no trouble. So as we went out through the gates we rocked the van and we cooee’d and we sang and we yelled out, just to let ’em know that we were goin’.

			“I’ve run into people down the track who can remember that night - or that early mornin’ - and the noise we made in that van. Apparently it caused a riot in the gaol.

			“Anyway the trip from Boggo Road to Westbrook wasn’t very nice. The screws kept jammin’ the brakes on and we kept slidin’ from one side of the van to the other.

			“Once Chambers had picked our handcuffs off we didn’t mind, we could go with the flow, but before he got the handcuffs off us they were rubbin’ and tearin’ inter our skin.

			“When we got out of the black mariah, we were surrounded by police. Of course they thought we were goin’ to take off again, do a runner. But we just got out and handed them back their handcuffs. They were amazed, they were.”

			The Westbrook they had left behind had certainly changed. For a start there was a barbed wire fence around the perimeter and gates which were opened and then locked behind them. The boys were immediately taken to what was called the Compound - a detention centre within a detention centre.

			Inside the Compound the boys now slept in a dormitory which was flood-lit at night and where the beds were bolted to the floor. They had to sleep with their faces to the light. If they turned in their sleep, they were wakened and ordered to sleep with the glare of the light full in their faces.

			The food was as bad as it was before they were taken to Boggo Road, but now the inmates were given plastic utensils which easily broke. As these weren’t replaced, the boys melted the broken pieces together by putting a flame under them.

			But the biggest change of all was the drilling that replaced the former activities at the Westbrook farm. 

			Golledge had hired more men - some of whom had been in the army - to drill the boys from early in the morning right through the day, with five minute breaks on the hour. No one was allowed to talk or smile, no one was allowed to walk. Everything was done on the run. Marching, which could last for fifty-five minutes, was done on the double. Then there was the kangaroo-hopping where the boys had to jump on both feet, down on their haunches for nearly an hour at a time. And the push-ups. Ridiculous numbers of press-ups were ordered. When the boys collapsed with exhaustion, they were belted until they got back to the activity required, only they had to start all over again from number one.

			With treatment this harsh, naturally there were infringements. And when the boys broke the laws, apart from the bashings they would no doubt get on the spot, off they went to solitary confinement.

			Christmas and New Year have been bitter times for Poss Ide, ever since he went back into Westbrook from Boggo Road. This is because the Christmas and New Year of 1962, he was in solitary confinement in Westbrook.

			By this time, Golledge had been removed as Superintendent of the reformatory - a recommendation of the Schwarten Enquiry - and Superintendent Sullivan from Boggo Road had replaced him. Poss thought Sullivan a much more humane proposition than Golledge, but still managed to clash with him. The incident concerned a cigarette.

			“I thought I was a big-time Charlie to have a cigarette in the Compound and of course I got caught. Ritter came to the door and seen the smoke floatin’ above where me bed was. He put me on a charge for solitary confinement and fronted me up to Sullivan next mornin’.

			“Well of course I denied havin’ a cigarette. There was no evidence because I had swallowed it and the match and the bit of phosphorous to light the match. One of the very few decent warders had given me the cigarette, see, and there was no way I could give him up.” He shrugs, his raw-boned face miserable again.

			“Was the warden who gave you the cigarette, Tom Dooley?” I ask, remembering one of two humane men who had at that time been recruited to Westbrook as guards. Dooley was an ex-boxer and Superintendent Golledge had thought he might intimidate the boys given his size and expertise in the ring.

			“If I tell you that, I’d have to kill you,” says Poss, attempting a grin.

			“Well, was it?” I insist.

			“Yair, of course it was. Anyway, Sullivan says to me, ‘Well, you can go into solitary confinement until you tell me the name of the officer who give you the cigarette.’

			“I just kept to me story that I’d never had one. Sullivan said I could stay there for as long as it took to give the officer up. They nearly broke me mentally, but I refused to co-operate. Bein’ over the Christmas and New Year period, it was very painful for me to be cut off from the rest of the world that was probably celebratin’. I’ve had no time for this season of the year ever since. I’m always reminded of the time I did in solitary in Westbrook.

			“After two weeks was up, they let me out. But I never gave them the name of the warder that give me the cigarette. He was one of about two really good people there. He came forward at the Schwarten Enquiry and gave evidence about the brutality and abuse that happened to us kids. Of course the evidence of the Schwarten Enquiry was never revealed to the public, even though you reckon that the Report that came out of it is around two thousand pages long.”

			“At least two thousand pages long,” I say. “I’ve got a copy of the bit of the report that was allowed out, in my office, and there are all these page number references to the larger document which has been embargoed until God knows when. Do you want to see it?” He ignores this and continues. Clearly he does not want to read it.

			“I did a couple of stints in solitary in the Compound in these little wooden cells which were cells placed within cells. There was no lighting at all and no noise. I think the guards even wore something over their shoes so you couldn’t hear their footsteps. The only thing you ever heard was the click of the lock when they were comin’ to get yer. You’d never see anybody bar the two officers who come to take you out for your twenty minutes’ exercise. You were strip-searched all the time, you’d have a shower once a week and you were on half rations. I had some terrible nights there in the winter with the couple of thin blankets they give yer. They were the most horrifyin’ nights of me life and I’ve been through lots of gaols - Grafton in NSW probably bein’ the worst. It didn’t matter how much you cried or who you screamed for, nobody heard you and nobody came to your rescue. You cried for God, for Jesus Christ, but nobody came…” He pauses, staring into the distance again, then shivers. The temperature outside is about thirty degrees centigrade.

			“I was one of the last of the sixteen who were put in Boggo Road to get out of the Compound. Me brother Tip came to me rescue. He was workin’ on a farm out near Dalby. He must’ve contacted the government and spoken to someone about me.

			“Sullivan probably realised that he had to get rid of me before I could escape and do something silly again. So the papers were fixed up and I went to Jondaryan with me brother Tip. I worked with him for a few months before I came back to Brisbane, where I hoped to resume me carefree life as a kid again.

			“But, my dear,” he says, turning to me, his eyes fathomless, “that was not to be.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4: Out! 

			“I went back into the fold again once I met up with me mates. I had a great time - parties, on the drink, cigarettes - I’m only pleased now that there wasn’t the involvement with drugs in them days, or I probably would have got caught up with them, too. I didn’t know what drugs were then. It might sound funny to you, because they were about, but I never came in contact with them. None of us kids did. We got into enough trouble as it was, without bein’ introduced to the drug scene.”

			“What did you do about a job?” I ask, passing him freshly-made coffee.

			“Well, you’ve got to understand that even though I was still pretty much a kid, I’d been in a men’s prison…And those months in the Compound at Westbrook, they made us inta hard men, I suppose. We were pretty tough. Any rate, I joined the Australian Workers’ Union and got meself a man’s job workin’ at the cold stores in Hamilton, on the waterfront.”

			“What sort of work was that?”

			“Well, casual. Loadin’ food from the freezers onto conveyer belts that took it out to the wharves to be shipped overseas. I got a few days’ work a week doin’ this and if I was a bit short by the weekend, well me parents would kick in with a bit extra. Fridees and Saturdees it’d be always down the pub for a drink after work.

			“But it was full-on again. Me and the mates became involved with the police from Nundah. They used to get on our backs a fair bit because we used to get inta fights with the Norths footballers. They used to hang around the pub at Nundah there and they used to come across to the burger shop and give us a touch-up every now and then. They soon found out that they couldn’t get on top of us though, because we’d grown up. The police got unhappy about it because they expected the footballers to pull us inter line. A few of us kids got belted up by the Norths boys, but we paid them back. We went back and fought them again at the dance hall.

			“The dance at Nundah of a Fridee night was still pretty good. People used to come from everywhere and the different gangs from other suburbs all over Brisbane would front up.”

			“Gangs?”

			Poss looks really exasperated by my interruptions. “Yes,” he says, “it was like that in them days. You and yer mates were in gangs and you’d have a stoush with blokes in other gangs from other parts of Brisbane. It was always on in them days. We’d have a few fights, we’d have a few drinks, and at the end of the night we’d walk home to Geebung or wherever, gettin’ chased by the police most of the time for bein’ a bit rowdy. After a few fights broke out the coppers’d come in and take over.

			“One night I recall the footballers came up to the dance hall to square up with us because Darcy Goode and meself and Kevin Sells had got involved in a punch-up at the pub at Nundah. Poor old Kevin was a bit worse for wear, but Darcy and meself went all right. The police were behind it - well wantin’ it to happen at any rate - and they were especially after me because I’d done a bit of damage to one of the footballers that previous week.

			“So they formed a big ring around the bottom of the steps, waitin’ for me to come out of the dance hall. 

			“Well upstairs I get the message that it was on and they were waitin’ for me, but I had a bloke there with me called Boyd Scully who was quite a good boxer. He was an Aborigine who later claimed the Queensland Lightweight title. He was a good bloke and he was linked in with me pretty strong, so I thought, well all right, this bloke can fight a bit and I grew another couple of inches taller. I thought I’d have a crack at ’em.

			“I says to Boyd, ‘You right there Boyd? We’ll go out now and see what’s goin’ on.’

			“He says, ‘Yair, no worries,’ and I look around and he was takin’ his watch off and puttin’ it in his pocket. I thought, that’s good, he’s goin’ to back me up.

			“So down we go. We walk down the stairs and there’s this big ring down there, all blocked off. Now I wasn’t fully grown at the time and out of the crowd I see this big monster-lookin’ bloke wearin’ a pair of khaki shorts comin’ towards me. Kevie Weirdon his name was, I got to know him later on. Now Kevin was one of the blokes from North’s A Grade Football team. I look around for Boyd but I’ve lost him in the crowd and the next thing, bang! I get king-hit from behind.

			“Anyway, I shape up, ready to get into it, when bang! I’ve copped another one from behind, king-hit by Jones, one of the coppers. Jonesy hadn’t even let the fight start and here he was, gettin’ in too.

			“But when he did that, all me mates and the young fellas, they all flew into ’em. Well, it was on for young and old.

			“I grabbed the first bloke near me and cut into him. I looked up at this big fella. The blood was shootin’ out of his nose for I was lettin’ them go at him and I wasn’t missin’, I connected every time I hit him. It happened to be Fonda Metassa - poor old Fonda - anyway I’m inter him, belted hell out of him.

			“Well anyway, the fight finishes up with the police runnin’ all over the place and they weren’t at all happy. The blokes all dispersed and went away, of course. But that’s how I got to meet a few of the Norths footballers. I never ever spoke to Fonda about it, or to Bobby Poulsen or Kevie Weirdon, again, but I run into them a couple of times and nodded me ’ead at them. We were all growin’ up, just bein’ kids, and we got on with our lives. They were doin’ their thing, we was doin’ ours. But we never had any worries with the footballers again. I think a few of our blokes even finished up playin’ with Norths.

			“At this time, all the blokes were runnin’ around with the girls, it was full-on, and this was when the biggest disappointment of me life happened.

			“I’d broken up with me girlfriend Sandra - don’t remember what happened there - and me mate Mooka, Greg Davis, was gettin’ ready to have his first professional fight.

			“You see, some time before this, Mook and me were down at the railway station one night and we get inter a bit of a halt with some other gang. Anyway Greg got a bit of a touch-up - a black eye and whatever - and when he gets home to his place, his father says, ‘If you’re goin’ to carry on like that, mate, gettin’ inter fights, you’re gonna be learned to fight!’ And he sends him down to Johnny Shields who had a boxing ring in the area, where he was taught properly.

			“Well, he was an absolute natural! You have to have natural ability, no matter how big your heart is, ’cause I’ve been in the ring and had a bit of a go meself and I was hopeless!

			“So Mook was a natural fighter and he was also a good footballer. We were both real good mates. He played for Windsor/Zillmere and when we were kids, we both used to play Aussie Rules at school. 

			“Mook and I played with Windsor in the first year the team amalgamated with Zillmere. I’d played in the Junior Under 13s before I went to Westbrook. When I got out of Westbrook, I had a couple of games with the Under 17s.

			“Anyway, that year of the amalgamation, we were called up to the A grade for the last game of the season. They’d never won a game all year and we played WilstonGrange with Keith Leach, one of the gun players that was in the top four. And I think the game was televised. Yeah, I’m pretty sure it was the first televised game at the Gabba…Anyway, we’re the bottom side playin’ in the semi-finals and lo and behold! Hadn’t won a game all season, and we upset ’em and beat ’em! 

			“I was only seventeen and that was me first taste of A grade. But I got kneed bad in the back and needed a bit of treatment - it might have been a bruised kidney - and I suffered for a long time after.

			“That was Aussie Rules. I thought it was quite a good game actually, but down the track I played Rugby League.

			“That bein’ the last game, we dispersed when the football season was over. We sometimes used to go down and have a game with the Under 17s, or play in the Reserve Grade or even the A Grade if they were short, just for somethin’ to do. If we had nothin’ on at the weekend, we’d have a game of football.

			“Dad used to pay fifty cents for me to play then. That was to cover your insurance in case you got a bad injury. There was no money bein’ paid to the blokes, but I suppose the A Grade players got a few bob if they won. But then, they never won that year bar that last game.

			“That was WindsorZillmere. Down the track, the club seemed to fall away, the players weren’t the same. I’ve been back and seen Terry Weller and spoke to him. He remembers different things we got up to and spoke well of us, but the present players don’t seem to want to know yer, or even know of yer, they just let it drift away…

			“We were roamin’ around the town again. I was doin’ my best, but I always seemed to be on the wrong end of the law. Everywhere we went we’d be in trouble. The older blokes had the motor bikes and the cars and the girls, there was still the parties out at the sticks on a Fridee and Saturdee night, and they were pretty wild times. But I never got involved with that kind of stuff until one day me and Greg had broke up with our girls. We’d been and had a row with the bloke that was goin’ out with Mook’s girl - Pavilosky his name was - and then we headed off down the coast.

			“Everyone used to go down the coast to The Wells and The Pacific for a drink. I think you only had to be eighteen down there, in NSW. So we used to go across the border and drink down there. And it was there that something happened that I’ve had to carry as a burden for the rest of me life.” 

			He’s looking hard at me now, trying to size up my reaction. I push a freshly brewed cup of coffee across the table to him and pick up a pen to make some more notes, not looking his way.

			“I had this friend whose name was Estelle Garner at the time. I’d met her durin’ the horse ridin’ days and knockin’ around at Nundah when I was young, and I went with Estelle for a few months prior to me goin’ into Westbrook, so I must have been thirteen then. We used to run around together and all that, but there was no sexual encounters. I never touched her and she had a lot of respect for me for that. I went to Westbrook, I seen the things that went on at Westbrook between males - blokes interferin’ with other kids - it was pretty horrific. And then when I got out, I seen the other side of life, the carryin’s-on with these chaps who would get on their bikes and go off into the bush with their girlfriends. There’d be drinks and orgies and girls everywhere. That was part of life, just how it was. But back at Nundah, my excitement was to get into fights, and if the police was about I’d always be ready to give ’em a bit of cheek, then take off and run away, cause them a bit of hurry-up.There was nothing sexual in my life in them times, right through until just before this case started to erupt.

			“I can recall that about this time, I’d broken up with Estelle because I’d got involved with Sandra. She was stayin’ at Mum’s and Dad’s for a month or two. Sandra introduced me to the world of sex. I had sex with her just before this case came up. I was seventeen. It was a new experience for me and I had pretty strong feelin’s about it, bein’ so young. 

			“When Estelle and I had broken up she started goin’ with a bloke called Bart. I remember givin’ him a bit of a clip over the ear at Nundah one day, just to let him know that I still had feelin’s for Estelle. I never knew a real lot about Estelle at the time. I never knew that she had a hard upbringing and different things had happened to her, I just thought she was a great kid and because we had been friends since we were quite young, I suppose that was the reason I never made any advances to her. But anyway, we split up and she went with someone else and I went with Sandra when I was about seventeen years old and she introduced me to sex.

			“Anyway, this good mate of mine, Greg Davis, was also involved with the case, but he was asleep in the back of the car the whole time that everything was happenin’. I remember Greg had broken up with his girl, whose name was Donna. I asked Greg what had happened and he said that oh, this bloke, Pavilosky, had got under his guard. Poor old Greg was devastated. As I think I said, I knew Greg as a kid through Aussie Rules. He played for Zillmere and I played for Windsor. I finished up going over to play with Greg at Zillmere at a young age and we were good mates. He lived at Virginia. Anyway I asked him what had happened and he said that this Pavilosky was takin’ Donna out and I said, ‘Well, why don’t we go and see this Pavilosky? We’ll have a yarn with him.’ 

			“I didn’t take all this too kindly because Pavilosky used to knock round with us, he was one of our mates too, so we went round to his house and of course Donna was there with him, and poor old Greg didn’t know what to do or say. So I went into the house and I’ve ended up slippin’ in to Pavilosky and givin’ him a bit of a touch-up and the police are called. 

			“Anyway they come and had a few words to us - never locked us up or anything - so we went on our way. 

			“We decided then that we’d go down the coast. It was the thing that we kids used to do, cross the border into the Tweed Heads area, because you could usually get a drink there. 

			“Lookin’ back, maybe it was a pity the coppers didn’t lock us up that night, Cheryl. Because if they did, what followed might never have happened.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5: The Night that Changed the Rest of Me Life

			We have come to the part of Poss’s story which perhaps we both are dreading: the night of the alleged rape. We have been together most of the day and the afternoon shadows are lengthening. I have heard parts of this episode before, but I want him to recount it all for me so that I might get an idea of the sequence of events. A long time has elapsed, more than 43 years, and I know that Poss would have trouble remembering everything that happened. I can see that he is uncomfortable, and I guess he’s embarrassed about having to tell this part of his narrative to a woman sitting opposite him in her kitchen, a woman who is approximately the same age as the complainant would be now. I have rinsed out his coffee cup and poured him a fresh one. He lifts this to his lips and then pauses with it, holding it in mid-air, suggesting that I try not to interrupt him in this part of his story. “It’s hard enough to remember all them years ago,” he says. “If you go interruptin’ me, I might forget something important.” I agree to try not to break his flow. He gulps a mouthful of coffee, complains that it is too hot, and begins.

			“In Queensland the legal drinkin’ age was twenty-one, but in NSW you could get a drink if they thought you was eighteen. That’s why a lot of us kids used to go down the coast. The older blokes would supply the grog and you’d have a drink with them down there, run around a bit and just sleep in the cars or on the beach and come back the next day.

			“Anyway, Greg was in the doldrums and decided to go down the coast, so I decided to go with him. We met these blokes up at Nundah; Kingy, Rosco and Pedro. They were goin’ down in a car so they give us a lift down. Kingy was older and Rosco was too - both about a year older’n us. Pedro was round about our age but he had the car. He was a bit young to have had a licence so maybe he was drivin’ underage… We drank most of the way down the coast in the car and could have had a drink or two before we left…because it was always big-time to have a drink and a yahoo. 

			“We got down to the coast on dark and the suggestion was we’d go to Coolangatta and roam around and have a night out. So that’s the way it was. When we got to Coolangatta, we parked the car there. In those days blokes’d park their car and sit outside it on the bonnet or somewhere near and we’d call out to the girls passin’ by. And Greg was pretty drunk by the time we got there because we drank most of the way down. We weren’t in our right frame of minds. This is the reason why poor old Mook slept most of the time, because he’d had enough. He’d passed out and I don’t recall much activity from him at all. 

			“Now I remember two girls comin’ up to us. In them days, probably because of the scar on me face, I was pretty shy. Kingy and Rosco were quite comfortable with girls, but I wasn’t if I didn’t know them. I decided that I’d have a walk down the street. The rest of the boys were drinkin’ and I remember thinkin’ that I’d had enough and would get out and go for a walk on me own. And just as I left ’em, a blue broke out just outside the picture show, so I thought I’d have a look and see what was goin’ on. Now I don’t remember anyone from the car comin’ with me. Someone mentioned the blue at the picture show in the trial, but I remember goin’ over there on me own. And I was right in the middle of it. The police were there in their droves and they were grabbin’ blokes everywhere and I was duckin’ underneath arms and legs and whatever, and I escaped from gettin’ locked up. I remember throwin’ a few punches at a few blokes too, because everyone was havin’ a go at everyone else. It was an all-in brawl, so I’ve got involved because I like a bit of a punch-up, it was just how I was. When it was over, I went back to where the boys were down the street.

			“And when I’ve got back, they had these two girls with ’em. I never knew what had been said or what suggestions of where they were goin’ were made, or what they were doin’, but I took it that they had been picked up, because we all got in the car together and were goin’ down to Cabarita. That’s how things were in them days. Blokes’d pick up girls and they’d go for a drive, have a drink down the sticks, things would happen and they might have intercourse… an orgy, or whatever. So I thought that must’ve been what they’d arranged when they were there with the girls. The girls got in the car and there was no drama. So away we went. I didn’t hear anything about a suggestion that we were goin’ to a club or anythink like that. 

			“Anyway we were in the car and there was a bottle or two opened up and handed around and everyone was havin’ a drink. One of the girls was sittin’ on Kingy’s lap and he was goin’ on a bit foolish, but I can’t recall that there was any threat made to anybody as was said later in court. That’s why I thought it was normal.

			“The car was driven by Pedro, it was his car, and we went to a quarry at Fingal, at the back of Chinderah there, somewhere. I’d never been there before, but me brother had a mate who lived at Chinderah, Paul Skinner. (It was his place I later got arrested at.) Anyway, I don’t know who made the decision to go there, I didn’t know the place at all.

			“At the quarry, I can remember the car pullin’ up and I was feelin’ a bit of relief, because we were pretty packed in there. Another bottle of beer was produced and we were all talkin’ and carryin’ on and whatever, and we all got out, except Greg, who was still sound asleep. 

			“I remember that Kingy was talkin’ with this other girl and she was sort of the main attraction to ’em. The one in the back where I was, was quiet, wasn’t sayin’ much at all. I got back in the back seat of the car. Next thing as I recall, Kingy, Rosco and Pedro, the three of them, walked up with the girl who had been sittin’ on Kingy’s lap. There was no violence, there was no yellin’, screamin’ or goin’ on, and I thought it was all worked out with ’em what they were doin’. I think at first Kingy might of went up on his own with the girl, I’m not sure of that, but I had the feelin’ that Pedro and Rosco followed him up after he’d gone up with the girl first. Those two might of gone up a few minutes later, I’m not sure. I was still with the other girl in the car, or outside the car with her, Mook was still asleep on the back seat. I do recall, I said to the girl that was with me, I asked her, ‘Would you like to come for a walk with me?’ Because I didn’t follow the others up. I thought it was quite funny how people could have intercourse with other blokes standin’ around, which I’d seen at Nundah in the days of when we took off down the bush on bikes and in the cars. I always thought it was strange how people could have intercourse in front of anybody else. But I did ask the girl, I said to the girl, did she want to come for a walk with me, and she said ‘No.’ 

			“Well when she said ‘No,’ that shook me up a bit because I’ve got knocked back, you know. I thought it’d be quite normal for her to say ‘Yes, we’ll go for a walk.’ But she said ‘No’, so I left it at that, and I made no attempt in any way to force her to do anything else. Different things have been said later. I reckon the police put words into her and the other girl’s mouth to the extent they reckoned at the trial that I said, ‘If she moves, I’ll break her legs,’ or whatever. That was supposed to be the reason why the younger girl had sex with us, because she was frightened we’d hurt the other girl that was two years older than her. But I stayed there in the car with Greg asleep inside and the girl there. And I was there after I spoke to her and I just sort of sat around. Next thing I knew - you know, it all takes time, it might have been ten or fifteen minutes later - two of the blokes came back from up the scrub, so it had to be Rosco and Pedro. They come back to the car and they said to me, ‘Go up and have a nooky.’

			“And I thought, you know, I’d rather do that sort of thing with nobody around, watchin’. (That’s why I asked the other girl to come for a walk with me.) But anyway, they said, ‘If you don’t go up and have one, you’ll never know if it’s gonna be your last.’

			“Well stuff sorta flashed through me ’ead, ’cause I’d been on the drink, you know, I’d been drinkin’ quite heavily, and I’d had sex on occasions with Sandra and it was quite good. I’d been in Boggo Road and the boys’ home and I’d only been out a coupla months, and it sounded pretty good, so I said that I would.

			“So I walked up there. But I never left that car when that girl first went up to the scrub with the blokes, I never walked up with them. Kingy, Rosco and Pedro, the three of them blokes were up there with that girl first and apparently they all had intercourse with her. They’ve come back to the car and they’ve told me to go up there and have a nooky. There was no violence, no screamin’ out, there was nothing wrong with it at all. Just something that kids were doin’ in those days. It was a night where everyone was playin’ up. So I went up. I went up and Kingy was standin’ there. I think Rosco stayed at the car but Pedro come back up with me.

			“The girl was there on the ground, just layin’ there. They’d all had their fun and she was still there, so I just laid down with her and I tried to have intercourse with her. Pedro and Kingy were standin’ there.

			“Well, I laid on top of the girl and I tried to have intercourse with her and I realised that I couldn’t do it. And I felt that embarrassed! I got up, off the girl. That’s when I’m pretty sure Pedro got on the girl again and had sex with her. I was standing there when this happened. When Pedro finished, she got to her feet again and then we proceeded to go back to the car. Now I can remember, that as we walked back to the car, I just put me arm around her and I just said to her, would she like to come for a walk with me, on me own. And, I just dunno the exact words she said regardin’ that, but, anyway, she agreed, and me and her went to another spot and I had sex with her. That was the first time I had intercourse with her properly, on me own. I then walked back to the car with her. All the other blokes were back at the car. There was other people in the area, but there was no callin’ out by the girls or anythink, and there was plenty of activity around the place. At one point someone had yelled out, ‘Oh we know what youse are doin’!’ or something like that. I had me arm around her but I didn’t have any hold on her, I just had me arm around her like we were good friends and we went back to the car.

			“Now, we got in the car, and we drove off. And went back to where the girls wanted to go. On the way back, we picked up two hitchhikers. There was nothin’ said to them about rape or violence, or anything. We went through the tick gates and nothin’ was said, and then the girls were taken back to where they wanted to go. 

			“When we got back there I think the brother was there. I had words with a bloke - the brother or whoever it was, there - he come over and wanted to know what we were doin’ with the girls, and me bein’ outspoken, I had words with him because he said, ‘Oh, what did you do to me sister?’ or something like that, makin’ out something must’ve happened. I sort of went off at him a bit, I had words with him. There was no punch-up or nothing like that, but we had words because he was goin’ crook at us for bein’ with the sister and her friend and I think I might’ve swore at him and said a few words, and that was that. We’ve then left. About an hour later, Kingy and me were walkin’ around the town and as we were comin’ back to the car, we seen the police there with Rosco and Pedro.

			“Well naturally I said, ‘Oh, what’s goin’ on? I’m gettin’ out of here…’ Because after just comin’ out of Westbrook and Boggo Road, I was in no mood to be around police. I got on the toe and I bolted.

			“I was on the run. I hitch-hiked back to Brisbane. The police chased me down where Mum and Dad lived in Copperfield Street but I’d gone by then. 

			“To the best of my knowledge, this is basically how all this happened. And Greg was asleep in the back seat of the car all the way through it, he was that drunk. And I say alcohol had a lot to do with what went on that night, because we drank all the way down from Brisbane. But even with all that alcohol, there was no violence, so we mustn’t have been bad kids at all. Even Kingy - he was the lady’s man - well that’s what people said about him, that he was always puttin’ work on girls. 

			“Anyway, when I was eventually caught by the police, Kingy was already caught and we both finished up in the Murwillumbah watchhouse. Because we couldn’t get bail, we were in there for quite some time - about four months. Pedro and Rosco, they got bail and they got their solicitors straight onto it and they got charged with carnal knowledge. 

			“Well that was the first that I heard that the girl was underaged. I thought she was about the same age as meself, sixteen or seventeen. I didn’t know till then that she was only fourteen.

			“Anyway we were caught by the police and we were interviewed. It was Winter doin’ the interview and it was Costigan who was on the typewriter. Now I never said much about what went on that night to ’em because with all the drama goin’ on, I was a bit subdued. (I was probably scared out of me brain.) When they interviewed me, I just sat there in this room with ’em and this Winter was tellin’ me that he had statements off the other two boys and Kingy. He virtually told me what happened on the night. And I’d just say, ‘Oh yair’, you know. And he kept goin’, dictatin’ away, and I’d say, ‘yes’ or ‘maybe’ and just rolled along with him, because he was the one tellin’ the story, and he said he had the other three statements. At the end of the interview, he got me to sign my statement. This interview had gone on for quite some time. I can’t even remember half the questions that were put to me, but I know quite well that I never said anything about breakin’ the girl’s legs and sayin’ stuff like I ‘rooted her’. I never spoke like that, me mother wouldn’t have that kind of language in the house, but that was the sort of thing they said that I said in the trial. They were just made-up words that the police put into me statement. I did say that I never raped the girl. There was no rape in it at all. Rape as far as I was concerned was where kids would pick someone up against her will, savagely attack her or mentally attack her…where they weren’t a willing party. As far as I was concerned, they were willing girls - the one girl was willing, the other girl didn’t want to participate in anythink and that was that. I just took it for granted that’s how it was. But anyway, Winter told me that all the boys had made statements. My statement was made from all the other blokes’ statements. The words read at the trial seemed the same. Stuff like: “Oh, I rooted her, I must’ve raped her, Kingy raped her,” or something like that. They were police words - not my words or anyone else’s words. It was dictated by the policeman and typed into these statements. Now we didn’t know what had become of the other two boys, because Kingy and me were in Murwillumbah watchhouse for quite some time. It might have been four or five months before Dad was able to put the house up to get the three hundred pound bail for me.

			“Durin’ the time we were in the watchhouse, the police would call us rapists and taunt us. One day Winter comes to me cell door and throws a shirt at me. He says to me, ‘Who owns this?’

			“And I said to him, ‘You know perfectly well who owns it, Mook. Greg Davis.’ 

			“And Winter says, ‘Well, he won’t be needin’ it no more.’

			“ I just look at him and he laughs and says, ‘He just killed himself in a motorbike accident.’ Just like that.

			“An hour or so later another copper comes into the cell, Costigan I think it was, and he breaks the news to me again, ’cause he didn’t know that Winters had already had his say. He was a lot more sympathetic. 

			“Poor old Mook. Apparently he was a passenger on a bike driven by some bloke who lost control of it. The other bloke was wearin’ a helmet but Mook wasn’t. In them days you didn’t need one. Anyway Mook ended up goin’ head-first into a tree and that was the end of him. And you know it happened just before the first big fight he was trainin’ for? He was gettin’ ready to fight Eddy Douglas. What a terrible waste! I felt real bad for his family ’cause I had an idea how they would’ve felt about it. So that was the end of me mate Mook.

			“But in the meantime, the other boys, Rosco and Pedro, got no-billed on the rape charge. I don’t know how they got no-billed, but they got lawyers straight onto their case. It was sent to Sydney, they got the paperwork back and they were no-billed on the rape charge with no case to answer because they had entered a plea of carnal knowledge. “Well, when we learned that, about the carnal knowledge, which was a lesser charge, it was a bit of weight off our shoulders. We were told that when we went to court, the rape case would be dropped down to carnal knowledge. We were told that all the cases would be tried together and the charges would be dropped, but that didn’t happen. 

			“Just before we went into the court, my attorney - he was the Public Defender - he come and got me. Not Kingy, just me. He took me into a room and he said ‘Ray, the Crown Prosecutor has just come over and spoke to us and offered us a deal. He said that if you plead guilty to carnal knowledge, they would drop the rape case.’ And I said ‘What do you mean by that?’ and he said, ‘If you plead guilty, they’ll drop the major case and you’ll just get a slap on the wrist.’ I’d just get a bond, or whatever. 

			“I know what I said to him then, I said to him, ‘I have done nothing wrong.’ Now this is me just bein’ a stupid kid, but it was how I felt in meself. I said to the Public Defender, I said, ‘I haven’t done anythink wrong and if I plead guilty to carnal knowledge, it will go against them other two boys when they go in and get heard on the carnal knowledge charge. If I plead guilty and they plead not guilty, it will go against them, because I’ve already admitted that I was guilty on carnal knowledge.’ I said, ‘I won’t do it, I definitely won’t do it.’ Because I knew in me own mind that I’d done nothing wrong. I never knew the girl was underage, I thought she was the same as me. 

			“He said, ‘Well, that’s up to you, but they’ve offered us a deal.’

			“And I said, ‘Well I won’t come into it because I’ve done nothing wrong.’

			“Well I went into a complete spin. I’d spent four months in the watchhouse with all the threats and everything made by the police and to have this put on me just as I was goin’ into court…I thought, This is just an another Sideshow Alley with the police. I didn’t know who to trust.

			“So I pleaded ‘not guilty’ to everything.

			“It didn’t go well with me, but I didn’t have the experience to know any better. 

			“It was embarrassin’ bein’ in court and seein’ how me father reacted when all this stuff of a sexual nature was discussed. Hearin’ the police verballin’ me and not bein’ able to do a thing about it. Pedro was the owner of the car and he drove the car from Brisbane down to Fingal, and must’ve knew where he was goin’. It was his car. It was Pedro’s car and they picked the girls up and I never had anything to do with any of that. And if there was any suggestion of violence, it was only what the police put into the girls’ heads, sayin’ Ide was gonna break people’s legs. That was all crap. That was all verbal from the police, makin’ these things up and puttin’ them in the statements.

			“Now Pedro had intercourse with the girl twice. They made out that I had intercourse with the girl twice and even suggested that I was gunna go a third time, the police indicated that, to make out that I was a depraved bloody sexual maniac or something. This just wasn’t so. I tried to have intercourse with the girl once and I couldn’t do it in front of the other blokes. I went and had sex with the girl on me own after that - on her own - and she consented - and there was no problems there and we went back to the car, and I don’t know how the police came up with these other ideas, but it was dictated, all the statements. Because this girl was supposed to be a virgin. This girl, who was supposed to be a virgin, has gone up to the scrub with these other three blokes before me. Kingy, Rosco and Pedro all had intercourse with that girl before I went up there. She had intercourse six times and she was a virgin! Now the report on her condition from the doctor, I still can’t get out of me head. She had lacerations to this part of her and that part of her and it made out that to the best of the doctor’s knowledge, this girl was a virgin. Well maybe she got the lacerations lyin’ on the ground, but I can’t understand how a girl who was supposed to be a virgin had sex six times against her will when there was people around at the quarry. She could have called out to them, but she didn’t. She would have been bleeding, she would have been crook, she would have been hysterical, because she was only fourteen, they said. And for a fourteen-year-old virgin to have sex six times with blokes, is beyond me. They said she was sore, and I can understand that. But to have had four blokes havin’ intercourse with her and she was a virgin, she would have been in a hell of a mess. And all the way back from Fingal - and we picked up hitchhikers on the way - to where we got ’em from, there was no suggestion of her bein’ crook. She got out of the car, she walked around. Apparently when we got back to the Gold Coast the bloke I had words with was goin’ to take the girl to the police but ended up takin’ her to the doctor’s first. 

			“Kingy and me got found guilty of rape and were remanded in custody for sentence. The other two boys fronted the same judge and were found not even guilty of carnal knowledge, because their lawyers proved beyond reasonable doubt that the girl consented and told them that she was sixteen. If you’d read the papers at the time, it would’ve seemed like it was two entirely different cases!

			“Anyway, some time after I went to court, I think the other two came and seen me in me cell. They said, ‘We got found not guilty. So don’t worry, you’ll get off with a bond, or something.’

			“I said, ‘Yeah, that’ll be right.’

			“Now that’s what I can recall of the case. I’ve never seen Rosco or Pedro from that last day to this. 

			“But I would like to find out what went on in their court case, what was said in the court, how they come to beat the carnal knowledge charge. There must be transcripts of what was said in the court. I’d like to know exactly how they got found not guilty of carnal knowledge when Kingy and me were to be convicted of rape! The transcripts from their case would be a big benefit to me to have a look at. For them there was no case to answer on a rape or a carnal knowledge charge. And we get buckled for rape.

			“So they took Kingy and me out of the cells, up into the Supreme Court at Lismore. Dad was there, in tears of course. He said, ‘Everything’ll be all right, son.’

			“I said, ‘Dad…never!’ I reckoned I always had the worst end of the stick every time anything happened. I expected the worst.

			“When we did front Clancy for sentence, he said that it was a case of fear, that the younger girl consented because she was frightened we’d touch the other girl. That was never the situation. It was never even suggested that we’d touch the other girl. She never consented.

			“Clancy give us ten years.

			“When he handed down the sentence he explained that this was a Capital Offence. He added that if the death penalty was still available, he would’ve had no hesitation in giving it to us…

			“So you can imagine how I felt, how me father felt…

			“We were taken down to the cells. I was with me father for about ten minutes before he was moved on and sent away from us. We had a couple of smokes. I give him a big hug. I was at the lowest ebb of me whole life. Ten years. I didn’t think that I would ever come home again.

			“We were put into this dark, empty room with bars around it, downstairs, me and Kingy. The doors to the cell was shut behind us. We just sat there lookin’ at each other, sayin’ nothin’.

			“But Costigan, the other copper, he comes down to the cell and he says to me something like, ‘I’m sorry things have turned out for you this way, Ide.’

			“Down the track, people have said to me, ‘Why didn’t you plead guilty to carnal knowledge, you idiot?’

			“But it’s easier said than done if you don’t think you have done anything wrong and you’re tryin’ to back your mates up. Not that they backed me up. Their solicitors apparently tried to make me look real bad, by sayin’ I went up there first with the girl. That was absolute lies. They went up there first, the two boys, with Kingy. Me and Mook stayed in the car with the other girl. It’s in the statement that the other girl was with me and poor Mook in the back seat of the car.

			“So off to prison.

			“We were sentenced in Lismore in the Supreme Court in 1964. We were taken from the Lismore watchhouse maybe two days later to the notorious Grafton Gaol.

			“That was one of the hardest prisons in Australia at the time. They had the tracs there, the intractibles - you know, I told yer - the prisoners who had played up in other gaols. They were the uncontrollable ones the wardens couldn’t get on top of. And that was where we started.”

			The room falls silent. It is hard to tell what Poss is thinking because we are sitting in semi-darkness. I switch my tape recorder off and stand up to turn the light on. 

			Poss gets to his feet, and shambles to the sink with his cup which he rinses and puts on the dish rack, complaining about how late it is and what he’d be doing now if he wasn’t wasting his time like he has been today. He suddenly seems a lot older. I’ve never thought of Poss as old before, but this is what he seems to me now: an old man. I walk him to his car.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 6: Letters from Inside

			It’s Sunday around 9 pm and it has been about a fortnight since I last saw Poss.

			I had some guests for lunch but they are all working tomorrow and left several hours ago. It has been a peaceful afternoon and evening of family and friends. I have cleaned up the kitchen but am too tired to do any more work on the transcripts I’ve been making of Poss’s words. The phone rings.

			I pick up the phone and recite my number into it.

			The voice at the other end is muffled. It says: “Are you the woman writin’ a book about Ray Ide?”

			I play the game. “I might be,” I say. “Who’s askin’?”

			“Well he’s back in town.”

			Poss. He chortles for a few seconds and then gets serious. “What are ya doin’ tomorrer, love?”

			“Trying to transcribe some tapes.”

			“I’ve got to go and order me new glasses tomorrer - get ’em before I go inter hospital on the 18th so I’ll be able to read after me operation.” Poss is having an operation for bowel cancer. 

			“You know you are entitled to free glasses,” I say, feeling irritated in advance because I know he will argue about it. “The government should at least pay for your glasses.”

			“I haven’t got time to muck around with them bastards,” says Poss. “But I want ya to come over to me brother’s because he’s got some letters to show yer that I wrote to him in gaol.”

			When I arrive at Big Poss’s place about 11 o’clock next day, Veronica, Big Poss’s wife, is out. Big Poss is red-faced, agitated and chain smoking and Little Poss looks wan and weary. I don’t know whether it is the act of reading the letters again that is making him look so unwell or whether it is the impending operation and the fear of the Big C. It’s unusual for Little Poss to be so subdued. Usually he’s in there swinging at his brother - though these days he shapes up verbally, rather than physically.

			Big Poss tells me this is the first time he has looked at the letters again since he received them. “I wouldn’t read them again,” he says, “because I knew how they would affect me. I get so mad.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” says Little Poss, “just let her read the letters, will ya?”

			Ever the combatant, Big Poss mutters something insulting and probably obscene in reply and then explains to me that all the letters were censored by the gaol authorities, so the prisoners were not allowed to give an honest picture of their daily lives. He points to a couple of letters that are half the size of the rest. They look as if they have been torn in two. There are no dates on them. He indicates a couple that have had words crossed out, so heavily scored that there is no possibility of gleaning their apparently subversive meanings.

			Each letter is written on a prison form. In the top left-hand corner are the letters B.N and the number 117. On the top right-hand corner is printed Form 75 in italics. This is followed by the heading:

			DEPARTMENT OF PRISONS NSW with two dotted lines below and to the right for the Prison stamp and the date. Then there are printed instructions:

			1. Letters must be written on this form and must be confined to personal matters and must contain no reference to conviction without specific approval.

			2. Letters which are not in accordance with the Regulations will be withheld.

			From_____ Letter passed by _________

			Underneath this there are 21 more dotted lines for the inmate to write his letter and then there are more printed instructions.

			Replies must be written in ink, legibly and in the English language. They too, must be limited to personal affairs and if they are considered to be in any way contrary to Regulations relating to correspondence, they will not be handed to the addressee.

			N.B. - Money, or any valuable enclosures are to be forwarded by separate letter addressed to the Officer-in-Charge. No responsibility will be taken for the enclosures in letters addressed to prisoners.

			There are 31 ruled lines on the other side of the page which the prisoners could also use for their correspondence.

			Big Poss says: “We used to send what they called stiffs out. These were illegal letters so you could find out what was really going on. They were very hard to get out. You had to have a sympathetic screw - or someone who you knew would take a chance for you and for the money you paid them. After a while you knew at a glance who was going to be all right. There weren’t a lot of them, but they sure made your life a bit easier.”

			His voice is not so slurred by the stroke today; he is coherent, and, provided I don’t say anything to get him too excited when he’ll start ranting, he is reasonably calm. His voice has a pleasant timbre and his well-rounded pronunciation is at times even elegant - obviously Mrs Dulcie Ide’s influence. This is a contrast with his appearance which has been affected by the strokes, the booze, too many coffin nails and his willingness to join the fray - whatever it’s about and wherever it is - at any given moment. According to Veronica’s photographs hanging in rows along one wall of the house, he was a very good-looking man - in fact, they were a good-looking couple. Vron is sweet, innocent-looking and very wholesome. She could have been an entrant in one of the Miss Australia quests when she was young. (Little Poss also did well in the good-looking wife stakes. Mary was a Miss Jacaranda Queen in Grafton in the 1970s and still looks great.)

			Big Poss sucks in a lungful of smoke from the gasper and then hacks as it forces its way out again. “I’d send money down to the screws and they’d keep most of it and only give Ray some of it. Bastards!” Then, anticipating my next question, he goes on. “I sent down a hundred pound once - that’s ten weeks’ wages in those days - and the screws give him thirty of it.” He grins wryly. “Probably won it off a horse…but at least he had more tobaccer than anybody else.”

			“It took a bit of settin’ up. It didn’t happen overnight,” Little Poss protests.

			Big Poss ignores him and goes on. “Three times a year you’d be allowed to officially have thirty bob for buyin’ up. That was at Christmas, at Easter and…some other time…I don’t remember. And Ray’d say: ‘Get us thirty bob’s worth of cheese.’ He had more cheese than a rat with a gold tooth!”

			Little Poss grins bashfully. “I loved cheese,” he says.

			Big Poss is reminiscing now. “Wages in gaol were tenpence a week. When I was in there I used to buy a bag of broken biscuits with it.” Again anticipating my next question he says, “I used to be a sweeper in the gaol and I did things like polishing all the locks with Brasso. Someone once told me that you could drink it after you passed it through some bread to purify it. Well, I did that and I drank it and it nearly killed me!”

			I say, “Why would you drink Brasso?”

			“Something to do,” he says. “Gaol is a dreadfully boring place, you know.”

			Little Poss looks up from the letters. “I drank Brasso, too,” he says.

			Big Poss is looking mischievous. “You know those long wooden things that carpenters and bricklayers use to see if their work is straight?”

			“Spirit levels?” I ask, remembering my maternal grandfather, a builder, was a dab hand with them.

			“Yes. Well they’re pure alcohol - the little bit behind the glass that moves up and down. Anyway, we used to get them, break the glass and drink the spirit.” He throws his head back as if he is just swallowing a snifter. “Then the next spirit levels we get have this bright yellow liquid in them, which, we are told, is deadly poison!”

			Little Poss gets to his feet. “I’ve got things to do,” he says. “If you’re not gonna let Cheryl read the letters, she’ll go crook on me for wastin’ her time.”

			“She can take them with her,” says Big Poss. He pushes a book across the table at me. It is one of Robert G. Barrett’s which Big Poss reckons I should read, called The Boys from Binjiwunyawunya. Intrigued, I open it to see a dedication to ex-Painters and Dockers and old SP bookies. The first line of the book goes like this: “Price Galese rarely if ever got a full-on case of the shits.” I suspect Price Galese is actually Perc Galea, and try to remember a story that Little Poss told me about him. And a story that one of my uncles, an SP bookie himself, and a wildcard, told my father in my hearing when I was a kid. I cannot remember it.

			As is usual, when I go anywhere near the two Posses, my head is spinning. There is so much to follow up, so many directions that this story might take, and really, I want to read the letters. 

			I take them, Robert G. Barrett’s book, and my leave.

			The two letters which have been torn in two are undated and do not show the gaol in which Little Poss is incarcerated. I suspect they could have come from either Grafton or Long Bay. Considering the instructions on the form, it is a real mystery why one of these letters was actually sent, since in it, Poss openly talks about the case, even using the name of the complainant, referring to her as “Miss” and using her surname. Little Poss says that he will send Dennis (to whom the letter is addressed) the address of Miss____ to “try and see if she will write a statment for me, if she does it might help me if there is another case you now what I mean, they now if I realy Raped he (sic) or not.” He mentions the name of the other girl in the car, too, asking for help from her as well. “Its all that is left If it don’t do any good then I will realy no Ive lost.” 

			How did this letter escape the prison censors? I wonder.

			The second torn letter is to Sam and Dulcie Ide, talking about the Appeal, the first one made through the courts for him. In this letter, Little Poss is waiting for it and has asked that his father raise five hundred pounds for bail.

			There are 25 more letters, all with Goulburn Training Centre stamped on them in the top right-hand corner. These are dated from 16 January 1965 till 2 November 1968. (Prior to his sojourn in Goulburn Prison, Little Poss had been incarcerated in Grafton and then Long Bay, in Sydney. After Goulburn, he was sent to Glen Innis prison farm.)

			In the letter dated 6 March, 1965, Little Poss once again mentions the name of the younger girl in his case. He tells his brother and Veronica that he has sent them the Depositions and asks that they get a solicitor to look at them. He says “So Get a good one Poss as I now that we must try as it is going to leave me a nice name when I get out, I don’t think I could face a lot of people that now me.”

			The letter to Veronica and Big Poss, dated I May 1965, thanks them for the card they sent him for his nineteenth birthday. Practically all of the rest of the letter is then devoted to a discussion of the merits of various race horses. (Most of the letters refer to the Posses’ love of the track.) The letter ends with the news that Little Poss’s girlfriend, Sandra, got married on Tuesday, the day after his birthday.

			By 12 June 1965, the weather is distinctly colder and Little Poss is in very low spirits, explaining that he is losing hope of getting his case heard again. He asks Big Poss to come to the prison to visit him, describing how lonely he feels when he sees the other inmates with visitors. This is the kind of letter that Big Poss has told me would send him “straight out to the pub” (where he would most likely get into a fight) and Veronica to her mother’s place for a while, until her husband got it out of his system. Big Poss has admitted to me that Ray’s letters were a source of quite a few “domestics” so Veronica quite wisely decided to make herself scarce when they arrived.

			The 19 June letter is also very downhearted. Little Poss explains that he cannot write to his mother because she would know “I am not myself so Ill wait till I feel better. A bloke can’t eat much through the strain and worry, I feel I will never see the outside again, no one has given me any hope.”

			On 24 June, Little Poss wrote that he was hoping that things between Dennis and Vron are better. It has snowed in Goulburn and it is the first time the Brisbane boy has seen this phenomenon. He is delighted with it.

			By September, Ray seems a little more cheerful. He has managed to cope with a whole year in gaol. Big Poss has apparently had some problem on the outside, however, and his little brother is giving him some advice about how to handle it and how not to upset their parents.

			In October 1965, Little Poss urges his brother to “give up the horses and save up.” He also suggests that Dennis and Vron leave Walcha, where Big Poss has apparently antagonised the police. He tells of his own attempts to give up smoking, claiming he has no willpower because when he comes out into the yards the other prisoners blow smoke over him. He also tells of the trouble he has been having with one of his hands. His knuckles have swollen up and he has been told to keep exercising them. It is a recurring injury. In a letter in April of the following year, Ray tells his brother and Vron that the hand was badly damaged in Westbrook (where he would have received no medical attention for it at all.) As usual he signs off with between 30 to 40 kisses for them.

			The letter dated 24 November 1965 is full of tips for the horse races once again. A girl called Sherry has been writing to Little Poss and she has sent him a card which says “I might not be the smartest friend you have, or the best looking or the cleverest, but at least I think of you.”

			The last letter for 1965 is dated 27 November. Little Poss seems a bit more optimistic. He has been playing basketball on Saturday mornings and taken up tennis which he plays on Sunday. “Im best at serving aces all the time, I hope to be fairly fit when I come home.” He talks about the fight between Cassius Clay and Floyd Paterson and praises Lionel Rose. Then offers Big Poss some brotherly advice: “How is Vron you better look after her mate and ease up on the grog, one thing you don’t do mate and that is beat up women, its only the grog so make your marriage as happy as possible mate as you never no what is going to happen in the damn world.” There is a postscript to this letter. “Darcy has left Estelle. I’ll get you to help her, and I still like her.”

			Estelle is mentioned again in the next letter which is dated 16 April, 1966. Her husband, Darcy, has gone to New Guinea. The inmates have had their Easter buy-up, some sporting finals are being resolved and Little Poss looks like the one who will take most of the winner’s pennants back to his cell. “My mate and I won the ping pong doubles, and he beat me in the singles so we cleaned up there he is a champ at ping pong. I have got into the finals in the tennis and play the same bloke that I beat last Christmas, I beat him 6-5 last week. We play three sets in the final I will win for sure as I have been training for this tennis.” He goes on to say, “the running starts next week.”

			I found this comment especially interesting. Ray had already told me that fellow inmate, Dave Scanlan, had encouraged him to “take up the sports”, when he was in Goulburn gaol and at a low ebb - actually contemplating suicide. Dave was known to the outside world as the Kingsgrove Slasher, a man who terrorised the women of the St George area of Sydney by climbing though bedroom windows at night and slashing their bedclothes. Bizarrely, what he apparently got out of scaring the women of the southern suburbs, was the thrill of being chased by the constabulary. He always made his escape on foot, eluding police for about three years. He was, until Little Poss arrived at Goulburn, the fastest runner in the gaol.

			The rest of the letter deals with more domestic issues. Ray has been suffering toothache again and needs twenty pounds to purchase a filling replacement. The senior Ides have bought a television, which the religious Dulcie frowns upon. She has told her family that while the television is in the house, she ‘will camp out’ in the garage.

			On 12 June 1966, Little Poss offers Big Poss and Vron a name for the baby they are expecting - Petula Gail - after Petula Clark, whom he describes as a terrific singer. Practically all of the rest of the letter is about football. Fonda Mettasa, who once played for Norths in Brisbane, is apparently playing for Queensland now. He is a winger. Little Poss tells his brother and sister-in-law about the stoush he and his mates had with the Northern Suburbs football team when Fonda was playing with them. He claims that Queensland lost to England because too many of their players were out with injuries and that if Gasnier, McDonald of Queensland and Langlands were put back into the team, they could win the test against England on their own. “Barnes”, he says is good, “but a bit old for tests, he’ll end up getting his legs broken.” He also mentions a young footballer he describes as his “pin-up boy”, Arthur Beetson, a former Queensland player now playing for Balmain in the forwards. At 21, Beetson is, according to Poss, a giant of a man. Balmain and Manly are the teams he supports, he says, because they have Queensland players in them. He finishes his letter with the comment that at the moment of writing he feels quite well, but, he “nearly dies of the cold” in the mornings.

			By 17 September 1966, Big Poss and Veronica have moved to Brighton, the northern-most suburb of Brisbane. Little Poss approves of this move. Apparently the police at Walcha had finally applied enough heat for his big brother to relocate. So it was back to Brisbane. Little Poss suggests that his brother apply for a job at Meggits which was located near Northgate railway station and the Kraft cheese factory. Meggits made linseed oil; Ray describes it as a place where you lump seed. He had worked at Meggits himself and apparently had earned the respect of the management there to be able to recommend his brother to them. He says “I was working there before I got into this mess, I left them mate but I don’t think they would say much to you about me.” (Big Poss was then working at ARC making steel mesh with his father, a job Little Poss describes as being “too dirty.”) 

			Little Poss also comments on relationships within the family. “Mum said you and her have been arguing over me a bit, well mate all I say is only try and comfort her mate I was pretty rough on her as you no mate and I don’t want her to worry over me and you.”

			The rest of the letter is about sport. Little Poss reports that he is “as fit as a fiddle”, running well and current winner of the 440 and 880. He is also the top scorer for the gaol’s basketball team - 180 for six games - and holds the tennis title. He says he will be running in the championship next month and training for the mile race this year. But it’s football which seems to be his greatest love. He badly misses the games he played when he was a free man and says he would like to play for Norths, who look as if they are becoming the season’s winners, having just beaten Brothers. Of the St George and Balmain confrontation on the coming Saturday, Ray’s hopes are with Balmain, but he thinks St George will win - despite the mighty fullback Keith Barnes - because Balmain has lost Spencer and Piper.

			Little Poss closes this letter with another plea to his brother. “Don’t let anything worry you mate as my worry is your worry and your worry is mine.”

			The next letter, dated 27 November, tells Big Poss and Vron that older brother, Ken, has visited Ray and this has really cheered him up. “I’ve just seemed to be able to settle in now since I’ve seen Ken,” he says. Dulcie has had another birthday, turning 53, and Dennis and Veronica’s baby is imminent. Ray asks them to send him a telegram as soon as it is born telling him whether it is a boy or a girl.

			By 18 December, the baby has been born and she is called Lisa Marie. Little Poss is delighted. Estelle has moved to Townsville to live and the talk is about the fights, Johnny Famechon, Lionel Rose and local hero, Eddy Douglas. Little Poss closes with “I be thinking of you’s on Xmas Day.”

			The letter dated 14 May 1967 exhorts Big Poss to get fit, cut back on the smokes and drink, and try to save some money because he has responsibilities to Veronica, Bonnie and now Lisa. Ray says that he has cut his smoking down to two cigarettes a day (which is very difficult in gaol because cigarettes are a kind of currency amongst the inmates.) “I was a mug to get into this blew”, he says, obviously referring to the rape charge and conviction, because “fellas who I got selected instead of, are playing big time football in Sydney.”

			Little Poss turned twenty-one on 26 April 1967. By this time he has notched up more than three years in NSW gaols and watchhouses. His letter date-stamped May, 1967, says how pleased he was to receive all his cards (fourteen of them) and good wishes. But sadly, “some of the fellas I remember but others I can’t place” he says of one card which has many signatures on it. “I know Freddie Davis, Kevin Scalls, Eddie Douglas, Billy Griffin, the other blokes I just can’t place there faces any more. Mick Fenton, Bill Marshall, Bob Skelton, Gordon Maguire, KJ Mackay, T Stafford, L Young, Pat O’Halley, Aub Phillips, just can’t place Robbie Edwards but I no him, the card is signed from Bill and Denis don’t remember them.” He asks his brother to thank them all, all the same, and to tell them he is “fighting fit best miler in the goal and I train like hell, the big race is in June.” For this he is trying to lose more weight, having lost seven pounds in two and a half weeks, down to 12 stone 2 pounds, and hoping to fine down even more to 11 and three-quarter stone. He says, “I’d be fitter now than any other time in my life.” He tells Veronica he shot 54 points today in his basketball match and his side won 98-44. Tomorrow there is a big game of tennis on. He says to his brother “sport is all I can talk about as it keeps me doing it easy.” As a postscript he asks his brother to buy him a good pair of gym boots with thick soles, if he sees them, adding that because they play on concrete all the while, thinner soles wear out pretty quickly. Then, as an afterthought, he says not to worry too much about them because he (Dennis) has a baby to look after now.

			The letter dated 18 June 1967 finds Little Poss recovering from the flu which struck him down during the athletic events he was training for. As a result, he did not perform as well as he believes he should have: third in the 440 yards, second in the 880, and third in the three-quarter mile. The mile run was also a disappointment: “the best miler in Berrima beat me by a yard for third”. However he won the Tennis singles and his team won the basketball and the volleyball.

			On 22 October 1967, Ray relates what he thinks is a hilarious story. It was headline news for a day in NSW. He was chosen as part of a work team to go about eighteen miles from the gaol to clear some bushland. The intention was to turn this area into a picnic and camping facility.

			Little Poss killed a couple of snakes and then saw a third, which he chopped into two with his hoe. One half was slithering down a hole, so he grabbed it and pulled it out. To his surprise he discovered that it had no head, so went to find the other piece of snake to make sure he’d killed it. He had blood all over himself by this time and was wiping it off when he noticed two little puncture holes on his right hand. He had been bitten by the tiger snake he had just killed. One of the members of the team applied a tourniquet and cut across the bite and then he was taken to hospital. Here he was given a needle and his hand began “to swell up like a balloon”  so he was kept in hospital for the night for observation. Next day all was well so he went back to the gaol. The news reports had not given Little Poss’s name but had said that the man bitten by the snake was unlucky. Little Poss thought the opposite was true. He hadn’t even felt the snake bite him and really enjoyed the luxury of a night in hospital.

			The date on the next letter is faded but it appears to be from February 1968. There has apparently been a postal strike and Ray has not received the Xmas parcel that he knows has been sent from home.

			By the 18 May 1968, he is hoping to be sent to Glen Innis soon. Veronica is pregnant again and Little Poss says he hopes it is a boy this time. He asks his brother to send him down a good set of medium weight darts and then says that when he gets out of gaol he will be ready to challenge him in basketball, football, cricket and darts.

			The last letter from the Goulburn Training Centre is dated 2 November1968. Apparently the baby has been born - a boy - and he has been named Ray. The darts have also arrived and they are “just right.” Little Poss is fairly sure that he will be at the Glen Innis prison farm in the New Year and hopes from there to get parole. However, he isn’t getting his hopes too high because he says, he is “born to lose.” When he gets out he hopes to “get a house and settle down; I won’t drink much as it caused me my troubles.” Little Poss gives his brother his Melboune Cup selections, Galilee Special, Imputes and Rain Lover. He chooses Johnny Famechon over Lionel Rose, but says that Rose will hold the world title for a while yet. This letter seems rushed and a little panicky but Little Poss explains that he is behind with a lot of his correspondence and the lights are about to go out. He signs this letter (as he has signed others) “Your loving Brother Joe.” It is a family joke.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 7: A Night at the Jungle

			It’s Saturday, 14 October 2006. Little Poss has asked a group of friends to join him at the Rum Jungle after he finishes work. This is a final get-together before he goes into hospital. He is having surgery next Wednesday, 18 October.

			I have been working on the letters that Big Poss has lent me and have put them into a display folder in chronological order to give them back to him at the party. I arrive around 6.00pm to find that Big Poss is not there and is not even coming. Apparently, earlier in the afternoon he ate some corn - raw - an old gaol trick - from his wife’s immaculate garden, and he almost choked on it. His throat is too sore for him to venture out of his home. Both of Little Poss’s sons are present, however, Nathan and Chris.

			Nathan, the elder of the boys, has long dark hair pulled back in a pony tail and finely sculptured movie star features. He looks more like his mother than does his brother Chris, who is definitely a chip off the Ide block, all six feet four of him. He has red hair, just like his father used to, and a voice so deep and gravelly, it leaves you with the impression that far out to sea, ships are being warned about the treachery of coastlines. Responding to the family emergency, the boys are talking to each other tonight. They have come together after about four months of refusing to do so which has caused their father great distress and some soul-searching. 

			Little Poss gives me a wet kiss on the cheek and a bear hug and points out and names all the people I have met before: Ralph, Bobby, Shakey, Brownie, Simon, Peta, and Peta’s dad, Rowley. Ray is drinking tonight, uncharacteristically, and has probably had a head start on most of the company. I am introduced to Nance, one of his ex-girlfriends, and a married couple, Deb and Johnny. There are at least another dozen people sitting at tables in the courtyard, engrossed in conversation, whose names I do not learn. 

			In the middle of a conversation I am having with the last-mentioned couple, Little Poss interrupts. “I have another bloke coming in a little while you might find interestin’,” he says. He is looking very pleased with himself.

			Sure enough, not an hour later, a tall, prosperous-looking, well-fleshed man strides confidently into the courtyard of the Rum Jungle amid the smoke, the chatter and the catcalls and loud remarks about the football match on the big plasma screen suspended over everyone’s head. He has a lopsided smile which rarely seems to leave his face and a full head of silver wavy hair.

			People leave their groups to embrace him, slap him on the back, offer him a beer. Little Poss throws his arms around him and beckons me to come over to them.

			“Who’s this, Cheryl?” he asks me, as if I am a toddler with a repertoire of three words being asked to identify my long-absent father.

			I look at the grin, the dark eyebrows, the guileless blue eyes which seem to reflect more green than Ray’s sky-blue peepers do, and note that he was no doubt a very good-looking young man forty-three years ago. It has to be the man who, as a teenager, shared Little Poss’s fate in NSW. “Kingy?” 

			Little Poss is confounded. “Well, how did you know that?” he says, exasperated, his surprise apparently ruined. (He had told me, repeatedly, that Kingy would have “nothin’ to do with the book.”)

			“Just a lucky guess.” I smile at Kingy and thank him for coming. 

			“What are you drinking?” he asks me.

			“Water. You see, technically, I’m working.”

			The grin widens. “That’s what I’m drinking, too, or softdrink. Don’t drink or smoke any more…haven’t done for years.”

			Poss wanders back to the sound system he has brought into the courtyard for the evening. He presses a button on the cassette recorder, giggling in anticipation. “Have a listen to this, Cheryl,” he says.

			I excuse myself from the company of the pleasant couple I had been chatting with and from Shakey who is trying to engage Kingy’s attention. “Little Poss wants me to talk to this man,” I say, “I won’t take too much of his time.” Shakey makes a polite comment and graciously withdraws. So too do Deb and Johnny. I suck in a lungful of relatively clean air. Deb and Johnny are chain smokers.

			The nasal lament of Kevin Bloody Wilson drowns out conversation for a moment and even the cheers and commentary for the gladiatorial event on the plasma. It is obscene, every second or third word being a four-letter Anglo Saxon epithet. I find it mournful, melodramatic and quite funny. 

			Nathan looks extremely embarrassed and tries to turn the volume down, but is warned by his father not to.

			The volume is adjusted anyway, but after Wilson’s saga of scatological and Rabelaisian disasters, the songs segue into gentler Merle Haggard ballads.

			Kingy comes back with two identical drinks, tonic water.

			I say, “Why are you reluctant to talk about the rape trial?”

			Still smiling, he shrugs. “There’s no point. It will never be opened again. Best to get on with life, rather than let stuff like that drag you down.”

			 “Was it because the girl was only fourteen?”

			“In those days girls could be women at fourteen. They could have been working.”

			Well the second part of this statement was true and accurate. Two of my closest friends had both gone to work at age fourteen; the one because her mother thought that further education was wasted on girls, the other because of economic necessity.

			“Though apparently she told you that she was sixteen.”

			“She could have, it was a long time ago…” Kingy is staring across the courtyard as if something far more interesting is happening over there. “Yes, it was in the trial transcripts, I think, so she must have,” he says, turning back to me.

			“But all that stuff in the trial transcripts…is that what happened?”

			“Not all of it.” He gazes off into the distance again, remote, detached from everything in the room. Then he turns a brilliant smile on me. “But if the cops were out to get you in those days, you were got.” He sips his drink. “Ray did his time hard, though. Real hard. He could never accept that he should be in there. I’ve told him a million times to forget about it and get on with his life.”

			I change tack. “What did you do with your life when you got out?”

			“Well I learned a trade when I was in gaol. Before that I was just driving a truck.”

			“What did you learn?”

			“Carpentry. I was in the carpentry shop.”

			“Little Poss started there, too. He says he was hopeless at measuring anything. In the end he became the odd jobs man.”

			Kingy glances at Little Poss who has subsided next to the tape recorder, his arms around his two boys, his eyes half-closed, singing along with Merle. He smiles. “That’d be right.” He says it gently, almost fondly. “But he was angry, you see. You can’t learn anything when you are that angry… Anyway, to answer your question, I became a builder, carpenter, even an architect. I went into business for myself and did all right.”

			“Good for you. Did you have a hard time in the gaols? With the other prisoners, I mean. You hear stories that people who are convicted of rape have it pretty tough.”

			“Not really.” The smile has disappeared. “Of course I was a reasonably hard man myself then. Not too many people’d have a go at me. I’d done three months before all this happened, for assault...” 

			Before I could ask him the question, he shrugs it back to me. “Just some dumb kid thing. Not backing down and walking away when commonsense said I should of. But I got three months for it.”

			“So was it tough in gaol for you?”

			“I made the best I could of a bad thing. Yes, of course it was tough. It’s very stressful, you have to be alert the whole time. And when you come out it is hard to adjust to the real world. I reckon it takes you 5-10 years to settle down after you have been in prison.”

			“Hard to de-stress?”

			“Yes. Hard not to react violently to things. See you have to do that in gaol because that’s the only way people respect you, and you have to have that respect or you don’t survive. My wife reckons I’m hard, that she has never actually got as close to me as most women get to their husbands. Not that there’s anything wrong between me and her…but she reckons I could be capable of murder. Not her, of course”

			“And have you ever killed anyone?”

			The grin returns. “Nah. Never needed to do anything like that.”

			“And gaol makes you like that?”

			“Yes. But some funny stuff happened too. See I stayed in Long Bay when Poss was sent to Goulburn and I cornered the market in tobacco.” The blue/green eyes are laughing with the rest of his face, now. “I was a kind of loan shark - in tobacco - in the Bay. Blokes would borrow some tobacco from me when they’d run out, just before they got their ration. They’d come to me. I’d give ’em what they wanted, but they had to pay back double when they got their allocation.” 

			He then explains to me how he used to make himself a cup of tea every night after lights out by taking the starter plug out of a fluoro light and using the exposed wires from the light to heat the water. Everything went fine until the night he fumbled the wires and blew a hole in the cup, fusing the lights in the gaol and causing pandemonium. “They never found out it was me, though,” he says. “I just had to dispose of the pieces of cup in my hands double quick.”

			I take Kingy back to the time before the trial and ask him about Mook Davis. Was he there with Little Poss when Winter so callously announced his death? 

			He frowns his displeasure. “No, but I knew poor Mook real well. We shared a flat together for a while.”

			“But weren’t you with Ray in the Murwillumbah lock-up when that happened?”

			“No,” he says again. “You see we were there together about a month - I don’t remember the exact amount of time - then we were put in remand in Grafton until we got bail. But I think I got out before Ray did because I got bail before he did. I can’t remember the exact time frame.”

			“What did you do when you got bail?”

			“Worked like a bought one to get the money to pay for a decent defense. Ray had the Public Defender and he was hopeless. I think he damaged my case as well as his, he was that useless. 

			“Why do you think it went so badly for you?”

			Kingy pauses and gives me a long, appraising look. The smile has disappeared and the thick, dark eyebrows now have an eloquence of their own.

			“I think it’s because I let the others have a chop at her. There was no threat or anything like that, like the coppers made out. But I did the wrong thing and I had to pay for it. That’s life.”

			“But Little Poss, he was probably the least culpable of all you guys. I doubt if he even knew what was actually going on.”

			“Well that’s right,” says Kingy. “There’s absolutely no doubt about that.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 8: The Royal Brisbane 

			20 October 2006

			Little Poss had his operation the day before yesterday. Each time I phoned to find out how he was going, I was told to contact a family member. I had already contacted Veronica and spoken at length to her and later discovered that at the time I rang her he would have been in surgery. So, of course, she had known as much as I did about his progress. Nathan rang me on Wednesday evening, however, to report that his father was doing fine, the operation seemed to be a success and that the family would be going in to see him as soon as he was allowed visitors.

			Yesterday was another of many phone calls. I had tried the hospital a few times before Little Poss himself answered the phone. He seemed tired and weak and said that he wanted no visitors and that he was going to ban calls to his room as the phone had not stopped ringing since early morning. “It’s drivin’ me stark, starin’ mad!” he said. Apparently he has a lot of concerned friends.

			Today there is a break-through. A pleasant gentleman on the ninth floor tells me that Mr Ide is doing well and may receive visitors after 10.00am. I phone again to ask Ray if he wants visitors, am put through to his ward, but the phone rings out. 

			This does not augur so well, but I decide to take a chance and call in on him at the Royal Brisbane and Women’s Hospital on my way into the city. 

			I manage to park on the crest of the first hill in Butterfield Street. I walk to the hospital’s main entrance, running the gauntlet of about fifty smokers standing in lines and puffing their heads off as no one is now allowed to smoke on the hospital premises. Trying not to breathe in, I’m wondering if passive smoking is really as lethal as all the experts are saying. At the information desk in the lobby of the main entrance I ask directions to Ray’s ward and am given them by a gentleman with pink cheeks and an English accent. I relay to him something of the perilous journey visitors have, just in getting to the hospital’s entrance via the footpath in Butterfield Street. He is totally uninterested in this predicament and snatches back his cordiality so completely it’s like switching off an electric light with the single reflex flick of a digit. The three-second smile disappears, his eyes now reflecting the blunted stare of perceived duty, rather than of reason or intelligence. But I follow his perfunctory directions to Little Poss’s place in this metropolis of pain and disease.

			He is actually in a room, not a ward, I discover to my surprise. It’s small, fixed up with all sorts of technology and a window overlooking, not the wasteland of Bowen Bridge Road in flagrante de traffico, but another corner of the hospital. Little Poss looks too big for his hospital bed, hooked up to machines which beep and burp and make patterns on a screen. He is very pale, his mouth is crumpled and white. However, he has an attractive lady sitting to his right and seems almost as feisty as ever.

			Rather than negotiating the wires and drip bag and scootering light beams, I dispense with the usual peck on the cheek in case I dislodge something important. “How are ya?” I ask as chirpily as I can.

			“Bad, bloody bad.” His voice seems to be intoning rather than explaining, as if he has already been asked this question 47,000 times already this morning. He rolls his eyes to the ceiling letting me know that I am just one more trial he has to endure.

			“Bit of pain, eh?”

			“Erghhh.” His bulk is ungainly in the prim hospital bed. He kind of rolls it to one side making me fearful that he’ll collapse in a heap on the floor, then says, “Yeah, well, I just had half me guts chopped out, so I suppose I do get a twinge of pain occasionally.” Sarcasm. He’s good at that.

			“Well you didn’t have a stroke on the operating table as you thought you would,” I say, wondering which insensitive idiot among his so-called friends gave him that little scenario, free, gratis and for nothing.

			“How would you know? How would you know?” He suddenly grins, but he is so white-faced even his freckles have done a runner on him.

			He points an arm in the direction of his other visitor and says, “Shirl, meet Cheryl,” and laughs, or makes some kind of expulsion of air with his face twisted in something representing a smile. “Yous two are me only visitors today. I told the nurses I want no more.” The voice has regained its usual power. The “want” and “more” is emphasized, making this statement more like a royal decree than a declaration of fact.

			“Then I suppose we are honoured, aren’t we Shirl? Did your brother and Veronica come and see you?”

			“Last night - with Nathan and the ex-files.”

			“Sharon?”

			A grimace. “We don’t mention her name, here, or anywhere else.”

			“Oh well, the ex-files then. How is she?”

			“Don’t know.” He shakes his head. No doubt this man has always worn his heart on his sleeve. He is still hurting over the break-up with Sharon.

			“And how is Big Poss?”

			“Banned.”

			“What for?”

			There is a heartfelt groan. Obviously I’ve asked another stupid question.

			“He wouldn’t shut up last night about the pain he was feelin’…I’ve just had me operation and we have to hear about his pain when he had the strokes! And he’s so loud. There’s people in here dyin’. Why should they have to put up with the idiot?” Poss shakes his head from side to side, like an actor portraying an Indian doctor.

			Shirl is laughing. “Apparently they had a barney. He just comes out of Intensive Care and they’re having a go at each other.”

			“Situation Normal,” I say, but do not continue with the rest of the acronym. I am hoping the old boy is going to recover from his daunting reality check and forget it happened. A foolish thought, perhaps. He doesn’t seem capable of letting much else go.

			Shirl and Poss continue the conversation they were apparently having before I came in. It has nothing to do with me. I see with my own eyes that the old bloke is rallying and am feeling more hopeful of his recovery. I take my leave, telling him I will come back and see him, if he is receiving visitors, some time over the weekend. 

			He grudgingly tells me that I may visit him.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 9: The Court Transcripts

			Poss is still in hospital when I once more go through the court transcripts he has given me. There are all of the four boys’ police statements, there are the procedures from the Court of Petty Sessions on the first day of January, 1964, then there are the transcripts from the Children’s Court dated a little over a month after this - all 52 pages of them. The rest of the transcripts cover the four days of courtroom proceedings and cross-examinations dated from mid-September, 1964. For some reason, the other two boys were tried at a different time from Poss and Kingy, making it seem plausible to the outside world that these were two entirely different cases. The fact that there were two entirely different juries may in part explain why there were two entirely different verdicts. Two boys were convicted of rape, the other two, who were at the same scene involved in the same actions, were later defending the lesser charge of carnal knowledge and ultimately found not guilty.

			I notice that there are contradictions in the girls’ testimonies when they make subsequent court appearances. To me, the most significant one is this: in the Children’s Court, a month and a half after the rape was said to have been committed, the complainant had stated that she and her girlfriend were taken by car from Brisbane to the Gold Coast, arriving at Tweed Heads at about 7.30pm. She said it was her intention to spend the night with the other girl and with her brother who was camped “down in the camping area near the Skating Rink.” She continues, “When I came down I went straight to my (sic) brother’s camp. We went driving around different places first.” She said they were taken to see the sights at Coolangatta, Tweed Heads and Razorback and had arrived back at the camping site at around 11.25pm. Before turning in, the girls decided to go for a walk along the main road. Here, at around midnight, they met the four boys on trial (plus a fifth one, sleeping in the car.) These boys said they would take them to Cabarita. 

			But seven months later in the Supreme Court, the complainant’s story was different. Here she said, they were driven from Brisbane to the Gold Coast and set down at the home of a friend’s grandmother in Southport. They had walked down to the shops at Southport after a quarrel in the house, where they had met another two boys - not the brother and boyfriend of the older girl - but two other young men. These were the boys, she said, who took them to see the sights, driving them around for some four hours before taking them back to the Coolangatta camping site, where they later decided to go for a walk and where they met the defendants in the main street. 

			What I find puzzling was that no other key witnesses were brought to the stand to corroborate the girls’ evidence. Not the boy who drove them to the Gold Coast from Brisbane, nor the friend’s grandmother at Southport (nor even the friend) nor the two boys who picked them up at Southport and drove them aound for some four hours. It is a very confusing sequence of events. I have to read the transcripts and re-read them.

			And re-reading the complainant’s testimony in court yet again, I am struck once more by the awfulness of the scenario she has depicted: a very young teenager compelled to have sexual intercourse six times with four opportunistic strangers. 

			In the Children’s Court, the complainant’s statement was read by the police prosecutor. Then she was asked questions, in person, by the lawyer defending Poss, the Public Defender - a man who often seemed confused by the progress of events. Her answer to his last question was particularly damning of the four defendants. After a lengthy explanation of the order in which the defendants had sex with her (one which does not tally with Poss’s memory of the events), the Public Defender had said: “At no stage did you actually try to get back into your pants.” She had replied, “Only the once. Before one got off there was always another one there.”

			 The effect that this reponse must have had on the people present in court in those days before the so-called sexual revolution, is incalculable, when it has the power to appal this reader in the relatively sophisticated 21st century, more than four decades later.

			The last sentence of the written statement, however, strikes something of a false note. According to her statement made to the police, the young girl had said, “Prior to that night I had never had sexual intercourse with a male person.” 

			It is not the statement itself which bothers me, but the terms in which it is couched. “Prior”, “sexual intercourse” and “a male person” all seem to me to be the sort of language a policeman would use. It is not the expression of a fourteen-year-old, yet this is supposed to be her personal statement of the events of that night. There are other examples, too, such as the statement of her date of birth, where she is recorded as saying, “I celebrated my birthday on the 12th March, 1963.” 

			When the Public Defender asked the complainant about the hours between leaving Brisbane for the Gold Coast and then meeting the four defendants around midnight, he seems to be muddled. He asked what time they left home and was told “We left Brisbane at half past twelve in the afternoon.”

			“You didn’t arrive until half past seven,” he said.

			The complainant replied, “We were going to stop with another girl. Her grandmother had had a fight with her mother.”

			“The lawyer asked how long the girls were there, to be told “till seven o’clock.”

			“What did you do then?” he persisted.

			“We walked to the esplanade,” the complainant said.

			It is here that the Public Defender seemed to switch to questions about the four defendants, a Volkswagon and a Zephyr car, when these elements of the story do not appear until later in the narrative, around midnight, and in Coolangatta, in the transcripts from the Supreme Court. The esplanade the complainant was referring to would have been in Southport. The Public Defender does not question the witness about those hours when the two girls left the house at Southport and arrived back in Coolangatta. He does not ask about the four and a half hours they spent driving around. But it is easy to see why he was confused. No one has yet established who drove the girls down to the Gold Coast or who had picked them up at Southport and driven them around on a sight-seeing tour before dropping them off at the camp site near the skating rink at Coolangatta.

			But referring to when the girls got into the blue and white Zephyr at Cooloongatta with the five boys, the Public Defender said, “There was talk about ages of sixteen and seventeen.”

			The complainant replied, “I said I was sixteen.”

			The police statement of the elder girl, who was with the complainant on the night in question, was also read out in the Children’s Court. In it she had stated “I was not interfered with that night in any way.” However after Kingy had had sex with her younger friend, he had apparently asked her what may have seemed a strange question, which I quote here from the statement. 

			He said to me “Have you had a maiden?” I said “What are you talking about?” He said “have you done something wrong?” I said “Yes.” He asked me if I had bled. I had not in fact mucked up on that night or any other night. I don’t know why I told him that.

			In their statements to the Children’s Court, the girls said they had agreed to go with the boys, because they had another girlfriend who was going to Cabarita with her boyfriend, and thought that they might meet them there. The younger girl got into the front seat with “Kingy” and the driver, “Pedro”. The other girl got into the back seat with Poss, the sleeping Mook and “Rosco”.

			The car broke down at the tick gates and all except Mook, who was still fast asleep, got out and pushed it to start it again. Then the driver turned into the road to Fingal. Near a quarry, the driver stopped the car and all the boys drank some more beer.

			Then Kingy suggested to the younger girl that they “have a nooky”. She said in her statement that she did not want to have sexual intercourse with him and told him so. She said he responded by getting angry, swearing and offering threats, and her friend got out of the car, crying and saying she was sick. (Though later, in the Supreme Court, the elder girl claimed that she had gotten out of the crowded car because of the cigarette and alcohol fumes - for some fresh air.) The complainant said that she was frightened and told Kingy that she was only fourteen. According to her, Kingy said, “I don’t fucking well care how old you are. If you come up and do it we won’t touch her.” But she also said that she wasn’t sure who actually made this last statement, Kingy or Poss.

			She then claimed that Kingy took her a short distance from the car and had sex with her. When he had finished, Poss came up and had sex with her, then the driver of the car had sex with her, then Rosco, who, she claimed, asked her to move away from the place where she had been having sexual intercourse with the other boys, to another, more private place. She agreed to do this and moved a further distance away. When he had finished, Poss had sex with her again, followed by Pedro, again. She then stated that Poss wanted to have sex a third time, but the driver of the car had said something like, “No. You have had a pretty good go. We have got to get her back.” So they walked back to the car, Pedro in front and Poss with his arm around the complainant.

			When the girls got back to the camping site, the elder girl’s brother was not there, they claimed, so they woke his mate. He took them to the Coolangatta Police Station and police then took the younger girl to a doctor’s surgery where she was examined. The doctor was the Government Medical Officer for Tweed Heads.

			Later, when the complainant was being cross-examined, she denied that boys from another car, a Volkswagen, had asked her and her friend before they got into Pedro’s Zephyr, to get into their car with them at Coolangatta. However, she did admit that the boys being charged were told that she was sixteen when she got into their car. The elder girl, the complainant said, had told the boys that she was sixteen and that she, herself, was seventeen. The younger girl had not denied this claim, she had said, in the presence of the boys.

			In her statement, the elder girl seemed confused about whether her friend had had sexual intercourse with the boys under duress. She said threats were made, but she thought they came from Poss, not Kingy. However, later, when being cross-examined, she was asked the question: “As far as you were concerned you thought she was willing” and she had replied to this, “Yes, I suppose so.”

			She stated that she saw the younger girl coming back to the car with Poss’s arm around her waist and that she was not making any protest. Nor did she give the appearance of being upset. On the return trip to the camping ground, the elder girl said that she herself had sat in the front seat of the car, on Poss’s lap. 

			Here is the evidence gleaned from the trial transcripts between Regina and Poss and Kingy in the Supreme Court in Lismore in September, 1964. 

			Two girls, one aged 16 and the other 14, were driven from Brisbane to the Gold Coast on Saturday, 28 December, 1963. At Fingal, the younger was ravished and carnally known by four strangers. The Crown Prosecutor had opened the proceedings of the court on the first day of Poss’s and Kingy’s trial, by asking the complainant her name and age. He then asked her who she had come down to Coolangatta from Brisbane with, in the car. 

			The complainant replied: “My girl friend, _______, and her - some of her friends dropped us off.” 

			The Prosecutor asked her if she was going to the camping reserve at Coolangatta. She replied that they were going to stay with her girlfriend’s brother at the reserve, but that he was not there.

			The Prosecutor then said, “Well then, you came down with friends, did you not?”

			The complainant replied, “With _____.” (indicating the other girl.) “We were going to stay at a friend’s place in Southport but we had to go because they had to leave and they could not take us with them, so we had to go down to ____’s brother.

			The Prosecutor then apparently switched back to the campsite, leaving out the intervening four to eight hours. He asked, “When you found _____’s brother was not at home what did you do then?”

			The complainant replied, “We decided we would go for a walk around … ”

			“Around Coolangatta?” The Prosecutor completed the sentence for her.He then asked her, “What happened when you got just opposite the picture show?”

			The complainant replied, “One boy spoke to _____. She went back and spoke to him and there were a few of them came up and they were talking to her and I was standing just back. Then one of the boys came up and spoke to me and then we walked back down to _____, and we were talking there for a while.”

			A few questions later, the Prosecutor asked the complainant if she recognised anybody in the courtroom who initially got into the car with her and her girlfriend. 

			She said, “Those two,” pointing out Poss and Kingy.

			The Prosecutor established that Kingy sat in the front seat of the car and Poss in the back, then said, “First of all, did he or the other man say anything about where you were going?”

			The complainant replied, “First of all two others came.” This would have been Pedro - the driver - and Rosco, and seems to imply that Poss missed the fight outside the picture show. It lends some credence to the other boys’ police statements, that they had been in the fight rather than Poss, not picking up the two girls,. However, the little I have since learned of Rosco and Pedro, does not indicate that either was as enthusiastic a brawler as Poss.

			It was not until the cross-examination of the complainant that the court learned that the driver of the car from Brisbane to Southport was the elder girl’s brother. The lawyer representing Kingy established that the friend whose grandmother lived at Southport was an eighteen-year-old, and that all three girls had been driven down to Southport by the brother of the complainant’s friend. Until this moment, the complainant had not indicated who had driven them from Brisbane to the Gold Coast.

			Kingy’s lawyer asked “You got a lift down to Coolangatta with someone, didn’t you?” The complainant replied, “Yes.”

			“Hitchhiking, was it?”

			“No.”

			“Who gave you the lift?”

			“_________’s friends.”

			“Where did you meet them?”

			“They came up to J____’s place.” (J____ was the eighteen-year-old friend.)

			“Boys or girls?”

			“Boy.”

			“What sort of car did he have?”

			“I don’t know the name of it, little car.”

			“There was no accommodation for you at Southport?”

			“No”

			“You decided to go to the camping ground where the two boys were spending the weekend?”

			“Spending it with some other – one of their mate’s mothers. One of their mate’s mothers.”

			“And they were staying in a caravan?”

			“Yes.”

			“At the camping ground, were they?”

			“Yes.”

			“That is, _____’s brother and his best mate were staying in the camping ground?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you went there, I take it, because there was no accommodation for you at Southport, to stay at the camping-ground with _____’s brother and his mate?”

			“Yes we were going to sleep in the car.”

			“In the car that was driven down there?”

			“Yes.”

			“By?”

			“By her brother.”

			“By _____’s brother. What time did you leave Southport?”

			“About half past seven, quarter to eight.” “You had been waiting hoping to get a lift to Coolangatta for a while, had you, because there was no accommodation at Grandma’s place at Southport?”

			“No. We knew they were coming up to see _____ (the 16-year-old girl) so we thought that they could give us a lift down to Coolangatta when they came up.”

			“Or if they came up that night?”

			“We were petty sure they were coming up.”

			“That is, the brother who had just driven down that afternoon to Coolangatta and had dropped you at Southport?”

			“Yes.”

			“You ran into one of _____’s mates who had a little car. Whereabouts in Southport did you meet him?”

			“Just down from the shopping centre.”

			A little later in the trial, it was established during cross-examination, that there were, in fact, two boys in the car. And before being taken to Coolangatta, the girls were taken by the two boys on a tour of the coast and Razorback, the mountain at the back of Tweed Heads. In the complainant’s own words they were taken: “All around the different towns, beaches, because it was the first time I had been down the Coast.”

			Then they were dropped off at the campsite, between a half and a quarter of an hour before midnight. However when they got back to the camping site, the complainant had said that she would like to go for a walk around the township. 

			As the charge of rape is indeed a very serious one, it surprises me reading this again that the girls’ whereabouts between the time they arrived at Southport and in the hours before they arrived at the Coolangatta campsite were not checked. The driver of the car in which they traveled down to Coolangatta did not have to give an account of his movements at the trial, nor did the eighteen-year-old friend nor the grandmother at whose home the girls said they were originally going to be staying that Saturday night. The two boys who had picked them up at Southport were never identified and therefore also not asked to give an account of the approximately four hours that they had spent with the two girls. 

			In 1963, few, if any, shops would have been open at 7.30pm, as there was no weekend trading after noon on Saturdays. (There were also, of course, no mobile phones to call for help if one were stranded.) 

			On further cross-examination, the younger girl was asked if she knew the two boys who picked them up from Southport shops. She said that she did, that they were friends of the other girl. When asked if there had been any “friendliness” between the boys and the girls in the four-hour tour of the coast, the complainant said that there was some love-making going on with her friend and one of the boys. In later transcripts, the court recorder wrote that when the lawyer representing one of the other defendants asked about this trip around the coast and the identity of the two boys, the “witness appeared distressed”. At this point, the Crown Prosecutor suggested the witness be examined by the Public Medical Officer, the same man who had examined her after her ordeal in December 1963. She had said, however, that she would prefer to continue to give her evidence. The line of questioning before her distress was observed, was not continued.

			When Kingy’s lawyer asked her the names of the two friends in the car two days before this, the younger girl said she did not know them - that she knew them at the time but had now forgotten them. Apparently the court did not think the identity of these boys was important, for when the other girl was being questioned about the night of the alleged rape, she was not asked to identify the two boys the complainant had described as “two of her friends.” Neither the Prosecutor nor the other lawyers asked the elder girl the identity of these friends during the trial of Poss and Kingy. Not being identified, they could not be called to the witness stand.

			What if the boys who met the girls at Southport were the same two boys who originally drove them down to Coolangatta from Brisbane, as seemed to be the case in the account from the Children’s Court? The driver of the car then, was the elder girl’s brother. 

			When the complainant said that there had been love-making between the elder girl and her boyfriend, the degree of love-making was not investigated. Nor was the younger girl asked how she felt about this. Could the younger girl have been pressured into similar activity with the elder girl’s brother? What if the younger girl had lost her virginity in the hours before she had met the five boys in the Zephyr car at Coolangatta? What if the elder girl was then worried that her brother might be charged with carnal knowledge and had even suggested that the younger girl find someone else to implicate? This incident had occurred in the days before DNA evidence could give an indication of who had had sexual intercourse with whom. What if the younger girl also feared that she was pregnant? How would she explain her predicament to her family and friends? And if there were other boys somewhere in the streets of Coolangatta, drunk, and open to the suggestion that someone was willing to have sex with them, could this be sufficient motivation for the two girls to get into the car with them around midnight? 

			According to my friends who lived in Brisbane at the time, Coolangatta was a notorious pick-up place for both boys and girls in the early sixties. If the boys on trial were rapists rather than just silly kids “playing up” as Poss had described them, why did the elder girl escape the fate of the younger? Why would the girls be delivered back to the campsite at Coolangatta and the possible ire of at least one male friend or relative if they did not believe that the younger girl was a willing participant in the events of the night? Why would they take the chance of being identified by the hitchhikers they picked up on the journey back, or the officials at the tick gates where they stopped on their way down to NSW and on their return to Queensland, if they had knowingly committed rape or even the less serious charge of carnal knowledge?

			During the trial, the complainant was asked if she was wearing make-up at the time of the alleged rape. She said she was not. However, during cross-examination in the court the very next day, the same girl admitted to always wearing make-up when she went out. She also agreed that her hair had been dyed and was swept off her face, in an older, more sophisticated style than was usually worn by 14-year-olds, on the night of the alleged rape. Though the physical appearance of a rape victim has historically been emphasised in courts of law, presuming some females to be sexually provocative and therefore “asking for” sexual assault, it would be fair to say that a fourteen-year-old girl who had dyed her hair and was wearing make-up, could look older than her fourteen years. Therefore the girls’ initial claim that the complainant was sixteen, may have allayed the boys’ suspicions that she was younger.

			At the camp site, after they had stowed their gear in the car belonging to the elder girl’s brother, they went for a walk in the township. The Prosecutor suggested that there were some boys with a Volkswagon who offered to take the girls for a drive and that one of the girls had said, “I wouldn’t go in a pregnant roller skate.” This was denied by the complainant who did, however, remember someone asking them if they would like to go “for a drive in my Zephyr” to which the girls agreed. In this car there was a boy heavily asleep in the back seat. The girls got into the car after chatting a while with the boys. By the time they left Coolangatta, there were five boys in the car counting the sleeping Mook.

			They discussed where they were going to go and the elder girl suggested that they go to Cabarita where she had another friend who might be down there with her boyfriend. Cabarita is south of the Queensland border. During the sixties many young Queenslanders drove down to Cabarita, as there was a dance held there on Saturday nights and alcohol was more accessible. The legal drinking age in NSW was 18. Even though Poss had been regularly drinking beer at Nundah since he had been released from Westbrook, the drinking laws in Queensland were stricter than those south of the border. In 1963 it was illegal to serve anyone under 21 a beer in a Queensland hotel. It wasn’t until 18 February 1974, that the legal drinking age in Queensland was lowered to 18. When I asked my friends who had been to Cabarita in the early sixties, if the dance held there would have continued after midnight into the small hours of the morning, I was told definitely not. The younger girl had made the point that she had never been south of the Queensland-NSW border before, so she did not know Cabarita. But the elder girl seemed to know where it was when she described the direction the boys had taken them before turning off the Highway and then following the road to Fingal, and admitted she did not make any objection to this change in plans. But leaving Coolangatta around midnight for Cabarita on the off-chance of finding a friend there, seems hard to understand when by the time they would have arrived there, the dance would have been long finished and the pub closed.

			The complainant admitted that she did not struggle with Kingy or the other boys when they stopped the car at Fingal, and did not call out to other people in the area which was a popular parking place for girls and boys, where other people were walking around on the night of the incident. (It was reported that one group of people had even walked past them and said, “We know what you’re up to.”) The reason the complainant gave for this was that she was afraid that if she did resist the boys, they might rape the elder girl. 

			But she did not inform the attendant on the tick gates of her plight. The car would have had to stop at the tick gates and this would have been an opportunity for the girl to have told the officer there that she had been raped. Furthermore, on the way back to the campsite where the girls had asked to be set down, the driver stopped to pick up hitchhikers. The hitchhikers sat in the front seat and were taken all the way back to Tweed Heads-Coolangatta. They were let out of the car about fifty yards from a police station where they could have informed police of an assault. 

			The Government Medical Officer claimed that when he examined the younger girl, he found two holes in her hymen. I wondered if any of her hymen would have been intact after at least six penetrations. I asked several nurses and a doctor if this could be the case. All said that the probability of there being any hymen in evidence after a single incidence of sexual intercourse was very low. After six penetrations, they all said, it would be very unusual that there could be enough hymen left to detect two puncture holes in it. 

			This statement by the Government Medical Officer raises many doubts about the case. Did he actually examine the girl? Was the jury being misled by this so-called scientific or expert evidence? 

			The more I delved into what was actually said at the trial, and indeed not said, never revealed, such as the identities of the two boys who drove the girls around the Gold Coast for about four hours, the more I began to see a possibility that Poss and his mate Kingy may have been set up; that they, in fact, were also victims of the events of December 28 and 29, 1963.

			But, appearances can no doubt be deceiving. Perhaps the two boys not identified by the court, did meet the girls purely by chance near the Southport shops, and the four-hour drive around the coast was innocent and relatively uneventful. Perhaps the girls truly intended to meet their friend at Cabarita and had accepted the lift there, at midnight, in the Zephyr with five strangers who had been openly drinking alcohol, to do so. Maybe the younger girl was attracted to Kingy, but felt so vulnerable in the bush at Fingal that she went along with his suggestion to have sex with him and the others, too. Maybe there had been some peer pressure from her older girlfriends to lose her virginity. (I can remember a girl in one of my High School classes being taunted for weeks by other classmates for being “a stupid little virgin”, when they had discovered that a popular boy had taken her home from the school dance.)

			Helen Garner, in examining a case of sexual harassment in her book, The First Stone, refers to “the mysterious passivity that can incapacitate a woman at a moment of unexpected, unwanted sexual pressure.” Most women can relate to this, I believe. Perhaps it is the fear of violence which may occur when a vulnerable woman says “no” to a sexual advance. Perhaps it is something much deeper, conditioning perhaps, which makes women go along with something about which they’re not convinced is in their best interests. Maybe the younger girl did feel threatened, or felt the safety of her friend was at stake, and, as she stated in court, this is why she agreed to have sex with four strangers. Maybe what started out as an innocent flirtation with one boy from the group, became a case of peer pressure when this boy “put the hard word” on the young girl to extend her sexual favours to his friends as well, and she complied because she wanted his approval.

			But the real difficulty with this unpleasant story is what happened nine months after that night in December, 1963. Why was there a rape charge and conviction for two of the boys when the other two boys who were there at the scene and involved in the same abuse of the girl, completely escaped responsibility for their actions? And why the distinction in the courtroom? Why were two boys tried for rape when the other two were tried for carnal knowledge? Was it simply the fact that the two on the more serious charge had not been able to get legal representation straight after being charged by the police, and had spent weeks (in Kingy’s case) and months (in Poss’s) in a northern NSW lockup? The other two boys had apparently been able to access legal representation as soon as the charges were laid. Was this the reason why there were two trials? (Actually I am shocked to discover on this latest reading of the transcripts that on Kingy’s deposition for January 3, 1964, the offence cited is not rape, but carnal knowledge, but by September, 1964, the charge had apparently been upgraded to rape. How and when did this occur?) 

			About a week after he came out of hospital, I wrote on behalf of Poss to the Criminal Registry in NSW to see all the transcripts of the trials, that is, all the transcripts relating to the other boys’ trial as well, in an effort to understand why there were two totally different verdicts for what was originally the same charge. Why two boys who were at the same crime scene and involved in the same criminal activity, were considered innocent of any wrongdoing, while the other two were deemed rapists? As Poss has not had a direct reply to this letter, (though Robert Bax, his family lawyer, has been contacted) I imagine that only the people involved in this court action would be allowed to see the other transcripts. Poss may even now be denied an insight into the court decisions that have affected the rest of his life. Even so, the transcripts which Poss does have, are very interesting.

			In a court case which lasts for days where much evidence is laid before a jury, it is easy to understand how informative comments and important testimony can be overlooked. Perhaps it is unfair to examine court transcripts retrospectively without 

			observing the body language which accompanies the statements made from the dock, at a remove from the high human drama of the courtroom which sets out to portray and understand events which could be of a criminal nature. And we have to factor in the passage of time which can also seem to change the interpretation and significance of these events. This being so, the following evidence has disturbed me each time I read the transcripts.

			In the cross-examination of the elder girl’s testimony, Kingy’s lawyer asked her to remember what she had previously said to the following question: “Even though the boys were utter strangers did you have any compunction, fear, about going away with them?”

			She had answered “No.” He continued questioning her. “In other words you were a willing pickup? and you answered ‘If you call it that’.” The girl agreed that she had said this.

			He then asked her if either of the girls had objected when Pedro, the driver, had taken the road to Fingal, rather than continue to Cabarita, and was told that neither had.

			He checked once more that she herself had not been molested in any way by any of the boys in the Zephyr and was told that this was correct.

			She admitted too, that the younger girl had never cried out for help when it had been established that there were other people at Fingal who may have come to their aid, and that she did not give the appearance of being upset after having had sexual intercourse with the boys, that in fact she had seemed to be a willing participant.

			Towards the end of his cross-examination, Kingy’s lawyer made a statement which was really a question. “As soon as you were alone with _______ (the complainant), the first time you were alone with ______ (the complainant) after you had got into the car, when you got out she said to you, without you asking anything, ‘They have done it’.”

			The elder girl had answered “Yes.”

			As something of an amateur linguist, the word choices which appear in the transcripts, especially those in the police statements, are of particular interest to me.

			For instance, in the Children’s Court, it was claimed the elder of the girls said “We all got into the car and proceeded back in the direction of Coolangatta. Along the road the vehicle stopped for the purpose of picking up two hitchhikers. They were seated in the front…We proceeded back to Coolangatta.”

			What sixteen-year-old, I wonder, uses the verbs, “proceeded” and “were seated”; refers to a car as “the vehicle” and trots out the far more formal expressions “in the direction of” and “for the purpose of” instead of using just good old “to”?

			I checked my reactions with a professional linguist, Dr Linda Gerot, who agreed.

			The boys’ police statements seem to me very similar. They all contain violent, obscene language which would, I believe, be more likely to belong to the vocabulary of a much older and more cynical person. The four boys were aged from 16 to 18. Two of them, Poss and the driver of the car, were minors themselves on 28 December 1963. Several expressions stand out. They seem especially incongruous to me as they were supposedly coming from young boys accused of a serious crime. An example is the expression “knocked off” for “having sex with”. I wondered if this word choice belonged to the policeman who took the boys’ statements, Detective Jack Gordon Winter. According to Detective Winter, when the police arrested Pedro, who was the youngest boy, he said “We picked the girls up at Coolangatta and drove them to Fingal where I knocked one of them off.” I believe that such word choices would certainly have shocked a jury, maybe even helping to create bias against the defendants.

			The same policeman said that when he had arrested Rosco he had asked him if he had raped the younger girl. The statements claim that Rosco had said “Yes. I knocked her off a couple of times. But she didn’t put on much of an act with me.” They then add that Kingy and Poss had “frightened Christ out of her and she was too scared to say no.”

			This statement contradicts the younger girl’s and Rosco’s statement later in court that he had had sex with the girl just once; it also appears to emphasise the fact that the blame should be laid on Kingy and Poss - which seems to be a recurring theme of the trial. All the boys’ accounts in court were very much at variance with the statements Detective Winter claimed to have taken from them when they were first arrested. 

			During the trial, Detective Winter was asked if he copied sections of these records into what was presented in court as the boys’ police statements. He denied this. Yet even though the four boys were not questioned at the same time, all seemed to make the same word choices when describing the sexual act. 

			Poss had told me that when he was being interviewed by the policeman, Winter had told him what had happened. He said that the detective had spread the other boys’ reports in front of him on the table then dictated what had happened on the night of 28 December and in the early hours of 29 December, to the other police officer, Constable Costigan, who was typing it.

			Poss was then told to sign the record of interview, in which he claimed there were large gaps down the page. Barely able to read then, Poss said that he did sign the 

			document, simply to get out of the interview room. He believes that the gaps were filled in by police officer Winter, at a later time.

			When Kingy described to the court what had happened when he was taken into police custody and interrogated, he said that he was put into a room where the blind was pulled down and the door was closed. Winter later denied this sequence of events in court, saying there was no need to pull down blinds or shut doors because no one would have interrupted them.

			During a cross-examination of the police evidence, Detective Winter was asked if he personally wrote anything down which was subsequently offered to one of the accused to sign as a correct record of interview. He said that he did. He was asked if the accused boy signed the statement. The policeman replied again that he did. He was then asked if the statement was in shorthand. Winters replied that it was. Literacy issues notwithstanding in Poss’s case, unless this boy could read and understand the policeman’s shorthand, he would have had no knowledge of what had actually been written on his own behalf and persuaded to sign as an accurate record of interview.

			The following is allegedly part of Rosco’s statement. He was asked “Did the girl tell you she was a virgin and she was only fourteen years of age.” He said, “She looked young but I did not know she was a virgin. I had had a few drinks and I wanted to get my end in right or wrong.”

			Again in Rosco’s statement, he reiterates what the other boys had apparently said happened, but in much more violent language. This seems to contradict the elder girl’s testimony, which implied that Rosco was the most caring and considerate of the group. (According to her, he was the one who sat in the car with her when the other boys were with the other girl and said he would not let them have sex with her.) But the violent language used in his police statement, if it actually came from the defendant Rosco, would rule out any kindness and consideration shown to this girl or indeed to any other.

			According to Winter, when asked if he raped the girl, Rosco allegedly replied:

			No I didn’t rape her. But I rooted her. She did (sic) put on much of an act with me.” He then blamed Kingy “who raped her in the first place. He was standing over her and I heard him say if you don’t get out of the fucking car I will pull you out. He dragged her out of the car and took her up towards the bushes. She was struggling and screaming out but I did not hear her exact words. But I knew she did not want to go with him. I then flaked out in the car and when I woke up the other girl _______ she was down mumbling and trembling and she appeared to me as if she was saying her prayers. One of the other chaps came back and said they were dicking the other girl up in the bushes. I went up and I saw Pedro and Possum root her. When they finished I got on and rooted her. She struggled a bit and said she didn’t want it it was hurting her but I managed to get into her box alright.

			The policeman had then said “Did you know that this girl was only fourteen years of age and that she was a virgin?” and claimed that Rosco replied, “She was no virgin when I got to her. The others had made sure of that.”

			Asked if Rosco had used a contraceptive sheath, the teenager allegedly said, “I used nothing. And I ended up giving her the lot.” This also seems a strange comment for someone accused of a rape to make. It actually appears as if he were bragging. When the younger girl herself said that she decided to have sex with the other boys to protect her friend, and therefore did not struggle or call out, it seems that the above statement was a figment of the policeman’s imagination, because according to this account by the complainant herself, no struggling or screaming actually occurred.

			When Poss was picked up by police, it was at Chinderah, where he was hiding-out at a friend’s place. The police had acted on information given to them by Dulcie Ide as to the whereabouts of her son. Poss was asked by the same policeman whether or not he raped the young girl. According to Winter, he had replied, “I suppose I did. I rooted her. He then claims Kingy “raped her in the first place.” Poss denies saying any of this.

			When Kingy was interviewed by Winter, the latter claimed that the former had not only admitted the rape, but said that the girl had put up a fight. “She scratched my face but I ended up fucking her alright.” This is the first time this bit of evidence, that is, the scratched face, is introduced, and it is only mentioned once more. Why, when 

			scratches would be quite visible, easily photographed (as in other evidence such as the girl’s clothing) was this evidence not investigated in court? The answer to this is that 

			everybody else, including the girl herself, said that she did not struggle. The reason she gave was that she was afraid for the welfare of the other girl. Yet in the police reports, there were not only threats made, but descriptions of the girl struggling. And when the Public Defender asked the other policeman present when Detective Winter was interviewing the defendants, did he see evidence at the time, of scratches on Kingy’s face, this man had simply replied, “No”.

			This policeman was Constable Brian John Costigan, the same officer who had typed out the statements dictated to him by Sergeant Winter, but who had appeared to Poss a much more compassionate human being than his colleague. It is quite probable that his refusal to back up Winter’s statement in court about the scratched face, may have cost him dearly in his career. 

			Poss says it was also this same Constable Costigan who had come down to the cells in the basement of the court after he and Kingy were convicted and sentenced to ten years with hard labour. 

			According to Poss, this policeman had said, “I’m sorry for the way things have turned out for you, Ray, and I’d like to wish you luck for your Appeal.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 10: Inside

			It is very difficult to gauge the reliability of memory. This is especially so when the events you are trying to recall occurred a long time ago. It is even more especially so when those events are not pleasant and may seem better left buried in the subconscious.

			I have to admit that I have become frustrated with Poss on several occasions when he was telling me his story. He would state something in one interview and seem to contradict it in the next, by getting the time or some other factor wrong. He would then get unhappy when I questioned him more closely about any inconsistencies, shaking his head, grim-faced and hurt-looking. These interviews probably became rather too daunting for him because he preferred to reminisce alone, aloud, and on audio tape when he had got himself in the mood to think and talk about his past. This tended to happen late at night, when he was having trouble sleeping, he told me. Suddenly I was overwhelmed with a dozen or so cassette tapes to transcribe and make sense of. But once again, I found that there were gaps and silences and there were contradictions in these, too. The problem, he told me, was that over the years people had told him to put all that bad stuff out of his head and then along I come and ask him questions to make him remember it all again. (I did not remind him that it was he who had asked me to write his story for him.) 

			I have transcribed a lot of his tapes, interviewed him by telephone and been phoned at odd hours from anywhere on the east coast of Australia, to be told something else that he has just remembered. There have been many face-to-face interviews across my kitchen table or at the pub where he worked, or at various coffee shops across Brisbane. Then I did another long interview with him, going over the story of his time inside again, much to his disgust. With my notes and edited tape transcripts, I think I finally have a more or less cohesive account of what it was like in the NSW Prison system for the time that he spent there. This was from September 1964 until November 1969. 

			“First day, a chap by the name of Jack Atkins, nicknamed “the white Alsatian” (I don’t have to tell you why they called him that, you can read between the lines) king-hit me as I walked through the gate for not sayin’ ‘Sir’. Or maybe it was for talkin’ to Kingy. That’s what they were like. They had to show their superiority over the criminal, not knowin’ or carin’ about the facts regardin’ why he was there or the torments he was sufferin’. The place was pure Hell. In Grafton you couldn’t talk to anyone, you couldn’t mix in with anyone. It was a very cold place. You weren’t allowed anything - you had to beg if you wanted to go to the toilet - and whatever chance they could take to make it hard for you, they took. They certainly did.

			“We went on Appeal there, at Grafton, and we were probably there for about nine months before we were taken to Long Bay Gaol to front our Appeal in Sydney. Those few months in Grafton were every bit as cruel and brutal as Westbrook. I used to watch them blokes in them cages there in Grafton Gaol - Buller Moody, Maxie McDonald, and a few of ‘em (I couldn’t believe it, they were put in cages like monkeys, no privacy until dark, just their shit can and their wire mattress and them.)

			“We were taken by train to Long Bay Gaol in our civilian clothes with a couple of guards. We had our civilian clothes on because we were on Appeal. I’d never been to Sydney before in me life and when I get down there for the first time, it’s to go to Long Bay Gaol!

			“Well it was just a monstrous place. Boggo Road had seemed quite big when I was in there, but Long Bay was like an actual town, with all the different yards, and people hangin’ over the rails, and the hundreds of cells. Bein’ on Appeal we were taken to the front yards.

			“Our Appeal was against the severity of the ten-year sentence. I think it took six months or so to be heard, and everyone was quite confident that we’d be exonerated on the basis that the other two blokes got off. I still had the Public Defender and Kingy was still represented by that bloke he had at the trial.

			“When it came to the day of the Appeals, there were quite a few other people involved as well. We were all rounded up together and the guards come in and called us out of the yards. We had to go up to the office and we were paraded out the front. First we were handcuffed and then they bought the chains out. I just looked in amazement, you know, I couldn’t believe that this was happenin’. We were handcuffed and then we were chained by the feet! There was a shackle put on each leg, with a chain in the middle of it and you were hooked up to the prisoner in front of ya. Like fish caught on a longline.

			“So here we were, about ten of us in a file, handcuffed, chains wrapped around our feet, shufflin’ along. We couldn’t stride out normally, we had to take very short steps. This is how we were taken to Court, chained up in the back of a black mariah.

			“We pulled up outside the Court into a yard and we were paraded out, just like cattle. It was a sight to be seen. You seen it in the movies and you’ve probably read about it in books, but here it was, happenin’ to me at such a young age and very bewildered I was, too. We were marched into the courtyard and placed in retention cells, waiting for the Appeal. Everyone had to wait their turn.

			“I Appealed to the High Court of Australia. There was three judges. When we were goin’ in, they took the leg irons off us but I think they left the handcuffs on…maybe they took ’em off too, I can’t remember. We were put in the dock, Kingy and meself, the Appeal was read out and the three judges sat on the case.

			“Well, even though a lot of people were confident that we’d get off, there was at that time some quite horrific rapes in Sydney, the newspapers were full of them, pack rapes in Liverpool and Bankstown, headlines practically every day. So I knew, deep down, we never had a chance. Which was exactly the way it turned out.

			“The fact that the other two chaps, Pedro and Rosco, got off on the Carnal Knowledge charge was barely looked at. The Appeal on our ten years was immediately squashed. The judges just frowned. ‘Dismissed!’ they said, not even lookin’ at us. We wouldn’t have been in there twenty minutes.

			“Three judges with big wigs on…I said to meself, Have a look at them! They’re quite happy sendin’ a man that’s just a kid, away for ten years.

			“I know I shouldn’t have been involved in all that stuff at Fingal, it was wrong, but I couldn’t understand the position I was in because I’d seen it goin’ on that many times before. And here I was, first time round and this is what I had to be stuck with! If you’d asked the other boys who was there that night, down the track, if they’d ever been involved with something like that before that night, group sex with boys and girls, if they had a shred of decency, they would tell the truth. That’s how it was in them days. They would’ve never thought anything of it. It didn’t seem to be a bad thing at all.

			“Consequently we were taken back to Long Bay Gaol to start our ten years in prison, with hard labour. There was no parole period either. All the other cases in Sydney, them bad Liverpool rapes, for example, mostly they were given a non-parole period. Ten years to be done in seven or five, or whatever. We would probably serve six or seven years, and if we behaved ourselves and done everything they wanted, we’d get what they called “remission”.

			“Well as far as remission goes, I lost all mine in the first twelve months of gaol because I played up that much. I couldn’t accept their decision, you see. I didn’t know where I was comin’ from and I believed that I’d never, ever get out. And Long Bay, that was kind of me new home where I had to adapt to a system which I couldn’t understand.

			“After bein’ through Westbrook and Boggo Road, here I am growin’ up in Long Bay with all the hardened criminals, murderers, pedophiles, anythink you could mention. I was there with the lot of them.

			“We had to be Classified. It was a few months before we were taken up before the Board and in the meantime we done different jobs around the gaol. One job I can recall was in this room where we had to fold lottery tickets. You’d get about a shillin’ a week and you had to fold thousands of them. Well, that nearly drove a man insane! So I was duckin’ and divin’ and tryin’ to beat the system to get out of that area and stay in the yards, sittin’ around, playin’ cards and talkin’ to people and tryin’ to work meself out.

			“While this was goin’ on, I happened to see a lot of the brutality that went on at Long Bay, because I served about nine months there before I was classified to go to Goulburn. While I was in the Bay I found out it was an easy-run sort of place, that is, the warders used to let nature take its course, so to speak. They usually didn’t intervene when blokes went for it. It was nothin’ to see somebody get stabbed, brutally bashed or sexually assaulted there. Those things were just daily occurrences.

			“And anybody who was in there, in the sixties, they’ll back me up. It was uncontrollable because there was that many people comin’ in or goin’ out of Long Bay Gaol. Such an enormous place, it was just like flies goin’ in and out…Men’d do three months, they’d do ten years, or they’d be in and out doin’ a week…There was vagrants, there was every sort of person in that joint. And any person that would turn evidence and would dog on their mates, they were dealt with in a pretty vicious manner in the prison system. They were bashed, iron-barred, they were gang-raped…I’ve seen ten to fifteen blokes gang-rape different prisoners. A lot of these would be made an example of for doggin’. They’d be raped and bashed. Other blokes were sort of harmless people who couldn’t defend themselves. They might have had some girlish characteristics, they might have just been good-lookin’ young kids… they were viciously raped and stood over, mainly for tobaccer, which was the currency of the gaol. It was what made the place tick. If yer had money and tobaccer you could wheel and deal and do what you liked. It was that full-on.

			“A lot of blokes would use the warders, too. Different warders were there to make a quid, wheelin’ and dealin’ with the crims that had position in the gaol, that had the money. And if you didn’t know much about hardcore criminal activity before you went inter gaol, you soon learnt about it mighty quick. On the job trainin’.

			“You had to watch yer back the whole time. There was a bloke called William Macdonald, who was also known as the Mutilator Murderer, in the front yard. He was an army bloke from over in Scotland or England and he got sexually assaulted in the army. He turned into a homicidal maniac. He’d try to grab yer and cut yer dick off. So we made sure we stayed clear of him…” 

			I click the tape recorder off. Something is bothering me. The Mutilator Murderer…The name stirs a hazy memory of something. Was it from my childhood? I do an internet search and discover the following: William MacDonald actually began murdering people in South Brisbane in 1960, when he strangled Amos Hurst, an alcoholic with whom he had been drinking at a pub near the Roma Street Railway station. However his modus operandi changed in Sydney, when Poss was in Westbrook, for here he killed at least four more men, strangled them, but each time cut off their genitals as well. When brought to trial, MacDonald was not considered by the jury to be insane, so was placed in the mainstream prison system. However he was later transferred to the Morriset Home for the Criminally Insane.

			It is the name Morriset that triggers the memory I was having trouble retrieving. For seeing it on the internet, I suddenly recall the grim story I had heard 

			about The Mutilator…When I was growing up in suburban Sydney, a warden who had worked at the Morriset institution for the Criminally Insane married a neighbour of ours. Though I was very young at the time, there was something about this man that bothered me, so I tended to keep my distance from him. I learned years later that he told my father with some amusement, that MacDonald was used as a disciplinary measure at Morriset. If one of the inmates “played up” in the Home for the Criminally Insane, he was put into the same cell with MacDonald. (If this is true, I wonder how many more homicides he might have been responsible for when he was “safely” locked away.)

			I go back to my records of interview and the tape transcriptions. Turning the tape recorder back on, I adjust the volume. Poss’s voice fills the room. 

			“It turned out that Macdonald and that bloke who died in Grafton a couple of years ago…What was his name? Lawson. That painter bloke who used to do all the paintin’ for the churches. They were probably the longest-servin’ prisoners in Australia. They was doin’ Life. The painter bloke, Lennie Lawson, was in gaol for some rapes way back in the fifties and when he was let out, he committed a vicious crime on a sixteen-year-old girl, he raped and murdered her. The next day he took some other schoolgirls hostage at a Private School in Moss Vale. Another kid, a fifteen-year-old, was caught in the crossfire when the police tried to arrest him. She was killed too. He was a bad bit o’ work… a rapist and a murderer: I’m not here to judge people, but he was.

			“I was told this story about another two crims who were in the same gaol with him at the time, I think it was Parramatta. They organized a scam to get out. They told Lawson who was doin’ Life, that there was goin’ to be a church gatherin’ and people were comin’ in to sing songs in some sort of show for the crims. Amongst these church people, they said, was this woman who wanted to have sex with him. Well they gee’d him up and got him half off his head about this woman. Even though he was a bad crim, it was just a ploy. Anyway, some dancers arrive at the gaol to entertain the men and he confronts one of the girls to have sex with her, he thought it was all arranged. So he goes in to see the girl and applies a bit of pressure on her to have sex with him and she refuses and screams out Rape! and these other two crims, who set the whole thing up, rush in and bash him and protect the girl from bein’ raped. They were immediately classed as heroes and subsequently pardoned and released from gaol. But it was nothin’ but a set-up…” Poss pauses and sighs. “The sad thing about this, is that the dancer killed herself six years after the attack.” Poss sighs again. I imagine him rubbing reflectively at his gaol tat.

			“I did six months in Grafton Gaol in 1964. There was no Solitary in there because people were too terrified to make a wrong move or speak out of turn. You were bashed every time you looked sideways in that prison. You could get inter trouble for anything at all, for havin’ a button undone, forgettin’ to have your hat on your head properly, any minor infringement in your cell and they’d just give it to yer. So you just shut your mouth. You wouldn’t say ‘boo’.

			“Anyway, after Long Bay, I was classified to go to Goulburn. I’d never even heard of Goulburn, I didn’t know where it was but was told it was down towards Canberra somewhere. After seeing what I saw in Long Bay, I thought it’d be good to go somewhere else, different scenery, different environment, it might even be a lot better for me. So away I went on me own. Kingy was kept at The Bay because he was that bit older than me. This was me third prison “home” (if you don’t count Boggo Road.) There was Grafton first, then Long Bay, and now I’m headed off to Goulburn.

			“I spent the best part of five and a half years in Goulburn. Durin’ that time I was in Solitary fifteen to twenty times at the least. In them five and a half years, as I said, my remission was completely wiped out. The arrangement they had for prisoners was this: for every day you done in “The Pound”, or Solitary, you would lose seven days’ remission off your sentence. And you would have to do a week in the Front Yard. So a week in The Pound meant seven weeks in the Front Yard. You were subject to a lot of abuse from the warders, and a lot of trumped-up charges. They’d set you up, you’d be found guilty and placed in Solitary where you’d cry yourself to sleep, but you never let anybody else know about it, or they’d have broke your spirit.

			“In the wintertime in Goulburn it’d be freezin’. There was very little sun, just the cold and the westerly winds from the mountains which would just freeze yer. They were horrifyin’ times. I often wonder how many times I thought about committin’ suicide in them places. I’d seen many other prisoners take their own lives, by cuttin’ their wrists, hangin’ themselves, takin’ poison…There are plenty of ways you can get rid of yourself in gaol. Then there were the people who died in their cells in mysterious ways, plenty of them. There were very few Enquiries to look into these deaths. Nobody knew or cared what happened to a prisoner when he died in his cell. An open-and-shut case, and shut very quick! He hung himself or he slit his wrists or he had a heart attack. There was always a quick decision about what happened in a death in a gaol… Never a real Enquiry to find out any reasons why.

			“The Solitary Confinement I did was probably the worst of the time I spent in gaol, but some prisoners were put into Solitary for months, some for years, after they’d killed a screw or somethin’! Some actually stayed in Solitary Confinement until they died! Some had tablets and pills put into ’em to explode their hearts or brains, or were poisoned. And don’t ever think that the warders never got into the cells and hung people - committed murder - because they did. Lookin’ at Grafton and all the other gaols and watchhouses, people did take their own lives. But some were murdered.

			“I’ve been informed that at one stage in Grafton Gaol, warders were given thirty bob, or it might’ve been thirty pounds, if they found a prisoner dead in their cells. That’s virtually givin’ the okay to go in and kill people! Now you’d probably never be able to check this, Cheryl - knowin’ how much you love to check everything - but that’s what I was told.” Again I switch off the tape. There is something I can check.

			Journalist Bernie Matthews, who had served time in NSW and Queensland gaols for armed robbery and prison escapes, makes a similar claim. Though he has not gone so far as to say that wardens killed prisoners for a bounty, he has pointed out that many mysterious deaths have occurred in Australian detention centres. Matthews quotes a 2003 On Line Opinion report that describes how prison murders were made to look like suicide.

			Prison deaths fall into two categories - natural and unnatural death. An unnatural death can be defined as murder, suicide or drug overdose. All deaths by drug overdose and suicide by hanging remain questionable because prison murders can be staged to look like suicides or drug overdoses. The term “unnatural death” is more appropriate than the official version of suicide or drug overdose.

			The “sleeper hold”, which cuts off blood to the brain by exerting pressure on the carotid artery, is a legacy that resulted from practices employed by guards to control unruly children in Queensland juvenile institutions.

			The products of state-run juvenile institutions carried the practice into the adult prison system where it is now used as a weapon for murder - a technique employed to render victims helpless before they are strung up to give the appearance of suicide by hanging.

			I had actually met Bernie Matthews at the launch of “Incorrections: Investigating Prison Release Practice and Policy in Queensland and Its Impact on Community Safety” by Tamara Walsh, at the Parliamentary Annexe in George Street, Brisbane, in late 2004, so am not as skeptical as Poss imagines me to be. I go back to Poss’s taped voice.

			“..See if you can explain the fate of Simmonds who was found dead, hung in his cell. I could never recall anyone in Solitary Confinement in their cells with their belts! He was found hangin’. He was murdered, don’t you worry about that! When Darcy Dugan got out of gaol I think he married Simmonds’s sister and she wrote a book about it. The boilin’ water over Darcy Dugan was the other incident…The guards threw boilin’ water over him and they were exonerated! How could you exonerate them? To think that someone could get boilin’ water and throw it over a prisoner! If you can get away with that, you can get away with anything! That’s why some prisoners became very brutal when they got out… because of what happened to them in gaol.

			“They were very sad times. You’d have your visits, but sometimes you were in Solitary and couldn’t tell anyone where you were. The warder’d be sittin’ there, watchin’ you and listenin’ to everything you’d say. And they’d stop your visit immediately if you told tales out of school, so you’d just have to shut your mouth and say nothin’.

			“You’d get a letter once a week, but you wouldn’t be able to write what you wanted to say in a letter home. They’d just rip it up and throw it away. If someone sent a letter to you, all your mail was opened and read. If they didn’t like what they read - or if they didn’t like you - they’d tear your letters up and throw ’em in the bin. You’d never ever receive them. It was very inhuman. Mark my words, people don’t go to gaol to be rehabilitated, they go to get their minds and bodies destroyed, and not partially, but completely. Forever.

			“Suicide did enter me head many times in Goulburn, but at the last moment, I couldn’t bring meself to do it. It would’ve killed me mother. I just had to hope that one day things would turn around. This eventually did occur when I got involved with the sport, but meanwhile, I just had to get on and do me time. I found it very hard, because I never thought I would ever get out again.

			“They tried to turn me into a carpenter. In the carpentry shop I had no idea what to do. I was put on benches to make things like hat stands and two-drawer tables. I wasn’t made for that kind of work, I couldn’t handle it. But I had to do it because I was ordered to do it. I was also ordered to go to school.

			“Well, I had no idea how to do me schoolin’. I’d be goin’ all right one night and the next I can’t remember a thing! I sat for me Scholarship four times and four times I couldn’t even get past the front page. I used to write ‘c n d’ on me exam paper - cannot do - and just walk out.

			“Famister was the school teacher. He hated me, couldn’t stand one bar of me. All the stress I had in me head wouldn’t let me learn, see. I couldn’t put things in me head and I couldn’t keep anything there that was supposed to be any good for me. There was so much rubbish in there from all the things that had happened, I had no room for the good things.

			“Anyway, the schoolin’ was no good, the carpernters’ shop was a complete failure, and I was locked up that many times for disturbin’ the officers…They’d order me out, and I would just shake me head, go and get me hat, and walk back to me cell. Then they would come and take me down to the front yards. And mark my words, Goulburn was just as cold as Westbrook used to get. The Westerly winds used to come across from the Snowy Mountains. Those winds’d come up over the top of the walls of the gaol and swirl around, and boy, they’d just freeze ya to the bone. It was down below zero a lot of times and you’d be taken out of the Pound, which was also a sort of solitary confinement, and you’d be put in the front yards. You’d put your hands up high on the bars to try to get your fingers warm in the first early mornin’ sun that come across. Try to thaw them out a bit.

			“They took me back to the carpentry shop and put me on a bench on me own there to keep me away from the other blokes. Because everyone I’d worked with there, they got locked up with me also, because we was supposed to work as a team. Anyone that worked with me, was subject to my failures, and they’d get locked up too. So they put me on a bench on me own and then they made me the repairman for around the gaol. That was a good job because I had a bit of freedom, I could walk around a bit.

			“I could wheel and deal and get through the different gates and move around and do a couple of little jobs here and there. Even though I didn’t know what I was doin’, I used to make out that I did. No doubt I used to bugger all the jobs up anyway, but that sort of kept me goin’ and I got around to seein’ different people that way. You could go and have a bet on the horses and you could collect a bit of money, but when I was workin’ in the carpenter’s shop I could never say I had the honour or the pleasure of meetin’ a lot of different criminals. Of course these were the only people you’d ever meet in gaol, and I tell ya, all they ever talked about was what they were gonna do when they got out, the murderers, the rapists and the pedophiles…Same sort of thing as what they were in for. So people who done a fair bit of time had nothin’ to come out to because their heads were full of what other criminals were gonna do when they got out. Nothin’ constructive. Mind you, there are innocent men in gaol, too. I’ve met blokes put away for rape who were set up with prostitutes because they refused to give evidence against certain other criminals. Or they might’ve had heroin planted on them… The coppers would run in and pinch them and the girls’d scream rape, so they never had a chance. I’ve met a few blokes in there that shouldn’t have done a day, set up by police. 

			“I met Neddy Smith in gaol and he didn’t seem such a bad sort of a bloke. Neddy went off the track after he got out and got involved with the police. He worked with Roger Rogerson. That was all publicised, they made a television series out of it…Blue Murder, I think they called it. I wouldn’t have been proud of meself if I’d got out and worked with the police. This all happened in Sydney, though. Sydney was full of that sort of thing.

			“Now Chapo was different. He was a good bloke. Chapo was in for rape. He’d been set up and got about eight years. They tried to force him to work with the police, do this, do that, rob the crims, set ’em up. The police would even set bank jobs up! That was all on… you can’t say it never happened because it did happen, and people knew it. It’s all come out through the different enquiries and in the newspapers and on TV. You’ve got a little bit more access today, where different TV shows look into things, and find out the facts of what happened. A lot of people have come undone, quite a few have been put in gaol from higher places. No names mentioned, but you know who I’m referrin’ to…the police in NSW. We had the same sort of regime operatin’ in Queensland. They all came undone. You tell me how bad the world was back in the 60s! It still happens today but not as bad. There’s still quite a few out there though, that’s gettin’ away with it… Well, Chapo refused to cooperate with the police, and he got done for rape.

			“Anyway, back in Goulburn, one of the first blokes I came across in the carpenters’ shop was the Bega Bomber. I was workin’ on me bench on me own there, and this bloke was workin’ with another young feller. He was quite a good carpenter, the Bega Bomber.

			“Well I was workin’ away and he must have heard that I’d been in Grafton because he come over and had a few words with me, asked me what Grafton was like with the tracs and that. I wondered who the hell I was talkin’ to. He seemed quite sensible and I walked away after I’d had a conversation with him for about twenty minutes. But next thing, I’m lookin’ over at him at the table and he was rubbin’ his hands together and he started goin’ round and round the bench. I thought, Hell, what’s gone wrong with this bloke? He’s gone off his flamin’ rocker!

			“When he was askin’ me about Grafton, he said, ‘Has any of the crims gone back to Grafton to kill any of the screws? You know, the tracs who got abused by ’em so savage?’

			“And I said, ‘No, I can’t recall anything like that, happenin’.’ Well, I never heard of nothin’ like that. They probably weren’t game. 

			“There was some tough people went through Grafton gaol and a lot of sadistic things happened. He must have heard about some of them. Anyway, he said to me, ‘If I ever went to Grafton gaol and if ever I got out, I’d go back and I’d kill the lot of them.’

			“And I thought, Oh yeah. Well that’s just crim talk. You always say that about people, even if you don’t mean it and it never ever happens. Just verbals from a crim.

			“So I just kept doin’ what I had to do and the next thing, he disappears.

			“Then there’s bells goin’ off and whistles blowin’, screws runnin’ in and out through doors and chargin’ into the carpenters’ shop. Then they flew down into the back end of the shop.

			“He got that excited, talkin’ to me about the Grafton set-up, he got that worked up about it, that he went down and set fire to the paper shop! He got metho or kerosene, tipped it all round the place, and threw a match into it. Up she went! Well, they just went in and grabbed him and I never ever seen him again.

			“Anyway, in the conversation I had with him, he told me he’d killed a policeman. And I said, “Oh yeah? What you kill him for?” And he said, ‘I used to go to work of a mornin’ and every time I went to work, I used to get booked by this one copper. Every day I’d run into the same copper and the same copper would book me.’

			“Now I understood this, because I’ve seen it happen. It happened to us as kids. I’ve seen coppers stoppin’ people and just bookin’ ’em on fake charges. Harassment. Anyway, he kept gettin’ booked and he told the copper, he said ‘If you keep bookin’ me, I’m gonna do somethin’ about it, so drop off, or you’ll be dealt with.’ Anyway, the copper took no notice and the next day he booked him again. So this Bega Bomber, he gets a full-sized milk can - they were them big milk cans they used to leave beside the road near the dairy farms - and he filled it up full of gelignite. Well he found out where the policeman lived, put it up underneath the house and must have had some sort of detonatin’ device to go with it. When the policeman, his wife and his kid were there, he set it off, killin’ the three of ’em. And I said to him, ‘Well why would you kill the wife and the kid?’ And he said, ‘Well, his wife wouldn’t have been much good if she was livin’ with him and the kid would have grew up to be equally as bad as his father, so it didn’t matter.’ He didn’t care, which was very sad. I could see where he was comin’ from though, he was sent off his bloody head…

			“Anyway, that was the Bega Bomber. It must’ve happened down in Bega somewhere. I’ve heard of the place. He was taken away that day and I never heard of him since. He might have finished up in Grafton, but I’d say he would’ve finished up in a mental institution because I’ve seen the way he behaved.

			“Anyway, by this time, I’d got myself into a routine where I was wheelin’ and dealin’, bettin’ on horses and football, anything to kill a bit of time in there, keep me brain occupied. And I was beginnin’ to get involved a bit with the sports.

			“I’d seen quite a few people commit suicide in gaol and I was at risk meself. See I was believin’ I was never ever goin’ to get let out. I was always gettin’ locked up in solitary confinement, just for bein’ a failure in the system and not co-operatin’ as much as I should’ve done. I rejected people tryin’ to lower me, so I would stand up for meself. And by doin’ that, I was crucifyin’ all me chances. (All me charges would be on record, they’d have to be on record, they must’ve done somethin’ with ’em.) Many a time in these places, I’d break down and cry, though I never let the screws see me doin’ it, or the other crims. But many a time I’d break down, thinkin’ of me parents, me brothers, me sister…I’d think about them all the time and wonder if I’d ever see them again. Dad made a few trips to Goulburn. It was that stressful! You’d see him comin’ across from the visitin’ rooms and he’d be cryin’ all the way across. I’d sit there for an hour with him and he’d be cryin’ all through it. I’d be cryin’ too. It was one of the most horrifyin’ things…At one stage I told him not to come down any more, because it just took that much out of him. And within twenty-four hours I’d be locked up in solitary confinement because I couldn’t handle it.

			“Me brother Dennis come down to visit me and Ken come down. I had regular letters from me family and a lot of friends wrote to me, but I never received a lot of the mail, mainly because the letters were torn up and burnt. As I said, if the authorities didn’t want you to get letters, they’d tear ’em up and burn ’em. Me brother can tell you that. When he was in Grafton gaol, he was made burn letters for other crims - the ’tracs - they never got any letters at all. When Buller Moody and me brother was in there, they were forced to burn the mail as one of their jobs.

			“When I got out, I’d say to various people, ‘Why didn’t you write to me?’ And they’d say, ‘We wrote to you, but you never wrote back!’ And I’d write letters that never got out, so I was pretty bitter about it all.

			“You’d see people frontin’ up to the parole board. All my remission had been burnt up because I’d been locked up in solitary that many times…So I started to drift into a little bit of sport. I thought to meself, If I don’t get into sport or somethin’, I’m gonna explode.

			“I could commit suicide and just get rid of meself, or get mentally fit and in control of meself so I wouldn’t fall down and lower meself to do somethin’ stupid. I knew what that would have done to me parents and family if I did commit suicide while I was in there!

			“I started playin’ a bit of basketball and a bit of tennis. I also did a bit of runnin’…Well I got the bug and started to compete pretty well in everything…I used to think to meself, Well this is all right! And I had that good job of gettin’ around the gaol, makin’ out I was the gun maintenance man, Mr Fixit. (I couldn’t fix nothin’.) I had a bit of freelance, I could roam around and wheel and deal and do a bit of S.P. and go to the front yards to get the good tobaccer. Because once you had the tobaccer in control you could get money. If you had the money you could buy different things. You had to deal with the screws to get extra things brought in, some screws were makin’ quite a packet out of it. You could send letters through ’em. I’d send letters to me brother and he’d send letters back with money in ’em. Sometimes I received it all, sometimes I received none of it, the screws would help themselves to whatever they wanted. So how low can they be? Workin’ for the government, makin’ a quid - big money. Plus the screws were always runnin’ around, lookin’ for your hideout to see if they could find where you hid yer money or yer tobaccer. That was on all the time. They’d ramp yer cell two or three times a day, strip-search yer every time you went anywhere…

			“Anyway, I got involved with the sport. I was runnin’ and I was playin’ basketball…and I started to enjoy it! So I start trainin’ to get meself really fit, ’cause all we done otherwise was smoke cigarettes and read bloody books! I told meself when I got out I’d never read another book, because that’s all we used to do in there, just read. And of course I was subject to Famister who was in charge of the library as well as the school and who hated me. Any time he wanted to see me sufferin’ he would come into me cell and dog-ear me book. If you dog-eared your book, that is, if you folded the page down, they’d charge you and you’d be put in the Pound, solitary, for that. So I said ‘Bugger the library, no more books for me, I won’t read ever again!’ (I did read quite a few, but. Different ones… Drum, about the South African slaves, I read that and a couple on the wars and different things, but I couldn’t get meself to study for exams or anythink like that.)

			“But anyway, the sport got hold of me.

			“The major race in the prison was the big mile. I said, ‘What’s this about?’ and they said the big race was the four laps of the perimeter around the gaol - four laps to the mile. I said, ‘Oh yair, that’s not a bad run,’ and it was good to get out and go for a big run. It was inside the gaol, next to the big wall. You’d be guarded pretty close and all the guards would be up on the bloody towers. They had a tower on every corner point and screws on the ground also, walkin’ around.

			“Anyway they said, ‘There’s a bloke here who’s unbeatable at the mile.’”

			“Who’s that?’ I asked.

			“And this is how I came in contact with the Kingsgrove Slasher. 

			“And he could run!

			“He used to win the mile race by big margins every time he competed. I used to go in the 440 and the 220 and the hundred yards, but never had attempted the mile. I used to watch him and he annihilated everybody, so one day I went over to meet him.

			“He worked in the Bakers’ shop and his name was Dave Scanlan. I got to know him very well. When I turned 21, he sent me up four or five loaves of fresh brown bread, up to the Carpenters’ shop. Brown bread was a luxury in the gaol. That bread for me birthday was still warm when I got it, because he had just taken out of the oven, so you could squash it right down under yer clothes and when you took it out and laid it on the bench, it soon went back into shape again. With it he sent butter and jam, so I shouted all me mates a feed.

			“I asked Dave what he was in for and he tells me he was the Kingsgrove Slasher.

			“Now I’d heard about the Kingsgrove Slasher. He was the bloke who had all the women terrified in Sydney. I don’t think he hurt people to the point where he killed or maimed anyone, but he used to break into houses and frighten the women. He’d slash their lingerie or their bedclothes…that’s how he got his name. Maybe a couple of women did get nicked on the breasts or somewhere, but I don’t think he ever set out to hurt ’em. See, he liked the police chasin’ him. He was a runner. 

			“What he would do, was go into the houses and terrify the women, someone would ring the police and they’d converge on the area. He’d jump a fence here and there, run through a backyard or two, go round the block, over more fences and he’d be gone. The coppers’d all be runnin’ around, lookin’ for cars or taxis or motorbikes that he’d be makin’ his getaway in, but he was on foot all the time. So he’d outsmart ’em. It was always at night time, he knew where he was goin’ so he’d move from one suburb to the other. The police would converge on one place and he’d be somewhere else. ‘Hullo, he’s struck over ther.’ They’d race over there and bang! They’d get another call and he’d be in another area. They couldn’t work it out.

			“He said to me, ‘I even told my own wife, There’s a maniac out there terrorising the neighbourhood,’ and he even boarded all the winders of his own house up, to protect her!

			“I just couldn’t believe who this person was. If you met him, you’d get the shock of your life, because he was a perfect gentleman. I’ve heard people in the gaol system swearin’ and carryin’ on and goin’ off their heads - threatenin’ people and so on - because of all the stress in there. But Dave never got ruffled and I never heard him use a rude word or say anythin’ bad about anybody. He was just quietly doin’ his time, workin’ in the Bakers’ shop, speakin’ politely to everyone and on Sports Days he’d outrun anybody who’d have a go. He was a thorough gentleman, I tell yer.

			“Don’t know what became of him, how long he done before he got out, or if he committed another offence. I very much doubt it, because he seemed very sane to me, in there. I’d say when he done his time and got out he’d have gone on the straight and narrow path. It’d be good to find out how he finished up, whether he’s still alive or whether he died…I suppose there must have been something wrong with the bloke, wantin’ the police to chase him like that. They didn’t catch him for years though, because they assumed he was in a car and they set up roadblocks everywhere for him. But he was always on foot, he was a fit athlete and he evaded them. Mind you, he must’ve created a lot of terror in the women, but he didn’t set out to hurt ’em, he just liked the police chasin’ him. I really liked Dave. I never knocked around with him that much, but he was a gentleman. He just done his time quietly - he done a lot of years, I think - but he never was no trouble in there to anybody at all.

			“So anyway, I decides I’m gonna have a go at beatin’ him, because nobody had ever got within cooee of him. At that time he was runnin’ a mile within the five minute mark and you only had to break the five minute mark to represent your country in the Olympic Games! So if you could run a mile in under five minutes you were a pretty good runner. Not many people in the world could beat yer in those times…

			“So I trained meself up. I used to go to the cells every day at lunch time and train, and every night, when everybody went to bed, I’d train. I ran up and down the cells, up and down - about eight feet and touch the wall. Bang! I’d do push-ups, anything at all, the sweat just pourin’ off me; and I got meself in good condition and started to run the mile.

			“We used to get pennants from the gaol for winnin’ at Sports Day. We’d compete against some of the other gaols, too. We used to go to Berrima and play basketball, we’d also play table tennis, and we’d run against them. Life in gaol wasn’t too bad once I became involved with the sports…

			“Anyway the big meetin’ day comes up - the Mile Race must have been held somewhere around Christmas - and I said to meself, I’ll have a crack at him today.

			“The big Mile event come up and I took off. I thought, I’m gonna make him go because I’m gonna make him catch me.  So I took off early. Pretty soon I was three-quarters of a lap in front, I was that fast. You see, I’d been trainin’ meself and I was really, really fit. 

			“Anyway, I look round and I couldn’t even see him comin’ round the next bend, so I decide to pull up. I pulled up and had a walk, so they all caught up to me. They went past me too. This was on the last lap. Mind you, I let ’em get past me, and then I took orff, right after ’em. I caught ’em up and there was the long run down the straight, it was probably about 300 yards. Well I just opened up and powered home and won the race. And that was the first time that Dave Scanlan had ever been beaten in the mile. And we run sensational times…We broke the five-minute mile barrier, it was well under five minutes, it might have been 4.48 or something like that. It was an incredible time. Some of the screws were talkin’ about it for ages, you know. I didn’t think it was much of a feat…I could’ve run faster because I stopped and walked for a while, had a look round, let ’em get past me to make things a bit more interestin’, then took orff after ’em. But I enjoyed that. I enjoyed beatin’ the bloke they called The Kingsgrove Slasher…

			“We finished up pretty good pals after that and even though I’ve lost track of Dave since, I’d like to know what become of him… Anyway I made the effort to do what I had to do there, and then I turned around and went into the basketball.

			“Basketball was a pretty excitin’ game in gaol because it was a contact sport. Our game was based on speed and sheer strength. We used to play on cement all the time and it was pretty physical. There was quite a few good players there and we used to compete against some outside teams. They’d bring in a team every now and again and we’d do well against them.

			“My game just started gettin’ better and better as I went along. I started to use me feet and got a bit of finesse about the game, started to learn to shoot pretty well and got quite a few good goals in. So I ended up makin’ basketball me number one sport to keep me head together. A new Superintendent came to Goulburn, his name was Turnbull, and he was a full-on sports bloke. He really wanted the crims to get involved with sport because he came from Berrima and Berrima was a very sports-oriented gaol. 

			“I took it by the throat.

			“The next thing I start hearin’ is that if I keep on goin’ the way I’m goin’ and keep on improvin’, I could finish up on The Farm. That was the prison outside Goulburn gaol. They had a farm out there and you never had walls around you all the time. It was a pretty low-profile gaol. You had a bit more freedom there because you weren’t subject to the cells and yards and things like that. So I got right into the basketball and the next thing is, I’m fronted up to Turnbull and he asks me did I want to play with the basketball team. This meant goin’ and playin’ in the Goulburn Basketball Association competition. I said, ‘Yeah, I’d love to.’ So that’s where I finished up.

			“Well there was a few screws who didn’t like the idea of me bein’ out on The Farm because I had a record inside for playin’ up, but anyway, I got out and I competed.

			“I played in the A Grade Premiership down there - I think we won the B Grade and were put up into the A grade - and we done very well. Me playin’ got to a very high level and I used to score a lot of points for the team. One bloke I competed against was Alan Fitzgibbon. His team came to the gaol and played against us and we split-logged ’em. He was a very good basketball player, he could have even played for Australia, and I was on a par with him. He went on to the Balmain Football Club and played footy for Balmain. And he was quite a good footballer too. He’s got his young feller now playin’ with him for Easts, that’s Alan’s son. He’s a good footballer too.

			“I did so well in basketball that when I got out of Goulburn, Gov’nor Turnbull confronted me. He begged me to ‘just carry on with your basketball. If you do,’ he said, ‘you’ll go to a very high level and you’ll do well in life. You could even be a world champion,’ he reckoned. 

			“Though I kept this in mind, I never carried on with it. I finished up doin’ what Fitzgibbon did, I went to football and started playin’ Rugby League. But all through them years the basketball taught me a lot. It give me good hands. I could do anything with a ball. It gave me fitness, speed, agility, and it helped keep me sane, takin’ me mind off committin’ suicide and some of the horrific things that went on in the gaol. 

			“I didn’t let those blokes who committed suicide prey on me mind so much, now. It used to be pretty grim. You’d come out of your cell of a mornin’ and you’d say ‘Oh, where’s so-and-so?’ And someone would say, ‘Oh, he’s dead. They found him hung in his cell last night.’ Or he’d cut his wrists, or something like that. It was pretty crook.

			“But out on The Farm, I’d referee quite a few games in the town basketball competition. We still used to wheel and deal to keep a bit of money around. If you had money or tobaccer you could always buy a bit of extra food and get a few other benefits.

			“A few of the screws knew we were up to no good doin’ different things, but I used to have a bit of control where I could go into the front yards to get the grouse tobacco instead of the boob weed we usually had which was yucky stuff. In the front yards was the Remand section and for the Appeals and that, where they used to allow yer to buy the good tobaccer, so of course we used to get in there. Well one day the screws got me in the Sports Store. They ramped the place and found I had a big sports bag - one of them big army bags - and I had it chock-a-block full of grouse tobaccer. So I was fronted to the Gov’nor and he had no alternative but to shanghai me back into the gaol. Took me off the Prison Farm out in front of the main gaol and put me back inside.

			“The screws all knew I was comin’ back inside, so they watched every move I made. I was off Amenities, not allowed to eat special food like cakes, or have tobaccer or anything. Anyway I was put back in me cell and went to come out after lunch and the doors just stayed shut.

			“I kicked the doors and cooee’d and yelled out, ‘What the hell’s goin’ on?’

			“One of the screws said, ‘You’re locked up.’

			“I said, ‘What for?’

			“He said, ‘You were found with contraband in your cell so you are off Amenities.’

			“I said, ‘This is lovely!’ I didn’t know anythink about it. Some of me mates got some cake which they put in me cupboard and some tobaccer which they put underneath me pillow. Well, when the screws ramped me cell, they seen all this.

			“So I fronted the Governnor. I said, ‘When I got shanghai’d in here I was taken off Amenities and I didn’t know someone had put that stuff in me cell. I can’t help it if someone else has come inter me cell and put cake and tobaccer in there…’

			“So he says, ‘Fair enough!’ and he let me off. And some of the screws, they weren’t happy about that, they were livid on it, in fact. They said I was a pet of Turnbull’s because of me sportin’ ability.

			“Anyway, I just carried on and after a couple of months he took me back and put me on The Farm. By this time I’m startin’ to excel in the town with the playin’ and refereein’. So then I started to do me sentence a bit easier. I kept out of trouble and went down and played Berrima on Sports Day and this was this other time that I come in contact with an infamous creature in the system. His name was Stephen Leslie Bradley.

			“Bradley was the first child kidnapper in Australia. He kidnapped young Graham Thorne and he killed him. 

			“Bradley was put in Goulburn gaol with us, but under protection. He was put into the surgery where the doctors and nurses were, so he was kept away from everyone. But he seemed to be in control of himself. He used to walk around with cigars, big-noting himself and he was protected, so no one could get at him. You weren’t even allowed to give him a pay, you were kept well away from him. But no one liked him because of the ferocity of the crime he committed on that young kid who was only eight years old. He got Life of course, but it was a very barbaric thing he done.

			“Anyway, when we come back from Berrima after playin’ our sports down there, the screws on the bus was informed by telephone or two-way that Stephen Bradley had died of a massive heart attack in Goulburn gaol. Well, the whole bus actually cheered. Eveybody was that happy to find out that he’d died. And eventually he was buried on Governor’s Hill, which was in Goulburn gaol itself. I don’t think anyone went to his funeral bar the priest. He wasn’t a very liked subject. He’d been put in the same part of the gaol with Roderick, who was also a child killer. He was just another animal that used to get around the gaol. He was on protection too, to the point where you weren’t allowed to touch him, go near him, or whatever. But the screws used to give him freedom. 

			“Roderick and Bradley used to walk around and do what they wanted to do. I used to look at them and wonder why they had the power to do all this. And there were quite a few other lifers there that were in the same boat as them. They had a lot of power in the gaol and I had clashes with quite a few of ’em.

			“I remember playin’ tennis one day and this Roderick just walked out across in front of me. I flew at him and hit him straight in the head with the tennis racket. I said, ‘Don’t you ever walk in front of me! You’re an animal!’ He was tall, about six feet four, he had black hair and he raped and killed a young kid, but the screws never used to give him a hard time at all.

			“Anyway, it all backfired on ’em one night, in the sixties.

			“It was about 1965, I think. I’ll never forget that night. I was up at the winder, talkin’ to one of me mates who was next door to me in the cells. And the next thing I hear gunshots and there was lights flashin’ and there was whistles blowin’. It was an escape!

			“Up at the winder we were lookin’ out to see what was goin’ on. We could see screws runnin’ around down on the ground and the next thing a big spotlight shone up and hit us on the winders and we were told to get down from the winders or we’d be shot.

			“We just give ’em a pay. We didn’t know exactly who the people were involved in the escape, but the next mornin’ we’re informed that it was the three Lifers. Barry Roderick was one of them and there was Claude Ames who killed his wife, and Eric Spalding, who raped and murdered a ten-year-old girl at Muswellbrook. I found out later that Roderick was considered such a dangerous person, his papers were marked ‘never to be released.’

			“But they never used to get their cells touched. The Lifers’ cells were never ramped like ours were ramped, two or three times a week! It was nothin’ for the screws to come inter your cell at three o’clock in the mornin’ and get yous out of bed and stand you up and search yer for anything at all - like excess tobaccer or contraband of any description. We were subject to that at any time, any day or night of the week, but the protected Lifers, they weren’t subjected to any of it. I could never understand why the screws would do this to us and not keep an eye on them. 

			“Anyway, as it was, they tried to escape that night. The cells weren’t even locked up and they were left unattended. They just had to put their hands out and slip the bolts.

			“The screws found out later that one of the walls in one of the cells was hollowed out and there was a home-made crossbow put in there with ropes and different things for the escape. The reckoned they made the crossbow and the other bow and the arrows in the carpentry shop!

			“Well they only got a certain way up the wall, anyway, maybe halfway, and they were caught. But that crossbow, I think you’ll find is in the Museum in Canberra now. 

			“See, one of the screws was shot with it. Blokes said that you had to get your feet on it to pull it back because it was that tight. You had to pull it right back to put the arrow in it. Anyway, the screw that got shot with the arrow was called “Sam Catchem” by us, but his real name was James Barrett. It went in his groin or his thigh, and he wasn’t a very nice screw, either, so he didn’t get any sympathy from me. I thought, that’s what you get for lettin’ those Lifers have the run of the prison. I had a bit of a chuckle to meself over that.

			“That was the Big Escape in the mid-1960s. Roderick was transferred to Maitland Gaol and down the track I heard that he committed suicide there. He shot himself. I don’t know where he got the gun, but it was supposed to be a home-made variety of some description. He was found dead in his cell. I don’t know what happened to the other two Lifers from that escape. They were also moved and I never heard of them again.

			“When I was in Goulburn, I also came in contact with Perce Gallea’s son. Perce was a famous punter who used to own a racehorse called Eskimo Prince. He would often come and visit his son who was in gaol for fraud. Clive. Quite a nice bloke. He finished up bein’ a writer in Sydney, doin’ the Sports column for one of the newspapers. Later on in life he came down to the game when I played football for Parramatta against St George in a trial match at Kogarah Oval. I’d been sent off. He came into the dressing sheds after the game to see how I was doin’, but I wasn’t too happy, so he took off home.

			“When Perce used to come down to visit Clive, he used to have a big Cadillac or a big Fairlane and Eskimo Prince was painted on the back of it. We used to see it when we were out playin’ basketball. You’d see the car pull up with this big horse painted on it. Perce was quite a flamboyant sort of Greek. At the races when Eskimo Prince won, he’d throw money out to the crowd. His son, poor old Clive, done his time pretty hard for a while, but he got through it.

			“It was round 1968 I was transferred from Goulburn Gaol back to Long Bay for about a month, and then from Long Bay to Maitland Gaol where I met Stuart’s mate, James Richard Finch. I knew John Andrew Stuart in Westbrook and later down the track him and Finch were implicated in the Whiskey Au Go-Go fire in Brisbane that killed fifteen people. 

			 “Finch used to play handball in Maitland Gaol. He was very fit. I used to play handball up against the wall with him. I then got transferred to Glenn Innis Prison Farm.

			“When I left there I left him my buy-up. We used to get three buy-ups a year - one at Christmas, one at Easter and one on the Queen’s Birthday. We used to be able to spend about thirty bob a time. You’d get a list of what you could buy and you could order it. So when I got transferred I left him all me buy-up because he was a good sportsman. He seemed quite a sane person to talk to, I found him quite good. But you know, when he got out of there the Whiskey Au Go-Go happened and that was pretty horrific. I heard what I heard about it, but it needs to be investigated further. 

			“Anyway I spent about a month in Maitland, then I was on the long run home. I was sent to the prison farm in Glenn Innis, which was a steppin’ stone to gettin’ out.

			“It was a Low Security place. You had your own cell, you weren’t bolted in of a night time and you could get out and go for a bit of a walk. You weren’t really allowed to, but we did. We would go and trap a few rabbits and cook ‘em, get up and have a bit of a run around. This was another place where the basketball was highly thought of and the Sports Days there were great. We competed against each other at a very high level; at runnin’, cricket, and basketball. I was taken down to Glenn Innis where I used to referee the ladies’ and men’s teams. I was quite well-known then. It seems strange when you think about it that I was allowed to referee the girls’ games when I was put in gaol for rape… so they knew I was no sexual predator. I was branded such a bad person, a rapist, but I never did it again because I never did it in the first place! See, I never have schemed to go and hurt people. We used to go with the sportin’ teams into town with only two screws with us. We could have easily overpowered them, even killed ’em. But we never did it because we didn’t want to hurt anyone. Real sexual predators will do their deeds over and over again and will take any opportunity they can get…” 

			There is a pause as Poss broods on this. His mood has darkened, I can hear the anger in his voice. Then he sighs and shifts his weight in his chair, whose creaking seems to mirror his own protest. Suddenly, without warning, he has clicked the tape recorder off. Then it is switched back on again. I have no way of knowing the time lapse in between, but his voice is once again the resigned, reflective one which has been describing the events he has experienced as though they are the sorry details of some other person’s life. 

			“In 1968 we won all the finals in the B Grade and so we got put up into the A Grade comp and my level of play exploded when I got to Glenn Innis. You see, after playin’ on concrete or dirt or asphalt, we’d go into town for the competition and we’d play indoors on boards. When I hit those boards, I thought that I could fly. We used to base our game on fitness and fast play and we were just too fit and too fast for anyone on the outside.

			“I was at Glenn Innis for fifteen or eighteen months and in the last year, playin’ in the A Grade comp, I was issued a trophy for the most points scored in the A Grade team for the whole league. For the season I averaged something like 38 points, very close to 40 points. It doesn’t matter what sort of people you play, to score that number of points every week, well, the record speaks for itself. If you went back and investigated, you’d see a few games I scored were in the 50s, around 56 points. I played against a couple of Rep sides but I just felt I could fly, I was that fit. They didn’t know what hit ’em! I used to get a bit of a kick out of that. They also used to take me down to referee basketball for the ladies as I think I said yesterday. I used to think that was good, too. Durin’ the day we’d clearfall land for Forestries, usin’ the big chainsaws to chop down the timber. We never got paid much. And there was always a few screws there, too, just lookin’ for an excuse to shanghai you back to Grafton.

			“Anyway me brother come and visited me one day and I said ‘If I don’t get parole very shortly, Dennis, I’m gonna jump the fence. I’ve had enough, I can’t stay here no more.’ See I got knocked back for parole too many times before. The Parole Board never gave me a decision because I never had a non-parole period put on me. And as I said, all me remission was just about gone, so I thought it was a lost cause. By this time I was up to close to me seven years. I’d been in there six and a half, countin’ me time in the watchhouse, and it just seemed to me that I would never ever get out of there. I’d had a few visits from outside people, me brother, of course, and me friends. And I just felt that I had to get out…and if they wouldn’t let me out, I was gunna escape. I knew I’d done most of me time and it’d be a silly thing to do, but I was just gettin’ that way within meself. A lot of blokes inside get like that. You think they’re real stupid, but they just get to the point of no return.

			“I had a word with a young fellow one day who come past me cell. He was in tears and goin’ crazy. I said, ‘What’s wrong, mate?’ Then I said, ‘Who cut your bloody hair?’

			“And he said, ‘Oh, that bloody barber down there…he butchered me hair because I wouldn’t give him any tobaccer to get a decent haircut.’

			“I said, ‘Is that right?’

			“Now, I knew this barber had had an altercation with me own brother in Walcha. So I confronted him straight up. I went down to his cell in the lunch-hour break and I said, ‘So you’re chargin’ the other prisoners to give ’em a decent haircut, now. Gettin’ extra tobaccer off ’em, are ya?’

			“He denied it of course.

			“I said, ‘Yair, well you won’t be denyin’ me!’ And I slipped into him in the cell and give him one hell of a hidin’.

			“Anyway, I knew that the warders got wind of it and the word went round that I was just about to get shanghai’d to Grafton for this blue I had with Steele, the barber. I might as well do a runner, I thought, before they send me there.

			“So I said to me brother, ‘It doesn’t look like I’m gettin’ parole and I could be goin’ back to Grafton, so I think I might jump the fence.’

			“Dennis said, ‘Don’t worry about it too much, just tell me what you want to do and I’ll come out and pick you up.’

			“‘Yair, that’ll be great,’ I said.

			“Well I was in there sort of contemplatin’ what I was gonna do. The thought of gettin’ shanghai’d to Grafton and doin’ another two years was just about makin’ me lose the plot. All me basketball and so on, which had given me such a good reputation, was gunna be wasted. I’m workin’ in the saw mill durin’ the day and I’m gettin’ ready to escape at night, first opportunity.

			“Anyway, out of the blue, Kingy learns that his brother has died.

			“Kingy had also been transferred up to Glenn Innis by now. He was quite a good carpenter and he was pretty quiet, never got into much trouble in gaol, so was considered a model prisoner. His brother was a bit of a wild character. Apparently he choked on his own vomit and died. Bein’ away from him for so long and then gettin’ the news that his brother had died, hit Kingy pretty hard. So they felt obliged to let him out. 

			“And to me amazement, they decided to let me out too, to go home with him on the bus.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 11: A Sportin’ Chance

			“I couldn’t believe it!” Poss looks surprised at the memory. (He’d given me a tape of his sporting career, but as I knew so little about football, I decided to interview him about it again, eyeball to eyeball, to clarify anything I didn’t understand. Or, to put it in his terms, to ask a lot of silly questions.) He scratches at one of his four small tats absently. This one says Sheena, which was inspired by a television series made in the middle fifties in America. It was probably played and replayed at a later date in Australia and I imagine Poss would have picked up at least one of the repeats in gaol.

			“They got all our gear together, put us in the van and took us to Glenn Innis shoppin’ centre there, where we had to get on a bus.

			“We went in and bought a pair of pants each because we’d grown out of our old gear, the clothes we went into prison with, and bought our bus tickets. We had to wait a coupla hours before the bus arrived and then we left Glenn Innis and back to Brisbane. But we were on parole and not allowed to come back into NSW again, unless we got permission.

			“So I was still under the thumb. I had to report on a regular basis, I think it was every week, then every month, then every six months, then…so long…

			“In a coupla months I realised just how bad all the police corruption in Queensland was... I know I harp on the police corruption, Cheryl, but people just don’t realise how bad it was.

			“Anyway, I was on parole and I was very highly strung and I went out with the brother one night and we got into a blue in a nightclub. We got stuck into a few of these blokes in this nightclub and the police arrive and they block the way so we can’t get out. So I says to meself, ‘Here we go again! I’ll get arrested here and I’m in breach of me parole…I’ll be back inside for ten years, at least!’

			“I says to me brother, ‘I’ve got to go. I’ve got to get out of here, because if they arrest me, I’m history.’ And he says, ‘Fair enough.”

			“So I downed the first copper. He’d grabbed me by the shirt, hung on to me, and I rode him right to the bottom of the steps there in the nightclub. He just hung on for dear life, so to speak, so I give it to him. He finished up busted up pretty bad.

			“We took off, me and me brother. We got out of the joint and we took off. I climbed up the scaffolding of one of the skyscrapers they were buildin’ in the city. I said to meself, If they catch me, I’m gonna jump off this bloody skyscraper, ’cause I’m not goin’ back to gaol. Anyway they ran past me and they kept goin’. They never seen me up the scaffoldin’, so I got away. That was a very, very lucky night for me.

			“Me brother, he just put his hands up, when he couldn’t run no more, so the demons got him. He was arrested. He didn’t say who he was or where I was, or whatever. He was charged with assault and it looked like he’d do a bit of time over it.

			“The police knew it wasn’t him that hit the copper, but they charged him with it anyway, and tried to get him gaoled for it. Mellifont represented him. He was found Not Guilty and the demons were pretty filthy on him after that. And on me…” Poss takes a sip of the coffee I made him half an hour ago, not even registering that it is cold. He is distracted by what he wants to tell me. I can see he’s getting excited about something. “Once I was at the Exhibition with me brother and a couple of coppers come up to us and they said that if I was caught with him, Dennis, again, they’d charge me with consortin’. Consortin’ with me own brother! These days they wouldn’t get away with somethin’ like that, but then they could do what they wanted and they did it. They was real low lives…” The Exhibition tale was a story I had heard before and is now out of synch with the rest of his “ saga”. (This word Poss uses a lot to describe his life though he’s just a little over 60 years old.) This incident happened when Poss had just gotten out of Westbrook in 1963, but remembering it has made him furious again. 

			I try to get him on track. “But tell me about your sporting career. You had a few games of football before you went to gaol and again when you got out,” I say. “Things really started to take off for you when you were a free man, didn’t they?”

			His face relaxes and softens. “I suppose I started with the Windsor/Zillmere club, playin’ Australian Rules,” he said. “This was when I got out of Westbrook. Then I played Rugby League at Walcha in northern NSW. Big Poss was workin’ there at the sawmill. So, while I was waitin’ for the court case to come up, I worked with him at the sawmill and played in the Juniors Division Under 18 team.” He drains the dregs of the cold coffee.

			But after a couple of games with the Juniors, his ball-handling skill and his speed were noted and he was promoted to the A-Grade side with the older men. He’d play a game on Sunday morning with the Juniors and then in the A grade team in the afternoon. He made the representative side, The Northern Division. This was when the French toured Australia in 1964, he told me.

			Poss says though he enjoyed the football, there was one big problem for him. A policeman, Sergeant Budge, was in charge of the Walcha Football Club and knowing about the impending court case for the alleged rape, he made life very hard for the boy. Poss also had a girlfriend in Walcha at this time. When the inevitable meet-the-parents time came, Poss decided to tell them about the charge laid against him, in case they should hear about it from someone else. “Well, that was the end of our little friendship,” said Poss wryly.”I didn’t go out with her again after that. 

			“I was very uptight and dirty about everything then,” he said. “I had a few altercations with blokes in town and the police from Armidale was called out. They come up to the sawmill and we had a bit of a confrontation with them. Me brother had a pretty hard time with everything, too. They planted a gun on him once, and he was charged with having a firearm in the house and it didn’t belong to him at all. He did go to court and claim that it was a trumped-up charge… see, that was the way they used to do it. But anyway, I decided to go back to Brisbane. I played another few games of Australian Rules with Windsor-Zillmere, then I was supposed to go and represent the Northern Division at a football carnival in Tamworth before I went to court.

			“So I got out on the road and I hitch-hiked, and I think I got as far as Ipswich, sat on the road there for about an hour and couldn’t get a lift…And Big Poss and me brother Ken - he lived at Armidale - were down there waitin’ to see me play. I didn’t know this and I’m stuck up in Ipswich and I’m thinkin’ to meself, if the next car that comes along doesn’t pull up for me, I might as well go home. Anyway the next car that comes along goes straight past me (and I had me football boots over me bag) so I said, bugger it! and I just walked over to the other side of the road and hitched a lift back to Brisbane. So I never got to Tamworth to represent the Northern Division side. The officials would have been nice and dirty on me, and me brothers were waitin’, but I never turned up and that was the finish of that.

			“The plan was for me to go there for the game, and then later to me brother’s weddin’. Big Poss and Veronica were gettin’ married. This was in 1964, before I went to court. Just in case things didn’t work out, at least I’d be there for the weddin’…

			“It was a good weddin’, we had a great time. But we still managed to have a bit of a blue with a few shearers on the actual night. We were all upstairs and happened to get the Catholic priest drunk, for that was the time the Beatles were so popular and we were havin’ a great time with all the Beatles songs. Anyway, I went downstairs and there were a few shearers there, tryin’ to get free drinks out in the bar, takin’ advantage of the weddin’ party, you see, so I locked horns with them. Big Poss come down and we both got stuck into ’em, fixed them up real good and this was on the night of Veronica’s weddin’. (I always seem to finish up in a bit of drama.) But after we had a good go with the shearers, everything settled down, so we went back inside and had a wonderful night. 

			“So he gets married and I go to court a few months after that. I was sentenced in Lismore and got carted off to Grafton because by then I’d turned eighteen and was an adult. It was the lowest part of me life. I thought it was the end of the world and I’d never come home again. 

			“But then I got involved with the basketball. Eventually, because of the sport, I got released. I come home on parole, end up in the fight in the nightclub, the De Brazil, have an altercation with the police and things aren’t lookin’ too good for me again. So I bolt. Me brother took the rap for that because they couldn’t catch me. He was charged, but he eventually beat it, and that’s about the time I ran into Darcy Goode. 

			“He just come back from New Zealand. I was in Brisbane, duckin’ and divin’, keepin’ out of the way of the police while I was on parole, and I run into Darce up at Nundah. (He was the bloke who had married Estelle Garner but that had all fallen through by then.) He’d just come back from New Guinea and I told him what had been happenin’. He said he was goin’ down south to see a bloke about football - he’d been coachin’ footy in New Guinea - The Hawks - and he told me to pack up me bags, and go with him. And he give me a contract to play football with him, to get me out of the place. This sounded like a good idea to me. I didn’t want to get pinched for the blue with the copper and finish up back in gaol.

			“So I got permission from the Parole Board to go down south to play football. Darcy got me a contract with the Grafton Ghosts. This was in 1970. I get released from prison in late 1969 and had a contract to play football in 1970.

			“I said to Darce, ‘What are ya gunna tell people where I come from?’

			“He said, ‘Don’t worry about it mate, leave it up to me.’

			“In the meantime, he puts me on a plane to Sydney to have a bit of a gallop with Cronulla and to see his mate Gary Tobin, who had coached the Grafton Ghosts the year before. (They run last in the comp, so Gary handed the coachin’ over to Darce and he became the Captain/Coach.)

			“On our way down to Sydney, we’ve hit an airpocket and dropped down alarmingly, and I said to the sheila on the plane, ‘Where’s the parachute?’

			“She said, ‘There’s no parachute, love.’

			“I said, ‘Oh this is lovely…’ I say to Darce, ‘You’ve got to be kiddin’mate!’ I said, ‘Here I am, just got out of gaol, only been out a coupla months, and you put me in an aeroplane! I’m up thousands of feet in the air… and no parachute!’ I couldn’t believe it! I said, ‘Mate, we’re not usin’ the return ticket home, we’ll hire a car and drive back.’

			“We hit a coupla more air pockets…I reckon I nearly had a coronary! And I said to him, ‘We won’t be comin’ back on the plane.’ And we didn’t. We drove back to Grafton.

			“Anyway Gary Tobin told Darce to call in to Grafton Football Club. Which he did. Darce has an interview with Boyd Nattrass, who was the President of the Grafton Ghosts. 

			“Darce got me a clearance from the club in New Guinea where he used to coach the ‘New Guinea Hawks’. They sent a letter from New Guinea sayin’ I’d been playin’ over there with him, that I was a good player and I that could do this and I could do that - all the crap in the world. I said, ‘Mate, you’re gunna get a man shot!’

			“He said, ‘No, no, you’ll be all right, you’ll handle it. I know you’ll go real well if you just get that ball and you tear into ’em.’ So I got a contract to play for the Grafton Ghosts and Darce got the Captain/Coach job. And that was the start of me football career in 1970.

			“Well, you can imagine the anger that had built up in me over the years in gaol…I certainly exploded when I hit the football paddock! I knew I could let a lot of steam off there. I loved to feel the pain and the crunch when I was crashin’ into people. It was great fun. I loved to play hard. I never ever thought I’d be a good football player but I must’ve had some sort of ability with the few things I’d done… I’d always kept meself fit trainin’ in gaol, and injuries would never stop me because I used to get injured and I used to play on. I played for six years with a broken arm! (Well, it was actually a broken wrist - the scaphoid bone. I was in plaster for about six weeks.) That first year I think we went all right, about third or fourth in the comp. They’d run last the year before. 

			“The town was buzzin’. Grafton was a good football town. South Grafton, the other football side across the river, they were goin’ pretty well too. Their Captain/Coach was Viv Hodge, an ex-Newtown front rower. Anyway, when I’d first broken me scaphoid bone, the team was playin’ Casino. I never went to that game, I stayed at home, recoverin’, and when they come back, I met ’em at the RSL club. Darcy wasn’t lookin’ too happy. I said, ‘How’d yers go?’ He said. ‘No good. We just got beaten by the side that’s on the bottom of the competition. You’ll have to get that arm better.’ (He must’ve thought I was a pretty good player.) So I said, ‘Oh well,’ I cut the plaster off and played the followin’ week, which wasn’t a real smart thing to do, as I was to find out in years to come. That arm was never one hundred percent after that, the bone never mended, so I used to just wrap it up in a bit of bandage and we’d play on. But we won the Grand Final in 1970. We played South Grafton in the Grand Final at the Showground, in a bog (it was pourin’ rain) but the town started to have their two teams right up there - the Grafton Ghosts and the South Grafton Rebels. We had a pretty good crowd, though there would have been even more there if it’d been dry, and it was a pretty close game, about 12 - 10, something like that. We were the heroes of the town and that was the first highlight of me career.

			“Reg Parkhouse, the local sports journalist, had a bit of an idea I had been in gaol, but he kept quiet about it. He used to put quite a few things in the papers about me and he used to dress me up a little bit. He was a pretty good reporter, Reg Parkhouse.

			“In 1971 I played with the Ghosts again. We didn’t go too well. Darce had done his shoulder in, he busted all the ligaments in it, and eventually had to throw the job in. It was a pretty hard year. Even though we had Baby Bully come over from New Guinea, we still had a pretty ordinary year. So Darce went back to Brisbane. Then Boyd Scully come over to see me after the ’71 season finished. He said he’d been in touch with Parramatta in Sydney and they’d decided to give me a contract. So I went down and signed up and played for Parramatta.

			“In the meantime, the wrist was still pretty crook fom the break. I told Boyd me arm was still broken and that I’d also broken me big toe, so I was in a bit of a mess.

			“Sydney was a pretty big place and bein’ a country boy I had to adapt to the city life, which was pretty frantic. I got stuck into the training down there and blokes like Bob O’Reilly, Graham Lyle, Keithy Campbell, Dennis Fitzgerald were the fellas from the A-Grade side. They got me a job with Big Bob, known as “The Bear” (he used to play for Australia) and I used to live with Graham Lyle, he was our half-back - five-eight he was. They were good blokes. Dennis Fitzgerald, front-rower, he’s now the President of the Parramatta Football Club and has been there for years. Johnny McMartin was the hooker…they were all top fellas. But they were havin’ a bad year in 1972. Ian Walsh was the coach, an ex-St George player. He played for Australia in many Tests.

			“But I fell foul of Ian Walsh. I had a parking fine in Grafton that I didn’t know I had. And when I found out about it, it had grown from about $5 to something like $200! So the authorities come out to see me in Sydney, sayin’ there was a parkin’ fine to pay. So I go over to the police station and paid it. In the meantime, they must have got in touch with Walsh, the coach, about me fine. He found out that I’d been in gaol and he certainly wouldn’t have liked the fact that I’d been in for rape, so he made it pretty hard for me from then on. The day that I played against St George, and Graham Langlands, Billy Smith and that company, who were the best in the world, he never even said one word to me before I ran on to the paddock. He didn’t advise me what to do, nothing. He didn’t like other blokes knockin’ around with me, either, come to think of it, used to give ’em a bit of a serve. All he wanted me to do was cut the plaster off me arm and get out and play. I’d had an operation on me arm when I went from Grafton to Sydney, to get the bone in me wrist fixed up. This was durin’ the trial period. But because they weren’t doin’ real well, he kept pressurisin’ me, ‘When are ya gunna be ready?’ I wasn’t a doctor, I didn’t know how long it was gunna take, I had to keep gettin’ it x-rayed and all that.…So I asked Graham Lyle who played halfback for NSW and who I used to share me place with, to come down the back shed at home and help me cut the plaster off. It was the worst thing I ever could have done. A couple of more weeks and me arm probably would’ve been right… 

			“In the game against St George, I was playin’ fullback against Langlands at Kogarah Oval. It was pourin’ with rain and Ian Walsh still had not said a word to me. I didn’t know what he wanted, so I just played the way I always played in the bush. I was havin’ quite a good game. Half-time it was Nil All and I was sent off about three minutes into the second half. Barry Beath who was a front-rower for St George, and, I was told, a copper, he got me in a tackle and sort of put one on me, just physically smashed me in the face with his fist. (I’ve got a photo of what happened to me in me album.) It never hurt me, but it angered me. I wasn’t the sort of bloke that’d let something like that go, so I got up, played the ball and slipped into him. I had no reservations, I just turned it into a boxin’ match. Laurie Biers, the referee, sent us both off. 

			“As it happened, that was the first and only time I ever got sent off - not that I shouldn’t have been sent off in a couple of games down the track. It was Beath’s first time he got sent off, as well. We got a week’s suspension each. I refused to sit near him in the Judiciary and I had to go there on me own, too. Walsh never even came in with me, never said a single word to me, so I knew that I was completely off tack with him.

			“Me next game was against South Sydney, the Rabbitos, Reserve grade. I clashed on the paddock with George Piggins (he was a hooker) and Sluggo Lee. I’d just come back from a week’s suspension. I had a pretty fair game, but I had an altercation with Georgie Piggins, who was pretty well-known for his fire, and with Sluggo Lee, and of course, the Black Sheep (that was O’Neill.) The President of the club came in at half-time, and give me a bit of a pay. He said that if I didn’t quieten down a bit, I’d end up with life (that is, they’d ban me from playin’ football for life.) So I said, ‘Oh, they can stick this up their arse, I’ve had enough of this!’ At the end of the game, I went in and resigned from the club. Later I got Bob O’Reilly (The Bear) who was a duel International front-rower for Australia, to write my letter to the club addressing the situation. Bob told me that I didn’t have to resign because I’d lose a lot of money that was owed to me through the contract. I told him I didn’t give a damn about the money, it was the way I was bein’ treated that had got to me.

			“I’ve thought about it thousands of times since all this happened and I come to the conclusion that it must have been the parkin’ ticket, because they would’ve checked me record then. Then they would’ve found out about the time I did for rape. I think they must have felt that guilty about havin’ me in their company… I wasn’t happy with the Sydney position at all. I was put in gaol for a crime I didn’t do and then here they are, usin’ it against me, all over again!

			“If there is anything like reincarnation, Cheryl, I’d like to come back and play against blokes like Walsh. He was supposed to be a great bloke, but to me he was always pretty ordinary.” Poss’s face has crumpled into a scowl, but there is more hurt coming out of it than ferocity. “I heard down the track that Walsh had once been a copper, too. I don’t know for sure if that’s true, it was just something I heard. Blokes like that would never be interested in the circumstances of me case, it was a done deal with them, and they’d never give me a chance to explain it, neither. They make up their own mind if people are guilty of something or not, and they don’t look into the chapters…they’re not worried about readin’ the book properly.” (I wonder about the literary allusion. Is it just for me? I am impressed.) “In the case of meself, I’ve had to go through the whole court and gaol experience over and over again. It never lets me rest.” 

			“They released me under the condition that I didn’t play for another Sydney club. I walked away and went back to the bush, Grafton, where I had just come from. And I suppose, the facts of the matter are, I’d played me career out by 1976.”

			Poss’s eyes cloud over again. “The period of me parole had just about run out and I’d already pre-warned some of the officers from the gaol that if I ever come in contact with them, that is, if I was in the vicinity of the pubs in town where they were, I’d be dealin’ with them. You see I didn’t love any of them because of what they put me through for the horrific crime that I was supposed to have committed. In no manner was I goin’ to be subject to their abuse, and let them get away with it again. I’d make sure that I let them know where I come from.” He scratches at the name tattooed on his right forearm again, looking grimly into the distance, then takes a sip of his coffee (which must now be cold) and then surprisingly, seems to shake off the bad mood he was suddenly immersed in.

			“About a quarter of the season had gone. I signed up with the South Grafton Rebels. I’d given me arm a bit of a spell but never said anything to the club that it was still a bit of a mess. We won the Grand Final. The town was ecstatic. That was ’72. I had a good year with ’em, I was really happy. In ’73, Darcy had his shoulder all done up and decided to come back to the Clarence, taking the Captain/Coach job with the Maclean Magpies. I left South Grafton and joined up with him the same year. Anyway we eventually won the Grand Final. We beat Marist Brothers over in Lismore, and that year I was voted Best and Fairest player, well, I dead-heated for it with another bloke. So that wasn’t a bad year. The town went ballistic, of course. They were all good towns down there, they’d really get behind their footy players. Maclean was just a tiny little town and to even get up in the Grand Final was a huge effort. 

			“In 1974, Darce went back to Grafton, but had to give it away when he bust all the ligaments in his shoulder again. He ended up goin’ back to Brisbane and we were a shattered team from then on and finished well down the ladder.”

			“Why did you leave all those teams to follow Darcy Goode?” I ask.

			Poss looks at me as if this is precisely the sort of question a woman would ask, with a kind of frustrated forebearance. “Because Darcy Goode was probably the best captain/coach I ever played with, my dear,” he said, emphasising the “my dear” and clearly pained that he has to explain himself. “You played with your heart, your ability and your fitness…I learned that from Darcy Goode… Darcy Goode in the ’70s was all guts. But when they brought in the non-tackle rule in the 80s, it all changed. The game became more tactical, then.” I didn’t risk asking what the non-tackle rule was.

			“Anyway,” he pauses, sighing, squinting sideways to see if I am going to interrupt him again with more fatuous questions, “in 1975, Johnny Brandt come and got me and signed me up with South Grafton… We had a pretty crackerjack side in South Grafton. We had Johnny Ferguson, who come up from the Juniors - he finished up playin’ for Australia. Johnny went from Newtown to Easts and then from Easts to Canberra, and he was probably one of the best wingers I’ve ever played with and against. Anyway, we won the Grand Final in ’75 gainst Kyogle. 

			“Kyogle was coached by Billy Tonkin that year. I had some big clashes with him. I signed up with South Grafton again in 1976 and we were the red-hot favourites, but we got beat by Casino. We should have been playin’ at McKittrick Park, South Grafton, but we ended up havin’ to go to Casino for the match and the boys played up that night, got on the booze and played up, and consequently we were beaten bad. 

			“But one time at McKittrick Park in 1975, I have to say I played a pretty special game. That was in the days that Muncher Kennedy was coachin’ Maclean. It was against the old team, The Lower Clarence Magpies - no, hang on, it was John Gahan who coached the side - anyway that day at McKittrick Park, I kicked five field goals and scored a try and we beat ’em by eight or ten points. I didn’t think it was anything special at the time, but in those days Forwards won Grand Finals, big Forwards, they sort of controlled it. But I’d had a bit of experience with Australian Rules and could kick pretty well and I kicked five field goals. They were only worth a point in them days but I kicked five out of five of them. The last one I kicked on the run. I’ve broken through and just put a little stab kick on it and put it right over the thing… But before I know it, I get flattened by Johnny Guard. He’d had enough of me, kickin’ these flamin’ field goals, he just couldn’t handle it. The referee said that if the ball didn’t go through I would’ve got a penalty anyway, which would have been two points. That was a pretty big game at McKittrick Park that time, and people still have a bit of a talk about it today.

			“Anyway we played Casino as red-hot favourites, and got beat. And I was a pretty poor loser when it came to football. There was all that roamin’ around the town the night before and then the team just didn’t come to the party on the day. That, and Bobby Lullum, who was the Five-Eight that played for Casino, he had an exceptional good game that day. We couldn’t handle him, he cut us to pieces and that was the only time, really, that a certain player ever dominated against us.

			“I felt pretty dejected about this because I hate to get beat, so I packed up and went back to Brisbane. I thought, I’ll go back and get all me wounds fixed up. By this time, I couldn’t even pick up a glass of beer in me left hand because me wrist was that bad. Me back was a bit crook, too. (Down the track I found out it was the cartilage in me hip.) In Brisbane I had a bolt put in me wrist. The doctors also took some bone from me hip and put it in me wrist. Me toe settled down a bit and I retired from football after six pretty full-on years of it. (But not for that long.) Meanwhile I was playin’ darts. Well, I’d learned to play darts in Sydney and I won a Clarence River Valley Singles darts title, a couple of Doubles Titles, and the Glen Innis Singles. I could throw a pretty mean dart in them days, that was sort of me back-up sport. You’d play it while havin’ a couple of drinks, sometimes gettin’ so drunk you couldn’t stand up properly to throw the dart, you’d be so rotten. But I still managed to get through, won a few games here and there, played for a few dollars…

			“I was down the Kedron Hotel one night and got talked into Captain/Coach of the Kedron Park Cougars, in what would have been about 1980. I was a bit hesitant about it at first, but bein’ what you’d call a ‘pub rat’, I got involved with the football club.

			“It was a good year with them, the team was supported by chook raffles, and it was mostly older, broken-down footballers with a few youngsters coming through. I was handling it all right. In 1981 we won the B-grade and went up into A-grade in the commercial Rugby League. There were plenty of good teams around who had hard, knockabout ex-footballers playin’ for ’em. There was Mansfield, Sandgate ’Gators, Balmoral, West End - a pretty good mixture. I coached Kedron for two years then moved on to Hamilton/City, and won two or three Grand Finals with them.

			“Johnny Bell was the President of the Commercial Rugby League, also of the Hamilton/City Football Club. I had a good relationship with John. I retired in about ’86 when me leg got that bad I couldn’t hardly get around on it. That was another ten years of football I’d ended up playin’ on a crook leg, so I suppose I knocked meself around a fair bit. 

			“I found out that me hip was pretty bad, but I had to put up with it for another twelve months, when I had a total hip replacement on me left side. That was the end of me football career. But I had made a lot of friends and had quite a good time, I’ve gone back to all the reunions and met a lot of good people…

			“Now you want to know who was the best player I ever had the privilege of playin’ with…” (I hadn’t asked him that question, but maybe I should have.) “Regardin’ the best player…” Poss is squinting with the effort of recalling all the possibilities… “if Darcy had had another stone on him, I reckon he’d be as good as anyone I ever played with. Johnny Ferguson was a great player, of course, and in Sydney, there was O’Reilly, and people like that. The Sydney teams might have been regarded as the best football teams in those days, but I reckon the teams from the bush were every bit as good, and sometimes, even better. The Grafton Ghosts would have been the pick of the teams in the 70s, no doubt about it.

			“Bein’ there in Grafton the six years I was playin’ and involved with all the football clubs, I held meself up very high and finished up in the eyes of the public and community, a successful football player. I was well-liked by a lot of people. I also got involved with the timber work, I used to cut railway sleepers durin’ the day, that was one of me jobs. I enjoyed all that sort of physical kind of work and I enjoyed me football.

			“I lived fairly comfortable. I shared a house with some of the boys and it was good to have your own house instead of bein’ locked in a cell. I enjoyed sharin’ a house with mates...”

			This last statement doesn’t make any sense to me, because I know he’d married Mary shortly after arriving in Brisbane. Where did she fit in? I am wondering. And then there are his sons… But this is not the sort of question you ask him directly.

			Removing another cold cup of coffee, I replace it with a just-made one. “Nice town, Grafton,” I say, “especially in October during the Jacaranda Festival. Tell me about the Jacaranda Queen.” I am remembering the still-beautiful woman I had met at the luncheon nearly two years ago who was so furious with Poss for not telling her about his experiences in Westbrook when they had been together, a married couple.

			“Oh, we’re not worried too much about the Jacaranda Queen.” He slides one foot across the floor and scratches his other leg with it. Sighs. “Yes, that was me wife, she was the Jacaranda Queen.”

			“What year was that?”

			“I couldn’t tell you that.” His mouth is set in a small, stubborn line and he folds his arms as if to indicate that this is the end of this line of enquiry.

			“Poss,” I say, exasperated, “do you want women to read your story?”

			He glares at me. “It was somewhere in the ’70s…might have been ’69.”

			“How did you meet her?”

			“Oh I just met her, when I was workin’ in one of the clubs there. Me bein’ a big gun footballer, a lot of people hang off yer a bit. I met her down the track, and a relationship occurred. It wasn’t a very successful relationship because I was sorta half mad, tryin’ to live the high life, catchin’ up on everything that I’d missed in gaol…It’s hard to explain what you do in these circumstances. It’s hard to explain…” His voice has suddenly faded almost to a whisper. His eyes are filled with sadness.

			“How old were you when you first met her?”

			“Oh,” he groans, maybe trying to remember, but clearly not wanting to go there. “Twenty-five or somethin’…twenty-six. But anyhow, with the alcohol and me bein’ involved with the sport and everything, quite enjoyin’ meself, likin’ me work in the timber industry and the flood mitigation, another job I worked at in the town, checkin’ on all the levee banks that surround Grafton. I was clearin’ drains, doin’ a bit of surveyin’ on the low-lyin’ properties and places like that… Oh it was a great time. Great people, it was so good to be free, out again, and not havin’ a problem…Well, the only problem I was havin’ was probably within meself, bein’ too aggressive. The football field brought all that out, and of course, if there was any trouble in the hotels or anywhere around the town, I’d be straight into it, to get things worked out. I sorta enjoyed doin’ it. A few fights here and there with different blokes, you didn’t mind it because it was just part of the day. It was a good life.

			“I played me football career out and they were wonderful times when I look back on ’em. And me brother used to often make remarks about it, about how good a player I could have been if I’d been left alone, the way I should have been. I would have gone to a pretty high standard in the Rugby League world, or in any other sport I played. I lost me ten best years from the age of 14, bein’ locked up. And this is the time you need for trainin’ and learnin’ the game.

			“Me injuries started to catch up on me. Bein’ an Eel in 1972 and abusin’ me body in the paddock… I was always gettin’ hurt, but I always thought I would recover from everything. But it really started to catch up on me. Me wrist - I’ve got no movement at all in me wrist now - and then me hip replacement operation.

			“I think I was waitin’ for about two years for me hip replacement operation and by this time me hip had deteriorated so much I didn’t know what to do with meself. I worked for a while with me brother in the Containers with the Storemen and Packers at Hemmant, but eventually, all the jarrin’ from the fork-lift drivin’, the potholes and that, just got the better of me. By the time I went on compo for the aggravation of me injury, I could hardly put me flamin’ leg to the ground.

			“But one day I get a call from the specialist. He says some bloke had just pulled out of a knee reconstruction and asks would I like to go into hospital and have me hip done? I say, ‘I’ll be there in two minutes.’ He said ‘You might like to pay them to hold your bed for you.’ And I said, ‘Don’t worry about that, mate, I’m comin’ in now.’ So I got a cab to the hospital and dived into bed waitin’ for the operation on me hip. I didn’t know what was in store for me then, but anyhow, I had the operation. It lasted five or six hours. It’s not like what they do today, they have a few different techniques now and it doesn’t take so long. (I’m gonna have to go in and have it all done again soon, because it’s deterioratin’ again.) But anyway, that operation’s given me plenty of relief, though for two or three weeks afterwards, I didn’t know if it was a good or a bad thing. The pain after the operation was worse than the pain before it. The doctors said, ‘Oh you’ll come good.’ And after about the second week, all of a sudden the pain from me leg just disappeared. It was such a relief, gettin’ rid of it. But I don’t know how older people cope with that operation…I pity any older person who has to go through it and has no one to look after ’em. It took round about six or eight months before I could walk unaided by crutches or a walkin’ stick, but I finally threw the crutches away and then the walkin’ stick, and I was up and runnin’ again. It was such a relief to be able to get on yer own two feet and walk around again…

			“I’d used all me super, me holiday and sick pay up, and me compensation was stopped, because they said, it was a disease in me bones I’d had since I was a baby. (I’d been on compo for the aggravation I copped from the fork lifts when I was workin’, not for an accident…I was always fair dinkum with ’em.)

			“Well anyway, I’m sixty now and I’ve had a good fifteen years of relief from that operation and it’s supposed to only last ten, so I’m due for another hip replacement. But I’m beginnin’ to feel a few aches and pains again, now. They asked me did I want to go back to work and I said ‘No way in the world’, because they took all me money, me super, me holiday pay. I used all that up before they paid me sickness benefits, so I’m now on a disability pension. I’ve got meself lined up for another hip replacement but by that time, I’ll be just about had it, so it won’t matter.

			“But anyhow, after the operation, it was that good to get back on me feet again, back in the pubs again and inter a few fights again. I was back to me normal self. The pain was all gone, so I got back into the darts and pretty much back to normal where I could enjoy life again. I’ve looked after a few pubs and still do a bit of work from time to time to get me through, because you can’t live on the pension, just a day here and a day there, do a bit of work on a Saturdee…I’ve done that for quite a few years now and I still run into a lot of people I’ve known in me sportin’ days. I go down south a fair bit, call down and see the mates in Grafton. Football reunions are quite a frequent thing too.

			 “There was the South Grafton reunion about three years ago. The club’d been goin’ for fifty years so they had a reunion and they picked a ‘dream team’, and I was selected as the Number One for the Clarence Valley Dream Team, which, when you look at it, is a bit of an honour, because a lot of players have gone though in fifty years. It’s always good that people remember yer and you can go and talk to them and they’re happy to see yer. It’s good to be able to drive down to Coffs Harbour and all through the northern rivers and call in to see people…”

			He suddenly winds down. Exhausted by his reminiscences, he sips at his coffee. I smile sweetly at him. “Yeah, that’s all very well, Poss. It’s very interesting what you just told me. But I asked you a question about Mary. Whenever I mention her name you take me though half a dozen football matches, down to Grafton, to Sydney, back to the Kedron Park Hotel, even to the Royal Brisbane Hospital, anywhere, in fact but where I want to go.”

			He screws up his face with frustration, makes a fist of one of his hands and raps his forehead with it. He groans and rubs at the scar on his face for a couple of seconds, then tries a bit of charm, which has obviously won him lots of bonus points in the past. “You couldn’t make us a decent cup of coffee, could you, love?” he says silkily.

			“What’s wrong with the one you’ve got?”

			“It’s cold.” He emphasises the cold reproachfully.

			“Well, whose fault it that?”

			“You’re the one askin’ me all the questions. Holdin’ me up.”

			“Were you supposed to be going somewhere today?”

			“Yair.”

			“Where?”

			“Anywhere but here.” He suddenly grins and I realize that I am never going to get anything about his marriage to Mary. From him.

			“Look,” he says, “I don’t like talkin’ about people behind their back.”

			“Unless they happen to be a demon or a screw.”

			“It’s people I’m talkin’ about.” His face has become stone and he challenges me with a blue-eyed stare that is suddenly devoid of any warmth. I take his cup and, piqued, toss the contents into the sink and start a new brew. 

			“It’s me own fault, I know that,” he offers after a pause. “I’m not holdin’ anything against her. I was drinkin’ too heavy…people do stupid things when they drink, and I was gamblin’.” His voice trails off again.

			“But you’re not going to talk about your marriage to Mary.”

			“Nuh.”

			“Then I’ll have to talk to Mary.”

			“If you want to. I told her you’d be comin’ round to that.”

			“So you’ve spoken with her?”

			“Last week. And she says she’ll talk to yer.”

			I must look surprised because he is clearly enjoying the impact of this new revelation.

			“Anyway,” he continues, “I thought you wanted to know about the Waterside Workers’ Club, when I was offered the job there as the Manager.”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“Well, that’s comin’ up next on the agenda.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 12: The Wharfies’ Club

			“In those days the Waterside Workers was a little club just up in the top of Macrossan Street, near the National Hotel, in the top part of town. It was run by the wharfies, where they all drank, and a lot of other people drank, too. The club wasn’t goin’ so well so I was offered the job to clean things up a little bit, see what I could do for the place. It was the time the Painters and Dockers used to get around a fair bit in there, and there was a few nasty people amongst them who used to cause a bit of havoc. I was asked to get things on track a bit, which I did. 

			“I had a few altercations with a number of people at the start. The dockies in themselves, they were like any other run-of-the-mill people. When you spend any time in gaol you can sum people up pretty quick, pick out the trouble-makers or the users. I finished up with some of the Painters and Dockers as friends, had some good mates among ’em. It’s like everything else. If you get a few bad eggs, they make it uncomfortable for other people.

			“Well I was pretty successful with everything there, got the place goin’ all right and I was there about six or seven years. See, I knew how to treat people. I was approached by the Gay and Lesbian tribe in town. I give ’em the top floor of the building, and told them they had to look after their own security and they looked after themselves real good in there. I never had any trouble with them. They had a mixed bunch in there, there was doctors and professors…I was amazed, but you had to be there to see it. They never come downstairs and interfered with anyone and I never expected anyone to go upstairs and interfere with them…People from 4BC used to come over to the Wharfies’ Club. I got to know Wayney Roberts, who was known as Wayney Poo, in fact, I got to know a few of them blokes. I suppose I felt more at home with the people from the Waterside Workers’ Club than from a lot of other places, because you knew where they were comin’ from. You knew what they were.

			“I was married to Mary at the time and we had two boys. We were livin’ at Geebung. But as I said to you before, I was havin’ a great time, at the expense of me marriage. I was makin’ up for the time I lost in gaol and Westbrook. I admit it… You wouldn’t have to be a smart person to know what was goin’ on, and I never classed her as a dill. She summed it up. When you’re doin’ things like that, people see yer…”

			“What was Mary doing when you were ‘making up for lost time?’” I ask.

			“She was workin’ at Telecom and lookin’ after the boys. I’m feelin’ pretty dejected about this right now, because lately the kids have been playin’ up, not doin’ the right thing... I never spent much time with them. Mary was a Catholic and I didn’t have much time for her religion, either. Her people knew where I’d been and had a whiff of what I’d been in for. I had to deal with it. I think she knows within herself exactly what I went through with that saga, anyway. Yes.” Poss distractedly scratches some dried skin off his arms. I notice it is something he does when he’s thinking about his past.

			“That day at Shorncliffe, at the luncheon, she was very upset with you,” I say, “because you’d never confided in her about what you’d been through in Westbrook.”

			“Yair, well, I never even told me own parents about that. It would have been a bit of a shock to them, too. But what I am worried about now is how me two boys could end up. I’ve tried to explain to them…you’re taken out of society and you’re locked away, and it’s not a nice thing to happen to yer. And if you’re not tough enough and good enough to handle it, you’re in trouble. The fit survive and the weak, they just crumble. Things that happen to the weak in the gaol system, well it’s just horrific. Things that happen that I’ve read about in the American system…well it makes me blood run cold! But even in Grafton when I was there. There was a bloke called Peter Bloomfield who was workin’ in the kitchen and I was in the Appeals yard which is where they put you on your own. I don’t remember what I was in there for - something. Anyway, Peter snuck over from the kitchen and he’d brought a couple of carrots to give me. On his way back, he was caught. Now I run into Peter when I went to Long Bay, that was about two months later and he was still carryin’ the black eyes and the bruises from what they give him for bringin’ me the food. I said, ‘Mate, I never seen yer after that day. What happened to yer?’ ‘What happened to me?’ he said, ‘Here’s the results. They took me upstairs and they bashed me until I nearly died, then they put me on the train to Long Bay a coupla days after.’ The bloke that done it to him was a bloke called Baker. I had an altercation with Baker in the Services club in Grafton when I was playin’ football there. He cried on me shoulder one night, in a drunken stupor. He said to me, ‘Ray, why won’t people talk to me?’ And all I could say to him was ‘You’re nothin’ but a low-life, that’s why nobody will talk to yer.’ I knew his son, from the football. He wasn’t a bad little kid. I never said anything to the son about his father bein’ a bad, sadistic animal in there, and what he done to Peter, but I had great satisfaction in tellin’ Baker himself what I thought of him…

			“When I was playin’ football in Grafton, stayin’ in the Imperial Hotel, they call it The Village Green now, I heard a couple of warders laughin’ and goin’ on about something in the gaol. I was playin’ darts with Pat Partridge (we won a couple of Doubles titles together) and I got me darts and I walked over to where these three gaol officers were havin’ a beer at the bar. I’d just had enough. Now this was the time of Johnny Stuart…people remember him from the Whiskey Au Go Go business later. He was a Queenslander but he done a bit of time in NSW prisons and was subject to an assault in Long Bay Gaol. A bloke that I knew very well, whose name was Billy Harrison (a little tiny bloke but he always stood up for himself) attacked Stuart, who was a pretty wild man in his day. He had a reputation - good and bad - and Queenslanders will stick with Queenslanders, even in prison. Blood’s thicker than water, sort of thing…Well anyway, Billy attacked Stuart in the shower this day, and because the warders had no time for him, they let it go on for a while, and then they finally stopped it. Billy got another seven years for stabbing him and Stuart was put in isolation, where he swallowed wire and glass and bobby pins, whatever he could get his hands on. People did that sort of thing in prison to get some time in the hospital. So they were transferin’ him to Grafton. Now these three warders were sayin’ what they were goin’ to do to him when he got there. And I knew one of the warders as bein’ a football player in the early days, so I went over to ’em. Pat was standin’ there, horrified. I said, ‘I couldn’t help but overhear what yous were discussin’ and I’d like to say this: if Stuart walked in here and heard what yous were sayin’ he would take all three of yers on, and you’d just sit there and let him do it, you gutless bastards.’ And they just looked at me in shock. They put their beers down and they never come back to the hotel again. That was how weak they were, braggin’ about what they were goin’ to do to Stuart…They weren’t paid to do that, Cheryl, they weren’t paid to abuse him in any way, even though he done horrific things to people when he got out, down the track.

			“It takes a certain type of person to be a prison warder. They’re people who think they’re men when they’re standin’ over other people, humiliatin’ them, abusin’ them. They couldn’t do an honest day’s work, that’d kill ’em. People who are sent to gaol aren’t sent there to cop that kind of treatment! Look at me, the humiliation of havin’ a Capital offence over me head…People say, ‘give it up’ or ‘put it behind you’ but I can’t do that. It’ll be with me the rest of me life.”

			“Yes, but…” I am trying hard not to appear impatient, “you were telling me about the Waterside Workers’ Club.”

			“Cheryl,” he is admonishing me. He leans across the table and taps me on the back of my hand as if I were an errant child. “You’ve got to give a man a bit of space. I’m gettin’ there.” He shifts his weight in his chair, leans back and peers at me from under his thick, white eyebrows, sizing me up, as if he is trying to make up his mind about something, then continues at the same perambulating pace. It is going to be a long afternoon.

			“At the Waterside Workers’ Club, you never called the police for help, you had to deal with anything yourself. We were never accepted by them anyway, because of the street marches. And the truth of the matter was that the Waterside Workers were very, very generous people. They used to cop lots of abuse from the various political parties because they used to dish a bit up themselves…But any group of people who needed help, associations and that, the first people they would turn to were the Wharfies. They would back you and give you the best. They supported the Boys’ Home at Beaudesert and I’ve often driven past there and thought to meself, I wished the Waterside Workers had been involved in Westbrook, supplied a bit of money to them for different things. They operated their raffles from the Breakfast Creek Hotel, the famous waterhole for the wharfies - more so than their own club, because the club was in town. But because of the protest movement and the struggle for the right to march, they were abused and made out to be the lowest form of life. You know about the asbestos scandal, you were at that meetin’. The wharfies used to sleep in it, roll around in it at work, they’d throw it about at each other in the containers, have their smokos and lunches in it. And down the track, when it all exploded and the wharfies went on strike to bring to people’s attention how dangerous the stuff was, they were ridiculed. The various governments made them out to be trouble-makers. They weren’t trouble-makers at all, they were good people, good, honest, hard-workin’ men. And have a look at what they’re sayin’ about asbestos now, and the cover-up that went on about that! They were right about it. They were a law of their own because they wouldn’t have the police around them. Well fancy havin’ corrupt police comin’ down and dealin’ with yer! Their attitude was, as far as the Club was concerned, if you couldn’t deal with it yourself, go and get another job.”

			I have a feeling that there is going to be another tirade about the police. “Tell me what a typical day at the Wharfies’ Club would be like,” I say, in an attempt to avoid it.

			“Okay.” This is almost shouted, for he knows what I am doing. “I’d go in about eight o’clock in the mornin’,” he says. “I’d get the tills ready. I’d put a float of a coupla hundred dollars in the two tills. (This was when it was rock bottom, of course.) Then I tallied the previous day’s takings and that went to the bank. I walked down with it to the Commonwealth…

			“Then I’d set the bar up. Make sure all the stock was replenished and empty kegs taken out and replaced and the beer hooked up from the cool room….It was a short pull and possibly the best beer in Brisbane, because it wasn’t watered down like the stuff they sold in the pubs and other clubs.

			“Till the Club got on its feet again, I worked the bar till midday, then someone else would come in and give me a break. But I was on call for any activity in the place: for example, I might take bookings for functions upstairs. See, there was a function room up there, with a dance floor and another bar - it was often used as a fund-raiser for when the Wharfies were collectin’ money for some charity. And I had to deal with the salesmen who were always comin’ through.

			“Friday and Saturday nights I’d work through till after midnight - one or two o’clock. When the place was busy, I stayed on. I did the roster, looked after the stock, and had a cleaner come in at five o’clock in the morning and go home at around one o’clock.

			“At the time I lived with Mary in Picadilly Street, Geebung. Actually, we got married in the Catholic Church at Wooloowin and had the reception upstairs in the Waterside Workers Club. And I had me two sons, Nathan and Chris.

			“Things started to turn around for the Club right away. People started to frequent the place again. We introduced live music of a Friday night, different entertainment every week. (We had taped music for the other nights of the week.)

			“Of a Saturday you could go to the Waterside Workers’ Club and have a cold beer and you could have a bet on the horses because there was always an SP on hand. And out the back there were three large billiard tables.

			“The Wharfies’ Club became a magnet for all sorts of people, especially unionists. From the Storemen and Packers you’d see Freddy Nicol, who was their Secretary, and Ernie Adsett, who was their President. Ray Winning was the President of the Painters and Dockers, (his nickname was “The Pig”). Leo Smith was the Secretary (his nickname was “The Scar”) and he was a good bloke. The Waterside Workers Federation had an office on the premises and it was run by Don Stevens. The other unions and the Labor Party often had their functions upstairs. Ronnie Maclean, who was a waterside worker, became the local ALP Member for Balmoral. He drank at the Club all the time and he was a top bloke. So it was quite a good watering hole, a central place to have a drink and meet your mates, before going into town. And of course a lot of retired wharfies used to go upstairs for a bit of a dance because they had the beautiful dance floor up there. The Retired Waterside Workers Association., they’d bring their wives…. they were a lovely bunch of blokes.

			“So you had the dockies, the Builders’ Labourers…everyone got on pretty well with everyone else, but of course you did have your ratbags from time to time.

			“Whenever there was a Labour Day march, well the Club was a central place, and of course, on Fridays and Saturdays, if you wanted a good bargain, the shoppies used to come in.” He’s looking at me out of the corners of his eyes again, to see if I’m going to interrupt him.

			“All sorts of people used to come in and buy their stuff, don’t you worry about that - doctors, lawyers, judges, anyone - used to come in for a bargain. The Fitzgerald Enquiry put a stop to that, of course. But you see, Cheryl, a lot of good people got smashed around in the street marches…I wasn’t happy about that. In those days the government could stand over people and bully ’em, so I turned a blind eye to the shoppies.”

			The penny suddenly drops. “So these shoppies were actually shoplifters?” I ask.

			“Yair. I used to buy me shoes, shirts, strides and sheets there. You could put yer order in and you’d get it next week - cigarettes, golf balls, sportin’ equipment, jewellery, leather goods, French perfume, anything. Nothing cheap and nasty, mind. Everything was the very best quality, and it sold at a third of the ticket price. You’d be amazed at the kind of people who wanted the sheets. Sheridan. Nothing but the best! Now your average working man probably couldn’t normally afford a decent pair of shoes for himself in them days, so he’d get ’em from the shoppies. Julius Marlowe. Suddenly you could afford a coupla pairs a year!

			“People would just leave the bar and go into the billiard room (after gettin’ permission from me, of course) where it was all laid out on the tables.

			“One of the shoppies was nicknamed “Midnight”. She was a gangster from Melbourne. No secrecy with her or nothing, she’d just come into the bar and say, ‘Here y’are. Come on. Anyone want some gear?’ She was that open, couldn’t give a stuff…But staunch, very staunch. We would have to shuffle her out the back. She had an accomplice called Anne who was a real good sort…

			“I wouldn’t have no standover merchants or drugs or ratbags in the place, but the shoppies and the bettin’ was okay by me.

			“I had many altercations in the Club, same as in the nightclubs, but they always seemed to work out all right. Jimmy Harrison (not to be confused with Billy, the bloke who stabbed Stuart) was a good mate of mine. He was a Painter and Docker and involved with the Hamilton/City Football Club. He got shot over there at the dockies’ pick-up, had a couple of bullets put in him. So I went up and seen Jim in hospital and the police were there, but he never said nothin’ to them, to the demons. They questioned him, but he said it was an accident and that’s the way it was put down. Down the track, the bloke that was involved, he came to the end of his terror reign because something happened to him. But you know, everybody kept themselves to themselves in those days, and they never hurt anybody outside their own crew. If they had a blue between themselves, they kept it there, it never flowed out onto the streets to innocent people - like a lot of things that have been happenin’ on the streets today.

			“Stoppages and things like that, well they’re just part of Australian history. There were some pretty heavy-handed drug deals goin’ on through the Club when I first became manager, so we cleaned all that up and I never allowed it on the premises. The blokes involved soon understood that. The deals were made strictly outside the Club, up the road at the National or at the Orient, or one of them other hotels.

			“When the demons from the Liquor Licensin’ branch come in, they said ‘make sure everyone signs the book.’ Well I never even saw a book in the Waterside Workers’ Club. When I took it over there was no book. I said, ‘What’s goin’ on, where’s this book that everyone’s got to sign that comes here?’ and they said, ‘It’s in the river.’ The Wharfies’ was probably the only club in Queensland, or even in Australia, that had no book! They apparently up and chucked it in the river one night. But the demons never come down on me about it, never made a big deal of it, they just had a look round the club from time to time and could see that it was bein’ run all right - no drugs, they was taboo - no underage drinkin’ - I would never allow anything like that to go on in the Club.

			“Well I had about six or seven good years in there and met some funny sorts of people from time to time. You know the story, Cheryl, I won’t mention names, but, from time to time there’d be people runnin’ from the police who were dressed up as other people, sometimes blokes dressed up as women, that sort of thing. I said nothin’ as long as they were obeyin’ the rules of the Club. Sometimes I didn’t even know, till someone told me who a certain person really was. I’d have a little laugh to meself, because the Club was a meetin’ place for a lot of different people.

			“There was The Rusty Rifle. He was a waterside worker who got that name because he wouldn’t fire. He’d go to work and just sit around and drink all day. He’d be blind by the time he got to the Club…And there was John Diggins. He was an official of the Waterside Workers and his nickname was “The Moth”. The reason was, he wouldn’t leave the bar until the light was turned off. He was a good bloke, though. 

			“A fellow called Steve Brennan was nicknamed “The Brute”. He used to play football for the All Whites at Toowoomba. Well, he beat Hector Hogan in a foot race. (Hector Hogan represented Australia in the Olympic Games in the fifties.) There were all sorts of people.

			“But this is a little incident which illustrates the corruption of the police in them days…There used to be a strip club called The World By Night up between the National Hotel and the Orient. I knew the bloke who used to manage it - he was a bit of a larrikin in his day. Cyclone was his nickname, I never knew his real name. He was a pretty big sort of a bloke and he used to blink and nod a fair bit because he’d been hit over the head with an iron bar a coupla times in his travels in different nightclubs. But he wasn’t a bad sort of a bloke. Anyway, I got a phone call from him there one night. He said ‘Poss, we’re gunna get raided here, shortly. Can I bring some grog down to leave at the Waterside Workers’ Club with yer? The police have just rung me up and told me they’re comin’ down to raid us, and just to be prepared for it. They said to clean the place out and to leave a couple of cartons of beer there and a few bottles of spirits and whatever, and things’ll go all right.…’ So I tell Cyclone it’s not a problem, and he can bring his grog down. So anyway, down they come, bringin’ all the grog they’d need in a night - it seemed like a mile of stuff - they brought it down and put it in our storeroom. About an hour later they rung me again and Cyclone said. ‘All right mate, we’ll come back down and get all the stuff back, we’ve had the raid. I said, ‘Well, what happened?’ He said, ‘They just come in and took a couple of cartons of beer and a few bottles of scotch and rum, which we left there for ’em…they arrested a couple of the girls, a couple of girls had to go into the watchhouse for ’em, and they pinched one of the blokes that was there, and they were gone.’

			“Well this sort of thing went on all the time. The police would work in with different people…they never worked in with me though, because I never allowed it to occur. I never spoke to ’em, negotiated with ’em, or done anythink with ’em at all.” Poss is almost shouting now, he is that stirred up. “They’d bludge off the clubs, they’d always be lookin’ for a free drink and this is what they’d do, they’d go down and raid the clubs - like The World By Night - which’d go till about three or four in the mornin’. (It finished up by gettin’ burned down two or three times, too.) Blokes like Cyclone were pretty good blokes, but the police had ’em by the throat. They had to keep givin’ them things and they got raided all the time, they’d get fined by the Licensing Commission for different offences - not much, but they’d be fined. It might be $500 or something, and that’d be the end of the story for a while. But it was just to be put on the record, so that they could say that they were doin’ their job. They weren’t doin’ their job at all, they was just fleecin’ people. The World By Night was only one of many places that they went to and got their free piss and got looked after. When I worked in at Pips with John Bell and Brian Little, you’d see all the demons up the back on the booze, gettin’ looked after by certain people there - never by meself, cause I wouldn’t buy ’em a drink, or whatever, though I was often asked to come down and meet ’em… Snowy Collins came up to me one night and he said, ‘You can come down here and I’ll give you an introduction to a few people.’ I said, ‘Yair? Who are they?’ And he said, ‘Oh the demons from the CIB.’ I said, ‘I don’t want to talk to ’em, I don’t want to know ’em.’ Oh there was some low-lives amongst them, I can tell yer. But they never ever got to the Waterside Workers’ Club. We always kept them well clear of us because we run the place properly, all bar the bit of involvement with the gamblin’ and the shoppies. That was about the only time I ever saw ex-police there, too. They were involved with the SP bookmakin’. Herbert - Jack Herbert - he’s been in. I wouldn’t even speak to the bloke. I wouldn’t even have a drink with him. 

			“There was one time there when I thought they would have a go at us for all the SP bookmakin’. I tried to pull it up a bit and ease it back, and I told a bloke that was involved with it to get it in writin’ from the coppers that if they did bust the Waterside Workers’ Club, that we wouldn’t be fined. (They used to fine people for the SP bettin’ and they could have fined the Club itself a coupla hundred thousand dollars. But it never ever happened… though I was a bit bloody worried about it there for a while.) Anyway the police wouldn’t give any written guarantees, so I just said to this bloke, ‘Well don’t worry, just let things be as they are.’ There was never any meetings with the Herberts or the Lewises or the rat-pack, or whatever…only Herbert used to get down there to get paid from some bloke, and a few demons might have dropped in, but it was nothin’ to do with the Wharfies’ Club.

			“All the other little clubs in town, they got abused by the coppers, there was a lot of police involvement in their dealin’s. They were bludgers, the demons, and they knew it, wormin’ off people and scammin’ and doin’ what they liked. A few of ’em got gaoled after they had enquiries, but they all would’ve been under protection in gaol. They never protected any of the people in town, they never give two hoots about them, they were too busy lookin’ after themselves, runnin’ around from club to club, grabbin’ what they could. They’d be drinkin’ at the back of the clubs and pubs and gettin’ looked after. All sorts of people looked after them, the well-to-do, even friends of mine, used to look after ’em. It was sad to see. And you know the police that were involved in all that corruption, they should come forward now and say, ‘Yes, that’s how we used to live.’ Set the record straight. Not all the coppers were involved, but I reckon the majority were. And the people that weren’t involved, they knew the people that were. Drivin’ around town and havin’ a great bloody time, pinchin’ a few blokes here and there for drink-drivin’ and different things…They were havin’ a good time with the girls, too, the prostitutes, they were gettin’ favours off of them. People knew about it. We’ve all been involved. I’ve been out and played up meself. It brought me down at different times, but at least I can own up and talk about it now…I don’t know why they can’t.

			“The reign of the rat-pack durin’ the Bjelke-Petersen regime was one of the most corrupt times in our history. From Bishoff right through to Lewis. They’d have the hide to turn around and charge people with different crimes and they were the worst offenders! And the few that weren’t corrupt would be moved to different places where they’d be kept out of the way…

			“Anyway, I don’t know what happened to Cyclone, I haven’t seen him for a long time. He’d always give yer a wink and a blink, but as I said before, that was from bein’ hit over the head with flamin’ chairs and iron bars in these mad clubs at night. 

			“We had a couple of bad altercations when I first arrived there at the Waterside Workers’ Club with the Painters and Dockers. There was meself and me brother involved, but it all calmed down after a while. We sorted the ratbags out, because they had to be dealt with. The idiots would play up once they got on the bloody grog. The major men in control knew that I was only tryin’ to do the right thing by the Club. We had to quieten them down a little bit. So we did.

			“I had me brother’s wife workin’ at the Waterside Workers’ Club and she copped a bit of mouth across the bar. That wasn’t tolerated. The blokes that were involved were immediately dealt with and put to sleep. They didn’t like it, a few words were said and a few things was gonna happen, but the head men in the Unions had a talk with them and they just let it lie. It never happened again, so it worked out all right.

			“But regardin’ the nightclubs, there was Hollywoods, it was straight across the road from Pips, downstairs. That’s where all the karate blokes used to congregate. There were some terrible blues there out the front and I could never work out why everyone was out there kickin’ everybody else. It was always good to see a good fight, a coupla blokes gettin’ stuck into each other, but I used to shake me head ’cause I couldn’t work out what all this kickin’ was about. I was told about the kickboxin’ and the karate that come in down the track, and I used to have a bit of a laugh about it. Because I fought a few karate blokes in me time on the street and they never had much luck. I always finished on top there with the karate exponents. A bloke tryin’ ter beat yer up with his feet? You just go in and knock ’em clean out. Bang! Mind you, I know a few blokes that can handle it. Ian Jacobs is a mate of mine, and he went on to win theWorld Kickboxin’title..Middleweight I think it was. A terrific bloke, Ian. He could fight like bloody hell. And the two Briggs boys, Paul and Nathan, they’ve gone on to a pretty good height and they’re still fightin’ today. They all come from the kickboxin’ school and they’re doin’ a bit of regular boxin’ now. In my day, I never saw blokes kickin’ anybody. You didn’t like it. But in the ’80s and ’90s, that’s one of the first things blokes did, they’d put the boot straight in. You can forget all about the Queensberry Rules…Anyway, I’ve been to a few of Ian Jacobs’s fights and I can see there is something to it. There’s good and bad amongst them like in the motorbike gangs. 

			“Joey Kilroy was another young bloke who used to come into the Wharfies’ Club. Joe was a good footballer but he was also a motorbike fan - he just wanted his big Harley Davidson. His wife got mixed up in a few bad things…Debbie. She ended up goin’ to gaol and had some pretty horrific times. It’s all in the book about her. I’ve had a bit of a look through that. Old Joe, I took him over to Johnny Ferguson in at Pips one night, when Newtown come up and played up here in Brisbane. I said to Joe, ‘You’ve got just as much ability as Johnny Ferguson.’ But Joe was a different sort of person. He went to the grog and loved his motorbike and didn’t take things serious, and that sort of fell away from him. He could have had a great football career. Deb’s out of gaol doin’ a lot of good work for women prisoners now, but I haven’t seen Joe for years, so I don’t know what become of him.

			“Another time there at the Waterside Workers’ Club there was a bloke named Tom Maloney. I knew him well. He was a mad punter and he was involved in a lot of illegal activity…I said to him, ‘Mate, if you come undone, don’t come to me, because I can’t help yer.’ That was regardin’ what he was doin’…”

			“What was he doin’ - I mean, doing?” I ask, hoping that Poss does not think I am sending him up with my slip-of-the-tongue.

			Poss glares at me, looks up at the ceiliong as if seeking deliverance from some higher power, then continues his monologue, totally ignoring my question. “..Anyway, Tom went missin’ and he hasn’t been found to this day. Disappeared off the face of the earth. You can put it together any way you like, but he was taken away by some person or persons unknown, never to be seen again. I seen him at the dogs the night before he went, up at Ipswich, and I give him a few winners, had a talk to him. But a week later, I was told that he’d disappeared. Same thing that happened to Tommy Hamilton. Tom was knockin’ around with different people, into stand-over tactics and things. He was well-known as a boxer but the wrong crew got hold of him and he disappeared. I’ve got me own suspicions of what happened to those blokes, but no evidence. It’s only my assume, so it’s up to me to keep that to meself. It’s no good the police askin’ me about it, because I’d know less than them.

			“Mad Dog Cox is out now. He’s been released and doin’ his own thing. He used to come to the Wharfies’ Club dressed up in different gear, hidin’ his identity when he was on the run. Not a bad bloke. He was in Westbrook, too, you know.

			“You’d get people comin’ up from down south and if they played up down there, they’d get dealt with up here. That’s the way it went, with the criminal element. They weren’t all bad people, it was just the way they lived. They were no worse than people I’ve met through the gaol system, the courts, and the police. Even those criminals who done some pretty heavy things, weren’t anywhere near as bad as some of the Detectives that were around then. If people came forward and give names and gave ’em up (there’s a code of silence, it would never happen) but if they did, you’d be shocked by the people who were involved.”

			Poss pauses, waiting for my reaction. I know it would be pointless asking him for the names of the people who would shock me, so I say nothing. Scratching at the dry skin on his arms, he continues. “I’ve put it all behind me. I’ve still got a few good years left in me and I’m tryin’ to survive without goin’ back to gaol. It’s good to be able to get up of a morning and walk outside, a free person. There’s nothin’ worse than bein’ locked behind bars…” His voice trails off. I am about to say something, but he resumes.

			“Another incident at the Waterside Workers comes to mind, involving the Sylvesters. There was Darcy, there was Paul and there was Dido. And I remember one night at the Club, I had a big team in there, a lot of people, quite a few well-known punters there, too. Anyway everything was goin’ all right, but there was quite a mixture of people there, that night, and anyway, in comes Pauly Sylvester. Paul was a young fighter comin’ through the ranks and could fight and he looked like being anything. Reg Leyton trained him. He fought some good fights with a couple of well-known fighters, but he finished up a little bit scatty because of it and things that happened to him in his life. This night, he comes in late and he’s as drunk as a monkey and there’s a whole lot of dockies from the other side of town. Anyway he comes up to me - and he used to call me and me brother ‘George’. ‘Hello George,’ he says. I used to get on with him great. He’s half punch-drunk and he’s only a little bloke, but this night he’s out of order. He got everyone stirred up to the extent that I’ve said to meself, boy, there’s gonna be an explosion here in a minute, I’ll have to work out a way to attack it.  I knew there was gonna be big trouble and I didn’t want to see anything bad happen in the Club…Tom Francis was there, a giant of a man. He’s there with some mates and they’re all havin’ a good time. Though Paul was a little skinny bloke, he was makin’ the most noise and was drivin’ people mad! He was gettin’ nasty and it looked like things were about to happen, people takin’ sides everywhere, so you can imagine what could’ve occurred. So as things were gettin’ really heated, I decided to act. Big Tom’s there, so I’ve let one go at Big Tom. I’ve hit him flush on the chin. He goes over about four tables and then crash! Down he’s gone! Well the place went silent. Everyone must’ve wondered what the bloody hell had happened. And I’m thinkin’, Tom must be in shock, because he hasn’t come chargin’ back like a wild bull and everybody could see that I’ve exploded. See, the situation was so dangerous that the biggest bloke in the joint had to go, and that was Big Tom. So I hooked him and downed him and it all went quiet. Anyway, I went over and I grabbed Paul, got a cab, and put him in it to get him out of the place. Mark my words…if I didn’t get him out of the Wharfies’ Club when I did, he would’ve went out in a pine box, because he would’ve been killed on the spot, that’s how bad he played up.” 

			Poss chuckles. “But he was a champion bloke in his own right. Darcy, his elder brother, he was a big lump of a bloke, and by the time I got to know him, he was just a stand-over merchant who used to go round the nightclubs, and whatever. He come to a bad end. He died chokin’ on his own spew. He’d go inter the pubs, get drunk and the rest of it, standin’ over people for free beers and that. I’d say one of the nightclub owners probably give him a nightcap with a bit too much of something in it and he went home, choked on his own spew and died. Everyone in general seemed pretty pleased to see him go, because he wasn’t much of a person. I can’t really comment, I suppose, because I never knew him all that well, I’m only goin’ on hearsay how he was. Then there was Dido. He was a ravin’ lunatic, too. He had his good points and bad points…but him and Darcy used to bash Paul up. They were a lot bigger than him and they used to fight at home, like brothers do. Me and me brother used to, all brothers fight. But I think that was what made Pauly into a boxer. He had to fight his much bigger brothers to survive, and that was what made him so aggressive.

			“Well me hip started to give out on me to the point where I was flat-out walkin’, so one day, as I was comin’ back from doin’ the bankin’ for the Club, I called into a Chinese doctor’s surgery. He x-rayed me. I’d had lots of x-rays but nothin’ was ever done for me till then, and he said, ‘I’ve got some bad news and some good news for you. The good news is that there is nothing wrong with your back.’ (I always thought me back was buggered.) ‘The bad news is that it’s your hip and there is only one cure, a total hip replacement.’ It was pretty bad apparently, bone on bone. Well I had to get meself on the hospital waiting list and I didn’t know how long it would take, but I reasoned that this was the end of the Waterside Workers’ Club for me, because I was havin’ real trouble just draggin’ meself around. The pain would shoot down me leg and I would nearly drop. It was an impossible situation for anyone workin’ in the clubs or nightclubs in Brisbane. A fight might break out where you’d have to stand up for yourself. So I thought that I’d better get out of the Club and see what I could do about me hip.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 13: Big Poss

			When Big Poss comes to the Rum Jungle to see his brother these days, he is driven down by his mate Bobby. There are often a couple of other blokes with them, as well. They sit outside, in the courtyard area, where they may smoke and watch the races on the large television screen. Big Poss never seems to have a cigarette out of his hand, and he never seems to be short of friends. He was made President of the Storemen and Packers union in 1988. He resigned from the job in 1992.

			I am sitting in the courtyard, risking lung cancer as a passive smoker. I try to engage Dennis in some conversation about the Union movement in the ’70s and ’80s, but he is not having a good day. His diction is slurred and hard to understand. Sometimes he’ll stop mid-sentence to grope for an elusive word. If someone else helpfully supplies it for him - the wrong one - he’ll get upset. As always when I am speaking with Big Poss, I have the impression of a very good mind battling the effects of the strokes. I decide to make the interview brief, because after all, he has come to see his brother, not me. Hopefully there will be a better day when he is more lucid. 

			“They made Ray the Manager of the Waterside Workers Club because he was the best bouncer in Brisbane,” he does manage to say. “The unions were that tough, somebody had to control ’em. Gawd, he’s even knocked me over half a dozen times in the Club, because I was always fightin’ other blokes.”

			To illustrate just how tough a couple of the unions were, Big Poss tells a story about how, as a member of the ACTU, he and Veronica traveled down to the Southern Cross Hotel in Sydney for a conference. The year, he says, was around 1982.

			“ We’re all waiting in the conference area and the door opens and in walks Bob Hawke with two bodyguards… And they are all toting pistols, one in each hand!” He chuckles. “See, they were acting on information that I was gonna have a go at Hawkey…”

			He also tells the story of how he “stopped all the petrol” in about 1990. It was a nationwide strike and he cannot now recall the details of it, he says, because of the stroke. “But I do remember this. A journalist from Channel 10 rang us up at home, at Kedron Park. Little Poss answered the phone.

			“The journalist says, ‘Where’s Dennis?’ And Ray says, ‘Not here. He’s gone fishin’.’ 

			“The journalist says, ‘He can’t do that, we’ve got no petrol!’” 

			He’s chortling at the memory. “You can check the papers,” Big Poss says, “it was all on the front page of The Courier-Mail. On the front page of the papers the next day there was the statement: Mr Dennis Ide’s brother said there’d be no petrol on Monday.”

			Dennis feels in large part responsible for Ray’s incarceration in 1964, though he gets exasperated when Little Poss talks about the injustice of his treatment, telling him to “get over it and move on.” His feeling of guilt about his brother’s prison term explains why Veronica hated it so much when a letter arrived from a NSW gaol for her husband from her brother-in-law, because Big Poss was being reminded of his own part in his little brother’s downfall. He’d be straight out to a pub, looking for trouble. And finding it.

			At the time of Ray’s trial, Dennis was very much “a person of interest” to the police, living in Walcha, NSW, and mixed up in anything fast and dodgy. He had apparently spun the local constabulary some monstrous yarn about how he and a couple of his confreres had murdered a few people and buried them in and around the district. The police had wasted a lot of time and energy digging up the places where Big Poss alleged he had hidden the bodies, only to find out that they were being had.

			Dennis will swear on any number of bibles you’d like to produce, that shortly after Little Poss was put away in Grafton gaol, he came across NSW Detectives Winter and Dahl (no doubt in some official capacity) who were the police involved in Ray’s conviction. The policemen had told him: “We might not have got you, smartarse, but we’ve got your little brother.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 14: Karma

			It’s Friday. Last week Poss and I were at Dr Linda Gerot’s place talking about the trial transcripts.

			Dr Gerot is the linguist who has read them and believes, as I do, that Poss was verballed. She is examining the police reports and the statements the defendants made from the dock. She phoned me during the week to say she would call me when she is ready to see us again.

			Poss phones me at 6.00am feigning surprise that I am awake. I tell him I am usually up and about at this time. He tells me that he will be over at my place in an hour.

			I protest, needing to check my emails, make some phone calls, write a couple of letters, go to the post office, that sort of thing. I am overruled. “Get your tape recorder out,” he says. 

			“Why?” I ask.

			“I’ve got a story for you.”

			“What sort of story?”

			“About Karma.” He is chuckling and carrying on and in such a good mood, I defer my chores and get dressed. He arrives fifty-five minutes later, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt I’ve never seen before, which has printed on it what looks to be a field of hundreds of crosses, though many of them are upside down, or lying on their sides.

			“Have you seen the Light?” I say.

			“What?” He’s narrowing his eyes at me.

			“The shirt. All those crosses…I thought maybe you got redeemed or something.”

			“Take another look,” he growls.

			I do. “Oh.”

			Some of the crosses are actually skeletons. There’s a skull and crossbones on one sleeve. “It’s me pirate shirt,” he says, a tinge of pride in his voice.

			His mobile phone rings. I suggest he turns it off. He ignores me, orders a cup of coffee and takes the call, complaining about the bad reception in the area.

			Though I am not really listening to his conversation, I overhear a discussion about dividends. The mathematics seems quite complicated. He and his caller are working out prices that winning horses have paid on the tote. Finally he rings off. “Did you get any of that?” he asks.

			“A little.”

			“Have you got your tape recorder?”

			“Sure.”

			“Turn it on, then.”

			Poss begins.

			“This recording...” He looks up at me. I am hovering with the coffee. “The date today is what?” he asks.

			“Ah…the twenty-fourth.”

			“The twenty-fourth of what?”

			“November.”

			He continues. “Now this is concerning a matter that occurred on the 20th of November, 2006, Monday. That was the day I picked Chris up and I went to Grafton to see me mother. She was ninety-three years old on Thursday of this week. And I start my chemotherapy on Tuesday the twenty-eighth.

			“So I decided to stay in Grafton on Monday, and I drove down the next day to see Mum.

			“When I arrived in Grafton on the Monday, at around about two o’clock, I went to the Australian Hotel but I’m not drinkin’ or smokin’, so I decide to have a few bets while I’m there. I backed a couple of losers, trifectas and things, then I backed a winner at Lismore and it brought my account up to just over six thousand. So I knew I had six thousand dollars, because when you ring through a bet, they give you your account balance.

			“So I’ve been goin’ pretty well, I’ve built it up from fifteen hundred to just over six thousand. That’s not a bad effort over a period of about four weeks. Pretty good. So anyhow, once I get to the six thousand or so, I put the cue in the rack and I decide I won’t have another bet.

			“Anyway this didn’t last any more than about ten minutes, because everyone’s on the drink and that, and I’m not havin’ one, so then I thought, oh well, bugger it, I’ll have one more bet. And I go to have another bet and when I rang the Brisbane TAB on my mobile phone, my account has jumped from $6,000, which I had there, I knew about, from ten minutes before, to $17,500. So between eleven and twelve thousand dollars has jumped into my account! 

			“I hadn’t had another bet and I knew I hadn’t had any substantial winner. I thought I must’ve had dementia or something, and was bettin’ when I didn’t know I was doin’ it. I rang the TAB three times in a row and got three different operators and they all verified that I had $17,000 plus. 

			“I immediately put a block on me TAB account because someone has used it with my pin number. How they’ve got it, I don’t know. They must have heard me havin’ a bet in the hotel and they’ve rung up durin’ that time I’d finished bettin’, and they’ve put their bets on usin’ my number.

			“They couldn’t collect anything, so what would’ve happened is that they would’ve kept bettin’ with my account until I had nothin’ left in it. But they’ve backed a couple of horses that have won! Karma.

			“I put a block on me account. I told the TAB I was in NSW and wouldn’t be back in Queensland till Thursday. I said I wanted a block to be put on it to work out the winnin’s when I got back to Queensland. Which they immediately done.

			“I’ve came back to Brisbane, went to the TAB, I’ve sat down with ’em and listened to a tape, because they’ve got voice recordin’s of people havin’ bets. I said I had me suspicions of who’s been havin’ the bets on me account. And today they’re givin’ me a CD recording of the bets. And what has happened, this person…it’s a male and he sounds a little bit inebriated…and I’ve listened a few times again, but I can’t pick out the voice…Anyway, he’s used my TAB account and he’s had two bets on the trots, two bets in the one race, backed horses number 1,4,5…He’s had $300.00 on each one of them, in the one race - it was the Canberra Trots, Race One, 632, and he’s had $300 on Number 1,4 and 5 and he’s turned around and had another $400 on horses 4 and 5. He’s won the money so eventually he’s had $700 on Number 5. It won the money, and it paid $11.50. So there was a return of $8,260 on that bet. 

			“After that, he has then had a bet on the Victorian Greyhounds, Race 7. He’s had a boxed Trifecta 3, 4, 5 and 6 by four times, which was $96 - and got a return of $604 and in the same race, Race 7, he’s had 3 and 4 with the field twice which cost a hundred and sixty-eight and he got $302 back. 

			“Now there’s about $3000 that I can’t account for, so I’m going back to the TAB at lunchtime today to ask them to go a bit further back into the tapes.

			“I took a little bit of money out of me account yesterday and I’ll be taking the rest out today. The TAB is not concerned…See the point is, if the horses would’ve lost, I would have had to pay the losing bets. I’ve closed off just in time, for there’s no way the bloke could collect, he’s got to have my card to do that, so all he could have done is sat there like an idiot and run me account out till I had nothing.

			“So I’m ringing the TAB again this morning because I want to find how that other few thousand got in there. It’s a very funny situation, but they haven’t got a problem with it and I will be paid.

			“I’ve changed me pin number on me TAB account, of course. This person can’t break in and use it again.

			“There’s nothing illegal about it…It’s a case that’s probably never been heard of before…someone puttin’ money inter your account when they can’t get it out again…”

			I have to interrupt. “Does it spoil it for you that it’s not illegal?” I am being facetious.

			“Well I don’t know. But it looks to me like someone was workin’ a scam…they were goin’ to bet me money out and only that I’ve picked it up and stopped it…I could’ve rung up later on or the next day to have a bet, and there’s nothing left there! If those horses had lost, the TAB would have just deducted it out of me account, end of story.

			“I’m buzzin’ a bit today, tryin’ to get to the bottom of it all, but anyway, it seems that there’s a bit of karma in all of this.”

			“It could have been one of those prison guards who had a couple of tips and wanted to make it up to you for what they did in Grafton gaol,” I offer.

			Poss looks grim. “Rest assured that wouldn’t’ve happened,” he says, shaking his head. “They took everything from me.”

			“Not everything,” I say, thinking that whoever did this to Poss has inadvertently done him a huge favour because he’s got all the colour back in his face that was there before the operation. It’s good to see something going right for him, for a change.

			“Well it’s kind of excitin’,” says Poss. “It’s helped me get on me feet a little bit.”

			“So what are you going to do now?” I ask. “Let’s see…You’re going back to the TAB to get the CD and then you’ll go back down to Grafton and play it to the publican to see if he can identify the voice. Right?”

			“That’s right.”

			“And what are you going to do when you know who did it?” I persist. 

			“It doesn’t matter. Congratulate him, buy him a beer and then smack him in the gob.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 15: The New Woman

			It’s Thursday, November already, 2006. I phone Ralph de Vere’s place. This is where Poss is staying - has been staying - since he split with Sharon.

			The phone rings out, I leave a message for Ralph who is apparently at work, then ring Poss’s mobile.

			There is a lot of background noise. He seems chirpy enough.

			I ask him how he is and where he is.

			He tells me he has a new woman who is so attached to him he could be married to her. This new woman’s name is Chemo. He’s wearing her in a bag close to his skin. He’s at Taigum shopping centre, just finishing breakfast, which he must take with his pills. He is looking for “No Chance” Nance, a pretty, dark-haired woman I met at one of his parties. She said she’d meet him in the shopping centre.

			He’s telling me about this new woman who could be good for him but who is probably going to make him feel sick, all the same, when he suddenly calls out, “Hey Nance, over here.”

			I make an appointment to see him on Friday and ring off, pleased that Nance is on the scene.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 16: A Brother and a Mate

			Monday, 27 November 2006

			Big Poss has invited me over to his home at Kedron to speak with a mate, ‘Big’ Tom Francis. We sit in the sun room at the back of the house, overlooking Veronica’s neat and orderly garden.

			Big Tom really is a big man around 6’6’’and heavily built. He explains how he came to meet both of the Posses.

			“I was a mate of a bloke called Mook - Greg Davis. Mook tells me about this bloke called Poss - Ray Ide. He reckons this Ray Ide is the hardest man he’s ever met and staunch…about the staunchest.

			“Then I’m out on the town one night with Charlie Carr, and Charlie Carr knows Ray. We were talkin’ about him and I says, ‘Gee this Ray Ide must be a good bloke, Mook swore by him, you swear by him.’ And he says ‘He is, Tom, I’ve never seen a tougher bloke.’ And this night, I met him. I told him I knew Mook and we had a talk for half an hour, maybe three quarters of an hour, at this hamburger shop…That was it, that was the first time I met him and I didn’t knock around with him or anything, because next minute he’s buckled for the rape. And he shouldn’t of done a day in gaol…Anyway, cut a long story short….The coppers were hot for him, he was defiant, had attitude, well, we all did, anyone with attitude got into trouble. Those that didn’t, the coppers would come along and they’d kick ’em up the arse and they’d bolt. No way in the world we’d do that, we’d want to box on with them. 

			“Anyway, I met Ray. The next minute he’s in the Go Slow, he’s slammed up and he’s got all those years to do. And then one night I’m with Ronnie Eglanton, this was 1964, about a month before I got married, and I’ve gone to Tony Robinson’s Playboy Club and he’s there,” indicating Big Poss. “The lunatic’s just got out of gaol himself, and Fred Casey was there (he became Australia’s Heavyweight champion) with Johnny Bukowski who became a Middleweight champion. They were both bouncers at the club.

			“Next minute this bloke comes down the stairs. Backwards. He’s just been belted on the chin. He gets up, dusts himself off and up the steps again. 

			“Down he comes again. And I’m thinkin’ bloody hell, this bloke’s got some jam tart, because next minute, he’s back up the stairs again! And when he gets up there he says to Casey, ‘Well Fred,’ he says, ‘it’s not true what they say, you don’t hit like a sheila…’ ”

			Both Dennis and Tom roar laughing.

			I turn to Big Poss. “You were fighting with a boxer?” I say. “That was a bit dumb, wasn’t it?”

			“Yeah, well, he had the advantage,” Tom puts in. “There was this little landing where you walked into the club and there were about fifteen flights right behind you and he gets knocked down them twice! Fred was still fightin’ in his amateur career then. This was before he turned pro.

			“The next minute he’s sayin’ to Fred, ‘I just want to go in for ten minutes and do me business,’ because he wanted to go in and see this bunch who were a mob of dogs…” 

			“The Sylvesters,” puts in Big Poss. 

			“Who were they dogging on?” I ask. 

			“They were standover merchants, takin’ money off people,” Tom says. “He went in to give ’em a mouthful. 

			“So I’m standin’ at the bar with Ronnie Eglanton . Next minute, he’s turned around, he’s given this team a mouthful and then he says, ‘Now, who’s gonna shout a man a beer?’

			“I said, ‘Mate, yer welcome in my company, get over here.’

			“He says, ‘You gonna have a beer with me?’

			“They’re all lookin’ our way. I said, of course I would and he said ‘What’s your name?’

			“I said ‘Tommy Francis, what’s yours?’ and he said, ‘They call me The Poss.’

			“I said ‘The Poss? Fair dinkum? I know a bloke called The Poss, but you’re not him.’

			“He said ‘Who do you know?’

			‘I said, ‘I met a bloke called Ray Ide.’

			“He said, ‘That’s Little Poss, you idiot, me brother, I’m Big Poss.’ And so we got on the drink all night. We had a ball, we did. And next thing, he’s got a job with Denis Cranes and he’s drivin’ this mobile crane and he overtakes a tram on the wrong side of the road in the Valley to catch up with me. I’m drivin’ a truck and he’s wheeled me over by the bloody Wickham Hotel and he says ‘G’day mate, whatcha doin’?’

			“I said, ‘I’m just wonderin’ who’s the lunatic on the wrong side of the tram, drivin’ a mobile crane.’

			“He said, ‘Me… And I thought it was you. I wanted to catch up with you. Where you havin’ a drink?’

			“I said, ‘Name a place.’ I met him after work and we’ve been mates ever since.”

			Big Poss interrupts. He’s a lot more coherent today. “Me and this fella, we were drunk in another nightclub where Ray was bouncin’…This fuckin’ big fella was straight into Tom …”

			Tom: “That’s the night you ripped his eye out…”

			“Pulled his eye out, yes.” 

			“Now who was that?” I ask, trying to restrain a shudder.

			“Dido,” says Tom.

			“Sylvester,” adds Big Poss, darkly. “The three of ’em are dead now.”

			“So we can talk about them,” I say, remembering Big Poss’s rule that he won’t dog on any living person, friend or foe.

			“He always kept an eye out for me,” says Dennis innocently.

			The two men crack up again.

			Tom says, “They gave him a glass eye that made him look cross-eyed so I said to Poss, ‘He’ll always be a bit cross with you, my boy.’”

			“But even though I tore his eye out, he never give me up,” says Dennis reflectively. “He lay in that hospital and the coppers come and wanted to know who done it to him, but nuh…” 

			There is silence for a couple of seconds as the two men seem to be contemplating this. Then Tom says, “But I’ve got to tell you a funny story…

			“One night we’re at the Wharfies’ Club and Big Poss has come in, full of crap, you know. He says, ‘What are you doin’ mate?’ and I say, ‘Nothin’. Just havin’ a couple of beers…’

			“He says, ‘Doesn’t it give you the shits? Same heads, same story, week in, week out…’ He’s bored, you see.

			“I says, ‘Oh yeah, but where else is there to go, mate?’

			“He says, ‘I heard of a good place across at The Story Bridge Hotel.’”

			“Yairrr…” It’s a squeak of delight from Dennis. His face is screwed up in a grin of sheer pleasure for he apparently knows exactly what’s about to come out of the big man’s mouth.

			Big Tom continues. “I said, ‘Fair dinkum? What’s across there?’

			“He says, ‘There’s a new club over there.’ He says, ‘You want to come over with us?’ I say, ‘Yair.’

			Big Poss interrupts. “I’m havin’ a beer with Wato at the time - Ian Watson.” 

			“And so I says, ‘What are ya doin’, Wato?’ And he says, ‘I’ll come along with you.’ So he’s got his blue Kingswood with him and we jump in that and off we go.

			“When we get there, we park up the road, and I always have a look around at me surroundings, yer know, especially if I’m somewhere I don’t know real well. I take me bearings. We’re by a house with a rickety old picket fence which is about a metre high. So we go up to the club and when we get there, they’ve got these two bouncers on the door, dressed in Australian Rules outfits, real small white shorts, green and red socks, white shoes, and a green jersey with a red sash with a big six nine on it…I still hadn’t jerried, you know, what’s goin’ on…

			“ ‘Are you a member?’ says one of the bouncers to Poss.

			“He says, ‘I can’t fuckin’ remember.’

			“They say, ‘You have to be a member to get in here.’

			“He says, ‘Get out of me way, you lunatic,’ and speared him straight out onto the road. Well the other fella shit himself, so in we go.

			“It is packed! Dykes and gays. It’s then jerried on me. Club 69!

			“So I said, ‘Poss, I’m gonna get a jug of beer. We might as well enjoy the night. So we went over to get a jug of beer and next minute, he’s havin’ a dance with this sheila. I look at the sheila…That’s not a sheila, that’s bloody Gypsy from the bloody Alliance Hotel, I’m thinking.  I wonder if that big lunatic knows he’s dancin’ with a bloke?

			“So I went across and tapped him on the shoulder. He says, ‘Find yer own to dance with, yer big idiot.’ He thought I was duckin’ in on him!

			“I says, ‘Poss, I just want to let you know you’re dancin’ with a bloke.’

			“He says, ‘I know that, Gypsy and I are mates, we shared a cell together.’

			“So I went back to the bar to get me jug of beer, and next minute, I get a tap on the shoulder from the bloke behind the bar. He says, ‘Tom, I didn’t know you were gay.’ It was the bloke who was the bar manager of Valleys Rugby League Football Club - I played for Valleys - and he’s behind the jump up there… He’s a screamin’ cat! I said, ‘Turn it up, I’m not,’ but I look and see these two bouncers, the ones who got speared out onto the footpath, they’re goin’ around gettin’ troops to deal with us. I said, ‘This is lovely. We’re in a bit of bother here, Wato. Sneak through, go and get a few palings off that fence down there, because we might need a bit of artillery… and I’ll grab the big lunatic.’

			“He’s still dancin’ with Gypsy, so I go over and tap him on the shoulder. He said, ‘Don’t you take no for an answer?’ And I said , ‘Mate, we’re in a bit of bother here, just take a look around.’

			“Well the next minute, Wato’s got through the break, but they’ve blocked off the hallway (there’s this narrow hallway which is the entrance to this big room at the back of the Story Bridge Hotel where they had the club in those days.)

			“Well, anyway, this big black butch lesbian comes at us. She’s got this big Afro hairdo and looks about ten foot tall, and she’s mad, she’s in black leathers.” He turns to Big Poss. “Remember her?” 

			“Black leather coat and black mini dress,” puts in Big Poss. “Get out here on the grass,” she growls at us. 

			“She was a big woman,” says Tom respectfully.

			“She was a monster, big as he,” says Big Poss to me, pointing at Tom.

			“She was a big woman,” says Tom, sighing. “So the next minute, Poss has put one straight on her chin and she’s gone straight back through the ranks of all her mates. Down she’s gone.

			“Well, before Poss and I can make a break from ’em all, they’re turnin’ on me, I’m pushin’ ’em off and Poss is pushin’ ’em off and they’re startin’ to get fair dinkum - they’ve got their shoes off and they’re beltin’ inter us and I said bugger this, and for the first and last time in me life, I’ve had to take a few swings at women! 

			“We’re thinnin’ the ranks a bit and Poss says ‘Where’s Wato?’ And I said, ‘I don’t know, but let’s get out of here.’

			“We get down back to the car and here’s Wato lying beside it. His only injury, he’s pulled the palings off the fence and hit himself in the eye. Knocked himself out and subsequently got eight stitches!” 

			“Three quarters of an hour later, we get back to the Wharfies’ Club. The bloke that gee’d Poss up, said, ‘Great joint, isn’t it?’

			“I said, ‘I won’t be goin’ back there again in a hurry.’”

			Big Poss pulls on another cigarette, sucks the smoke into his lungs and breathes it out slowly and luxuriously. This is a man who really savours his bad habits, I’m thinking. He then says reflectively, “I used to invite them home to do me washin’.”

			Tom laughs. “You bloody imbecile...”

			“They were me mates…Gypsy and Rosa and Toy.” 

			“Toy de Wilde.” Tom turns to me. “Do you know about her? She stood for Parliament here back in the days of Bjelke-Petersen, against Don Lane…” He turns back to Dennis. “What was the name of that sheila who had the club down in Sydney?”

			“Carlotta,” says Big Poss. “I knew ’em all…I knew Toy de Wilde, when he had hair on him like a monkey. When he was a young fella, he had hair all over him… Two years later, he has big tits and the only hair he has is on his head.”

			“I’ll tell you a funny story,” says Tom. “There was a friend of theirs who was a cross-dresser…she was the first one to have a full sex change in Singapore... Well, when I first met her, I couldn’t believe me luck that I’d got on to this good sort - I was only about eighteen at the time. We were up in the Mariners’ Club, the Playboy Club. And anyway, this good sort comes my way. She had a beautiful set of boobs, a low-cut dress…and anyway, Herbie Cotter tried to get on to her. In those days he had an Austin A40 convertible… So I went over and started talkin’ to her and she seems to like me. She had a voice like Cleo Laine. I can’t believe me luck! So anyway, to cut a long story short, she ended up havin’ pills - testicles - when we got down to the funny business. ‘God strewth,’ I said, ‘a man’s out of luck here…’

			“She said, ‘Please don’t hurt me, I’m goin’ to Singapore and I’m gonna have a full sex change.’ 

			“‘Oh, that’s lovely,’ I says. So I gave her sixpence and me phone number and I said, ‘Here, ring me when you get back, if it’s a success’.”

			The two men roar laughing, then Big Poss says, “I was over at the Alliance one day and they want me to go to St John’s Wood to do some bouncin’. Well, I’ve never been to St John’s Wood before…”

			“That’s over near Ashgrove, isn’t it?” I say.

			“Yair. But I’d never been there before. So I get over there to some club. I think it was about $15 to get in. They’re all poofters and lesbians! And they’re all on the TV, all them fellas. Well I’m on the hooch, the drink, and I’m their bouncer and so I won’t let no bastard in and I won’t let no bastard out, neither…

			“But I’ll tell you how you can come undone… He was a Sunday School teacher, this bloke, and that high!” Big Poss has his hand about a metre and a half from the floor. “And the next minute, there’s a blue, and it’s the sheila that does the weather on television - real good lookin’, she was - and she says, ‘Get out of that chair, I want that chair.’ I said to her, ‘You get stuffed!’ And she went to slap me, so I went whoosh, and downed her...”

			“You downed the weather woman?” I say, shocked.

			“And the bloke that was with her, he’s about nine stone. Kunde, his name was. His brother won the title. And he said (and here Dennis adopts a very refined tone of voice) ‘I’d like to talk to you outside, if you don’t mind.’ And I said ‘Let’s go,’ (mincingly). And when we get out there, he knocks me straight down next to a rock pool. Well, when I’ve got up, I’ve come up with two rocks - nearly killed him. But I tell you what, Jesus Christ, he could fight…He could’ve easily knocked me out, too, because by the Christ, his punches were hurtin’ me...”

			“Tell you another story,” says Tom. “I went down to see him,” pointing at Dennis, “one day, down at the wharves. They were workin’ on the wool dumpster and it was a bugger of a hot day in about ’76 or ’77. I was workin’ on a dairy farm, up the bush. Well, when I get down to see him around lunchtime, they’re all layin’ on bales of wool, catching the breeze off the river. I said, ‘How ya goin’, mate?’

			“He said, ‘Not bad, big fella, how’s yourself?’

			“I said, ‘Pretty good mate. I’m down here in Brissy, tryin’ to buy the place nextdoor’ - which I was - tryin’ to raise finance with the Agricultural bank. 

			“He says, ‘I’ve had a gutful of this team down here, mate. Look at the imbeciles I’ve got to work with. They’re just layin’ there on the bales of wool, readin’ the papers and that.’ I said, ‘Well, if you’re not happy, you can always leave…’ He said. ‘Well, I’m thinkin’ of it. Is there any work up in the bush?’ I said, ‘My word, there is, mate. They want a bloke to cut thinnin’s in the Forestry at the moment.’ He said ‘What? Thinnin’s in the Forestry? Just what I need. Get up there and show those hillbillies a trick shot or two with a chainsaw.’

			“At this, old Percy on the bales beside him, throws his paper down. ‘I’ve had enough of this, Poss,’ he said, ‘Wherever did you cut timber?’

			“ Big Poss said, ‘The Simpson Forest.’

			“‘You big idiot, it’s the Simpson Desert,’ says Perce.

			“Dennis says innocently, ‘Is that what they’re callin’ it now?’” Tom howls with laughter.

			“Talk about come in spinner!” Big Poss is laughing so hard I am afraid he is going to fall off his chair.

			“Anyway, I got the place next door, but um, my eyes were bigger than me bank account, so I needed a bit of work. That’s a story in itself…they didn’t want me in the dairy industry because of me politics - I’m a Communist - and they tried to get me out. Tried to close me down, so I said to Big Poss, ‘Mate, is there any work goin’ down there?’ and he said yes, there were jobs goin’ down in the wool dump. 

			“So I get a job there. He’s on a press beside me and I’m on another press and there’s this young fella there who just got out of the nick. He’s covered in tats and everything and he’s heard about Big Poss. Anyway, he says to him, ‘I believe you were some sort of a crook.’ 

			“Big Poss said ‘What you say? Can’t hear you over the machine. Too noisy.’

			“The bloke put his head around and he says, ‘I heard you were some sort of crook or criminal.’

			“Big Poss said, ‘Is that what they’re sayin’ about me? Where’d you hear that?’

			“The bloke said, ‘Oh just general sort of hearsay…everyone’s told me.’

			“‘Fair dinkum,’ says Big Poss, ‘is that what they’re sayin’? What else do they say about me?’

			“The young bloke says, ‘That yer did a fair bit of time in gaol.’

			“Big Poss says, ‘Yair, done all of it.’

			“The young bloke says, ‘How much?’

			“Dennis said, ‘Thirteen days.’

			“The young bloke looks at Big Poss. ‘Thirteen days,’ he says, ‘you serious?’

			“‘Yair,’ says Big Poss.

			“ ‘That’s shit,’ he says. I’ve just done 12 months.’

			“Big Poss says, ‘What’d you say?’ And the bloke’s put his head around Poss’s side of the machine and Poss has hit him a beauty on the chin. 

			“He’s fallen straight to the floor and gone to sleep. Big Poss says, ‘Christmas Days, you idiot.’

			More laughter. Big Poss looks mischievous. . “I still reckon I was a good union rep… $18 an hour I got for ’em - which is about $700 a week - and half the cargo!” His laughter turns to a wheeze and he gets involved in a coughing fit. I check his ashtry. Overflowing as usual.

			Coughing subsided, he continues. “But one day, him and Ray are thievin’ meat. ‘Leave it alone, I tell ’em. I’ll tell you when the good stuff comes in…’

			Tom interrupts. “This was after they tried to kick me out. They’ve got some cartons of beef. They said, ‘Tom,’ you don’t need any of this, because you kill your own out on the dairy farm, don’cha?’ 

			“I said, ‘Yair mate, that’s all right…’See they’ve kept me out of it and shared it out amongst themselves. The next day there’s a container of meat come in and I’ve thought, I’ll show the bastards.  So every pallet that’s come in, I’ve got a carton out of it. There’s 18 pallets, so I’ve got 18 cartons.”

			“Eighteen cartons,” bellows Big Poss in sudden fury, “60 odd kilos! Gorrrd!” 

			“Every time the meat inspector turned around to go and do his book (they had a tally clerk there too, to make sure you don’t take anything) I just ran a carton straight into the skip bin. When they’ve gone and closed it up as a tally load and it came lunchtime, well I had a ute. They’re all playin’ cards and someone says, ‘Where’s Tom?’ Well nobody knew. But I don’t know where to put it because I can’t drive it all the way back to the bush, so I’ve...”

			“Put it here!” says Big Poss pointing at the space behind me. “Eighteen cartons stacked against this wall!” 

			“So when we get back in the afternoon after work, Poss and Vron are blowin’ up. “He says, ‘You big idiot! So you don’t think there’ll be trouble over this!’ 

			“I said, ‘Get out, there won’t be any blow-up, don’t you think thieves exist on the other end?’

			“He said, ‘It’s goin’ to bloody China, mate!’

			“So instead of takin’ the good stuff - we didn’t know what it was - it was all neck beef and we end up with eighteen cartons of that!”

			“Did you actually use it?” I ask. “Cook it, sell it, or what?”

			“Yair,” said Big Poss. “He put a rock with a raw boot in it and ten hours later you’d be able to eat it…We give a lot of it away.”

			“Him and Ray reckoned I was tryin’ to poison them,” said Tom. They both laugh. 

			Dennis stubs out his cigarette and immediately pulls another from the pack, in a slow, reflective manner, as if he is thinking hard about something. I wonder if he is reaching for it on automatic pilot, or whether he is trying to distract me. I’ve already complained to him on several occasions that interviewing him is a health hazard. His solution today is to direct the pedestal fan so the smoke is blown away from me. “You can have this,” he says at length to me. “They come here to see me… Powell and Johnson. And Powell says to me, ‘Poss, we’ve had a meetin’ at Mac-pack and we want to sack Ray.’

			Big Poss has lit the cigarette. “I said, ‘That’s all right. Sack him!’

			“They said, ‘Won’t you do anything about it?’ 

			“I said, ‘No. Sack him.’

			“They look at each other. ‘And you won’t do nothin’?

			“I said, ‘Sack him, then I might do something.’

			“ ‘Oh.’ Powell said, ‘He’s thievin’. And instead of just thievin’ outside, he’s in the Bond store and thievin’ out of the Bond, which is taboo! (He just couldn’t help himself, Ray,’ Big Poss adds with a snort of anger.) ‘Anyhow,’ he said, ‘He’s thievin’ too much, I think we’ve got to sack him.’

			“I said, ‘Well, sack him.’ Then I said, ‘But I’ll tell you something. You know when Ray was the Manager of the Wharfies’ Club?’

			“‘Yair,’ he says.

			“I said, ‘I used to go into the Club and there’d be a meat shop there. Inside. Anythink you’d want to buy.’ I said, ‘It all come from Mac-Pack. So, you can’t tell me, that when Ray was workin at the Wharfies’ Club, he was gettin’ the stuff from Mac-Pack… Someone workin’ at Mac-pack was takin’ it into the Wharfies’ Club. And I always thought it was Powell and Johnson…’

			“He said, ‘Poss, he’s still got his job.’”

			Tom smiles at me. “It’s all right for them to thieve,” Big Poss goes on, “The top end of town was always as much in it as the bottom end was.”

			We take a break. I get up to fill the glass jug with water. The temperature outside is about 34 degrees, centigrade.

			Big Poss picks up a manuscript of the Ide family history contained in a large, foolscap-sized folder. “You must read this book,” he says to Tom.

			“What’s that, mate?” says the big man. 

			“It’s all the Ides, the whole family, Tip put it together.”

			“Old Caesar had to be careful of them, didn’t he?” says Tom. When Poss does not deign to reply he adds, “Wasn’t he told to beware the Ides of March?”

			“And every other fuckin’ month,” mutters Big Poss. “Old Uncle Brutus, eh?” He points at the book. “Look at that big tree. I can remember doin’ that.”

			“Is that the one they built the city on the other side of, mate?” says Tom. 

			“Don’t laugh at it mate…look at the bloody thing. Don’t tell me it wasn’t a big tree. There’s another one here.” He riffles through the book and produces another photograph.

			“Gawd that is big,” says Tom, whistling softly. “Where’s Hackett, is he here?”

			“He’s in ’em all. Look, there’s old Hackett, there.”

			“There’s another big tree. Have a look at the size of that!” Tom marvels.

			“Oh, but Tom, there are bigger than that. When you go through it…this one that we done here, it was only 20,000 super feet. We’ve got one here that was 95,000! This fella here, Uncle Hughie…they buried him and poor old Aunty Etty got killed coming home from his funeral, they run over her in a bus. Now here’s old Hackett with the bullock team. Yer got to go right through it,” he tells Tom. “And right at the very end, he’s got me. There’s me and him and Bob Hawke. And when he come out…”

			“Who’s this?” says Tom.

			“McKay. See he brought his violin. That’s how he got his money.”

			“A violinist!” I say. “That’s nice.” 

			“When I was coming back up to Brisbane once,” says Tom, “I called in to see Mrs Ide and old Hackett. They’d just got their family tree put together and they were lookin’ at it. And I said ‘McKay? My Mum was related to McKays.’ And Dulcie said, ‘What was your Mum’s maiden name?’ And I said ‘Munro.’ And she said, ‘Munro? What about Minnie?’ And I said, ‘That was my Mum’s aunty.’ She said, ‘Minnie’s my aunty!’”

			“So I am related to the big bastard,” says Big Poss gloomily.

			“Yair, but there’s a lot of mattresses between us, mate.” Tom grins.

			Big Poss ignores this comment. “And see that tree, there,” he points to another faded photograph. “That’s another ten feet higher than that tree there. 5,000 super feet.”

			“A super foot, what’s that?” I ask.

			“Well now, it’s cubic feet.” 

			Tom adds, “A super foot was a foot long by a foot wide, by an inch thick, I think.”

			“Now there’s Uncle Vic, with one leg,” says Big Poss. “Dick Thiele and Uncle Vic used to play cricket with one leg each… Dick Thiele made wooden legs, because he said, ‘If ever you get bit by a snake, it won’t hurt you.’” He takes a deep suck on his cigarette, “and I thought I knew what tough was, but Dick Thiele, when he was 18 year old and drivin’ a bullock team, a big log rolled off and pinned his leg, crushin’ it. There was nobody there and he was jammed against a rock and couldn’t get free, so he pulled a pocket knife out, cut his own leg off, he cauterized it by burning the stump, then he unyoked the bullock team, before riding back to get some medical attention! How tough was he, boy?”

			“Oh, that was tough,” concurs Tom.

			“But you know he got killed in the bush.” He points to his father. “He killed him.”

			“How?”

			“Because he done exactly what you never do in the bush… you never go up the gullies…you always come down from the top. Thiele got caught, pullin’ logs out because he went up the gully….Hackett was at the top, he cut a tree down, it came down the gully and splattered him for about two mile…And when me and Tip come down, I said ‘There’s a log there, there’s the billy on, with spuds and onions…but where’s Thiele? Not here.’ I said, ‘He must’ve went to town.’ So we’ve had a feed and old Hackett said, ‘Look, you stay here, I’ll just go up the dump and have a look at some trees.’ And away he went. He was findin’ chunks of body everywhere…ooohhh.” Big Poss groans, remembering the horror of it.

			“That’s terrible, mate,” says Big Tom.

			“He came down to us and he said, ‘Look, you and Tip have the day off tomorrer.’ So this truck driver - someone - took us to town and we didn’t even know that they come back out and …ooohhh. Well, there was eleven killed there over the years. Jesus Christ almighty, yair, that’s how he died, mate.’ Dennis shudders. ‘It was a big tree that come down, a big messmate.”

			“Yair they are a big tree, those messmates,” Tom agrees.

			“But anyway, it goes right back to the convicts.” Poss pats the book.

			“Who came over as a convict?” I ask, pouring everyone a glass of water.

			“My mob.”

			“Were they Ides?” I ask.

			“No.” Big Poss is struggling to remember the name of his convict forebear. He is still visibly disturbed by his memories of Dick Thiele’s death.

			“But getting back to Ray at the Wharfies’ Club,” says Tom, “people were dirty on Ray because they couldn’t get over him.”

			Big Poss says, “One time, we’re comin’ back to the Wharfies’ Club after one of the Vietnam Moratorium street marches. Ninety percent of us has been pinched, and all in gaol, about 200, and as we’re comin’ past The National, here come the demons, and we’re in a taxi. So Scalpel’s went” (here Poss makes a lewd gesture) “at ’em, and the demons pull the taxi over. I said to the driver, ‘Don’t stop!’ and he says, ‘No, if it’s the police, I’ve gotta stop.’ So anyway, we’re pulled over and it’s the SWAS or the POS squad, I don’t remember, one of ’em. I’ve jumped straight out and I’ve went boong! I headbutt inter the first of them! Well, that was it, they nearly killed me. I’m down on the ground wonderin’ where the others are and I’m thinkin’ the arseholes, I thought they were me mates, but anyway, I get up, the demons, they’re all unconscious, bar one. And he says, ‘Don’t hit me, I’m a cripple, I’m a cripple!’”

			“How many of them were there?” I ask.

			“The coppers? Fifteen or sixteen of ’em.” He takes another pull on his cigarette. “Well more of ’em come down and they put us in the Paddy wagon and I’m on the floor, I could hardly move. I said to Doug, ‘If they take us to the CIB, we’re in trouble. But if they take us to the watchhouse, it’ll be a reunion. 

			“Anyway we’re just about to go and one copper said, ‘Get that big fat headbuttin’ bastard out here and give him a bit more.’

			“Well they dragged me out and they all kicked me in the guts and in the bum and I thought, I’ll just cop it sweet. Jesus there was some blood…And Spud, he shit himself because they bashed him that bad…and when they got us to the watchhouse, they threw us through the doors and one of the blokes who was there, a copper, said, ‘I thought you’d be here earlier than this, Idey.’ And he wouldn’t let any of the other coppers belt us again.”

			Big Poss’s daughter, Lisa, arrives with her three-year-old, Rebecca, who stands just behind her grandfather’s chair waiting for him to acknowledge her.

			Lisa says, “Tell Pa we’ve just walked all the way up from the Pre-school.”

			Big Poss hasn’t seen her yet, so I say, “There’s your granddaughter, Poss.”

			“There’s me darlin’,” he says. Then turns to her. “The bird’s up there, dead.”

			“Dead,” the little girl says. 

			“Yair. You put the flowers on its grave.”

			“On its grave,” the toddler repeats solemnly. “The grave,” she says again.

			“On the grave, yes,” says Lisa quietly, taking her daughter’s hand and walking outside to find Vron. It seems a strange conversation to have with a little kid, but I don’t know the history of it, probably something to do with the flock of magpies and parrots Vron feeds every day.

			“They wanted us for murder too,” says Big Poss, continuing our conversation.

			“Us? You mean you? You didn’t commit murder, did you?” I say.

			“Tried to. He lived. Hit him with a spade. Givin’ people up, he was.”

			“Who was this?” I ask, totally confused. 

			“Nuh,” he says, shaking his head.

			“Not going to say,” I mutter. “Okay. No dogging.”

			Big Tom is chuckling.

			“Anyway,” continues Big Poss, “I’m in there, in the padded cell, belted…And I’ve said to George Georges, ‘You’d better get Mellifont or Spender here...” (These were lawyers who acted for Dennis from time to time) “..because I think they are gonna kill me.’”

			“George says, ‘Poss, I’m not game to open me mouth after what they’ve done to you. I’ve got a bad heart. If they get into me like they got into you, I’ll never get out of here alive.’ But they let us go in the finish.” 

			“What year was this?” I ask.

			The two men confer. “About 1972, I think.”

			Big Tom continues. “After the Vietnam War, the Communist Party invited a Vietcong General to Australia. I was dairy farming at Conandale and I get a phone call from this fella…” (pointing at Dennis) “I said ‘What’s up, mate?’ and he says, ‘Look, there’s this bloke from Vietnam coming here tomorrow and they’re expecting a bit of trouble…There’s Desi Esi, Darcy Goode, Neville Ashe and they’re coming to protect him, because we’re expecting a blue from the Vietnamese livin’ here.’ I said, ‘Yeah, mate, I’ll come down for a day and a night.’ He said, ‘We’ve got to pick him up from the airport, we’ve got to take him to his hotel and that night he’ll give a talk at the BWIU, the Building Workers’ Industrial Union.’”

			I asked Tom where the General had stayed in Brisbane.

			“I think it was Lennons, the old one, before they pulled it down, just off George Street on the corner…”

			Big Poss interrupts: “When we went and got him off the plane, I said, ‘There’s a copper over there, with a video camera.’

			“ ‘Have you only just found one?’ says Desi. ‘They’re everywhere.’ 

			“ Well they’ve just filmed our car. They’d have our number and everything. They were probably followin’ us all the time. They’ve seen everything we done and I never even seen them till just now.’

			“When we were down the airport,” adds Tom, “there must have been twenty of them watchin’ every move we made.” He turned to Dennis. “But Poss, you get used to that after a while, because years ago when I was a member of the Communist Party and the Eureka Youth League, they always used to watch us. During the fifties, under Menzies, when they tried to outlaw Communism and they had to have the referendum, well, our place used to get raided quite often.” He finishes his glass of water, then continues. “So anyway, we pick this bloke up and we take him up to the BWIU, up at Petrie Terrace - that’s where the rooms used to be in those days - and he gave a speech and talked to the trade unionists and people who had been against our involvement in Vietnam and he was brilliant, a brilliant speaker. At the end of his speech which lasted about an hour and a half, he said, ‘Any questions?’ So I started the ball rolling. I said, ‘Yes, bein’ a Communist who lives in a Western society, it’s hard for me to understand why Vietnam and China are at loggerheads. Can you explain that?’

			“Well, he went on and on back to about the First Dynasty! Everybody was fallin’ asleep. He spoke for over half an hour. And after that, no one wanted to ask him any more questions, they all just wanted to go and have a drink. And Poss gives me a filthy look. ‘Good on yer, Tom,’ he says, ‘I’m dyin’ of thirst, here.’”

			“We weren’t allowed to have a beer all day!” protests Big Poss.

			“Anyway, after all this, the General comes up to me and says, ‘Would you like to have a cigarette with me?’ 

			“And I say, ‘Certainly.’ And we introduce ourselves and he gives me a smoke. 

			“I say, ‘Where’d you get these from?’ (He’s that proud that they’ve made these cigarettes in Vietnam.) ‘They’re shit!’ I say. ‘Try one of these.’ And I give him a Marlboro. 

			“He takes a gasp. ‘Ooh,’ he said, ‘very good. But they’re American.’ 

			“I said, ‘Yair, but aren’t they a good smoke?’ He smiles and nods. I say, ‘Would you like a packet?’ And he’s still noddin’ his head, so I give him a packet. Anyway, I went back the next morning to the farm and the next night there was another meeting at the Waterside Workers’ Club and that was when all hell broke loose.”

			“Three hundred of the bastards come,” says Big Poss, “and Joh’s boys stood back and let them attack us… but when we got on top of ’em, well then the coppers come in and started arrestin’ everyone.”

			“Yair, well I missed the blue…” says Big Tom with a sigh.

			“Geez they were lovely, they were only little fellas.” Big Poss is smiling, “And we were cleanin’ ’em up. Darcy had ’em lyin’ down everywhere. We broke all the billiard cues.”

			“..Because they had numchukkas.” put in Tom.

			“They’re illegal, aren’t they?” I say, but the irony is either missed or ignored.

			“No,” says Big Poss. “It was a good fight.” He chuckles again at the memory of it.

			There is a pause.

			Big Poss produces a piece of yellow paper which he passes to Tom. “Have a go at this,” he says.

			Big Tom looks over at me. “Telegram. From Owens and Pringle.” 

			“That was Jack Mundey’s camp,” Big Poss tells me.

			“What’s it about?” I ask.

			“This is back during the BLF days in the ’70s in NSW when Jack Mundey started the Green Bans.” Tom reads:

			‘State Executive advises job organizers not to recognise anyone outside NSW elected organizer and to accept only NSW union tickets. Regards, Joe Owens. Secretary, Bobby Pringle.’ 

			“You sent that down to me, when you went down to that meeting,” says Big Poss. 

			“I’m gonna go and get a photocopy of that, Poss,” says Tom.

			It’s so faded it is practically impossible for me to read. I make a mental note to have a look at it at another time with a magnifying glass. 

			“Remember Juanita Neilsen?” I ask Tom, recalling newspaper reports I had read about the journalist and heiress to the Foy retail fortune in Sydney. She had opposed some inner-city developers and disappeared without trace in about 1975.

			“A wonderful person,” says Tom.

			“What do you think happened to her?”

			“She’d be in the footings of somewhere... I met her once. See, a cousin of mine, he was on the NSW Builders’ Labourers Federation Executive and he was one of the 15 sacked by the corrupt Askin government. They got Gallagher from the Victorian Branch to come up with a team of thugs. But it got pretty heavy down there at that stage…In those days, I was working at Con Rutile, on Stradbroke Island, on the sand mines and I was a member of the FEDFA and the Maritime unions were the only ones who came out to support Jack Mundey. They were all terrified, all the other labour unions, because he wanted to introduce Tenure of Service. It was a beautiful idea of Jack’s. He felt that after two tenures of office, you’d become too familiar with the bosses and forget your roots, so you’d go back on the tools. He lost a lot of support over it.”

			“I was in that union, with Mundey,” says Dennis.

			“You were a delegate at the university,” Tom adds. 

			“That’s right, Pringle and me and Owens were the bosses in Newcastle…”

			“You see, Joey Owens became secretary after Jack Mundey stood down,

			after his two terms,” Tom explains to me. 

			“Because I was in the union up here, I probably would have got in instead of Hamilton. But because he come up here - the big bastard - Gallagher - I said, ‘Here, I’m unfinancial, take me off the list.’ So I done me job in. I had to do a bit of thievin’ to support meself, then. It was better than workin’ anywhere near that mongrel Gallagher… I was down the Creek [Breakfast Creek Hotel] one day and the coppers come and they said, ‘Poss, every time we see you, you’re in the pub. You’ve always got a roll of notes. How come you’ve always got a lot of money? We know you’re doin’ somethin’ illegal. Either go to work, or go to gaol.’ I said, ‘I’d better get a job.’ So I went to Ernie Williams. He introduced me to Fred Nicol and I become a storeman and packer. And that’s how I started with the Storemen and Packers. For Mundey. It would have been 1975, 1976. 

			“Gallagher sacked Mundey. But when he got the sack, his daughter became the delegate from South Australia. So, next minute, Mundey comes up to Brisbane. ‘How ya goin’ Poss?’ he says.”

			Dennis pulls another cigarette fom the packet, lights it and resumes.

			“That blackfella that come out here, the singer…Paul Robeson…he was a Commo…he come out and he talked to all of us, when the Opera House was goin’ up…”

			“Yair, you were in Sydney…” begins Tom.

			“Newcastle,” Dennis corrects him. “But, Tom, when I was very young, this all just seemed like another day at the office. Now, it’s all history! We never thought just how significant Paul Robeson’s coming out here was, at the time…and the two greatest men in Australia were both Commos. I always said so…”

			“Who were they?” I am intrigued.

			“The bloke with the eyes,” says Big Poss, “Hollowes, Fred Hollowes, and the bloke writin’ the books... What was his name?”

			“The bloke that brought the Wrens undone?” says Tom, helpfully.

			“Hardy,” I say.

			“Frank Hardy,” says Big Poss. “Hardy and the bloke with the eyes…you wouldn’t get better blokes than that in this world. And the best politician was Gough Whitlam.”

			“And the three best blokes of the twentieth century were all black…” Tom puts his five bobs’ worth in, “Mandela, Gandhi and Martin Luther King.”

			A huge flock of magpies descend on the backyard lawn where Veronica has just left food for them, squawking warnings at each other. Then the parrots come in, argumentative, aggrieved. Vron has set their food to one side of the magpies’ stash and they all fly straight to it. Tom and I are enchanted by this display of feathers, guzzling and vociferous name-calling, Big Poss has seen it all before and puffs stolidly on the next cigarette.

			Tom: “In about 1979 I was at the Hamilton Hotel…”

			“Christmas Eve,” puts in Big Poss, helpfully.

			“And here’s Little Poss and he’s playin’ Pool. And there was a sheila there, with black hair, who was tryin’ to get on with Ray. Next minute, this bloke comes over and taps me on the shoulder. I used to play football with him at Valleys. He says, ‘How ya goin’ Tom?’ 

			“I said, ‘Not too bad at all, mate, how’s yourself and that, blah, blah, blah.’ 

			“He says, ‘What are you doin’?’ I said, ‘I’m just havin’ a beer, a mate of mine’s playin’ Pool over there.’ 

			“He said, ‘Which one?’ 

			“I said, ‘That bloke over there.’ 

			“He said, ‘Gee he’s in a bit of bother tonight. That sheila he’s with, is my mate’s woman. He’s not real happy about it.’

			“I said, ‘Well that’s a shame, mate. But I wouldn’t be doin’ too much about it because the bloke’s pretty handy.’

			“The fella says, ‘Well let’s see how he goes against seven of us…’

			“The next minute I’ve grabbed him by the shirt, picked him up, and threw him over the bar.

			“‘What the fuckin’ hell was all that about?’ Ray’s come out. He said. ‘What are ya bloody doin’? Yer here five minutes and you’re startin’ a fuckin’ blue!’

			“I said, ‘Ray, they’re talkin’ about seven outin’ ya over that sheila there.”

			“He said, ‘Are they?’

			“Well next minute, the bloke I threw over the bar has picked himself up off the floor and he comes back with big Moose Grant - Freddy Grant. All seven of ’em come in and the three of us are standin’ there, just in the doorway to that little pool room. The next thing Ray’s hit Moose straight on the chin back through the Public Bar and he’s gone down. Big Poss and me cut into another two and Moose has picked himself up off the floor and he’s come in to hit Ray over the head with a bar stool. But I’ve seen him just out of the corner of me eye and give him a stiff arm - I couldn’t get a punch on him because of the angle. And he’s bounced off that and straight into Dennis, and Dennis has hit him and down he’s gone. And we’re givin’ it to ’em all and there’s six bodies layin’ on the floor. Someone yells out ‘Get an ambulance.’ But Big Poss says suddenly, ‘There’s supposed to be seven here, but there’s only six asleep.’ And I think, Yair, there was seven of them, I’d better have a look around.” 

			Big Poss takes over the story. “‘We found him!’ He’s hidin’ behind the bar and Tom downs him.” 

			The two men have a chuckle. Poss says, “What was the name of the fella who managed the pub?”

			“Danny Best.”

			“Danny Best. I run into him at the races.”

			“He was me cousin,” says Tom.

			“He was tellin’ me this story,” says Big Poss. “He said, ‘I’ve seen some good fights in me days at the pub, but those seven tanker drivers… Seven of them went to hospital, but they come back with thirty!’ And Danny told ’em, ‘It’s not enough. I think you’d all better piss off.’ 

			“Talk about laugh! Geez I used to laugh at Danny. But he said to me, ‘Poss, no matter how bad yous were, yous were still decent blokes.’

			“We never looked for it,” says Tom.

			“I got barred from three pubs,” says Big Poss, a hint of pride in his voice. “So we went up to the Albion - where we were barred - because we belted shit out of the lot of them there and Eddy the Irishman said, ‘Look, you and Tom can come here as much as you like, but I’d prefer you did your drinkin’ somewhere else.’”He laughs at the Irishman’s wit. 

			Tom takes the story over. “Well we’re up there one night and it’s about ten to ten. And someone said, ‘Come on, Poss, give us a song before we go.’ So he starts singin’ Bobby McGee. Well the next minute, this bloke and his henchmen come over to Big Poss and said, ‘There’ll be no singin’ here in this bar.’ And Dennis said, ‘What are ya talkin’ about? Would you rather have us fightin’?’ So he kept singin’. Next minute they went to grab him. Well they never put a hand on him. Nipper’s come from one side, I’ve come from the other. A couple of the staff, seein’ there’s a blue goin’ on, close the doors, which open inwards, behind us, lock them, and call the cops. 

			“I got on top of the bar and just launched meself at the doors, hoping just to break the lock. Well, the next minute, both the jambs are off the doors and they’re openin’ outwards, hangin’ limp like broken limbs.” The two men are silent, obviously picturing the scene again.

			At this point one might have expected someone to say something about the good old days, but it doesn’t happen. I suspect neither has any fond memories about the years of the Bjelke-Petersen government. The mere mention of that particular politician’s name will bring a sneer to Big Poss’s mouth, a fierceness to his eye and at the very least, an expletive or two. Big Tom would probably just smile cynically and shake his head about the folly of human nature electing such a person to represent them. 

			Instead, the conversation turns again to trees. About how Hackett, timber-cutter and inadvertent murderer of a tough and courageous man whom he liked and admired, was a conservationist in his way, carefully selecting which trees to fell, leaving plenty of others to thrive. Big Poss talks passionately about the carnage wreaked on the bush by chainsaws and the the clearfelling beloved of the afore-mentioned Premier of Queensland, and the dismissive attitude of the last one.

			“And Tasmania!” he splutters. “They took every tree off a whole lot of the mountains there. Vandals! For woodchip! And now the rain comes down, the salt comes down off the bald rock…How can any government let ’em do that!”

			He takes another drag on his cigarette. “You know that’s why I fell out with Bob Hawke.” “Why was that?” I ask, alert again.

			“Well, when I finished with the unions, I wanted to be part of a quango to look after the environment. ‘Give me a job, a four-wheel drive, somewhere like over there at Macleay Island,’ I said. ‘I’ll stop ’em breakin’ bottles, cuttin’ down trees, all that kind of thing.’ 

			“He said, ‘Poss, I’ve got the very job for you.’

			“I said, ‘What?’

			“He said, ‘I’m gonna make you the High Commisioner…’

			“‘Oooh,’ I said. ‘Where?’

			“He said, ‘Easter Island.’”

			Big Poss laughs sourly. “I’d like to give him Easter Island. It’s too late there, they’ve already stuffed it up…It was the most beautiful place they reckon, now there’s nothin’. He shakes his head. He was a smart bastard, Hawke, wasn’t he?”

			“Well,” says Tom, “When we get those fifty nuclear stations we’ll really be able to do some damage to the environment, won’t we?”

			I mention the food irradiation plant we’ve already got at Narangba, established in the time of the Beattie Labor government. The mood in the room plummets. The phone rings. Big Poss picks it up.

			 “I’m gonna fight you,” he declares to the caller, his voice gettting louder and louder, “you name the place…” There is a pause, then he says, “because when you left here this mornin’, Big Tom and Cheryl arrived and they’re still here. They’ve got me clean off me head!” He’s talking to his brother.

			Big Tom looks at his watch and whistles softly. “Better be goin’,” he says. “Got to go back to Bundy tonight…Can you give me a lift to Wooloowin station, Cheryl?”

			“Sure,” I say, gathering my stuff.

			We say goodbye to Big Poss and Veronica and drive to the closest railway station at Tom’s insistence, though I have offered to drive him into the city. 

			On the way, Tom says, “I didn’t like to say this in Veronica’s house, but when we were at the wool dump, Dennis is our union rep and this bloke’s tryin’ to have a go at him and belittle him, though basically in fun. He says to him, ‘Poss, tell me somethin’… Have you ever fucked a poof?’ 

			“Big Poss looks him straight back in the eye and says without missing a beat, ‘No, but I’ve fucked a bloke that has.’ It brought the whole lunchroom down, everybody was laughin’ their heads off.”

			As we near the railway station, Tom checks his watch. He says, “But I think you asked me the night of young Poss’s birthday party at the Rum Jungle, why I held him in such high regard. Do you know why that is?”

			“No,” I say as I’m angle-parking the car, concentrating on my driving, but waiting for this new information.

			“Because he’s one bloke who held onto his hatred of the police. He could’ve had a free ride around town when he was runnin’ the Waterside Workers’ Club because the crooks used to say they couldn’t operate without a crooked Police Force. They used to love corrupt police. But not Little Poss. He used to say, ‘Leave me out of this, I don’t even want to breathe the same air as them.’ And I heard him say that to several people. He could have been on the take, like a lot, most of, the other operators during the Bjelke-Petersen government, but he never was. They even used to socialise with ’em! Not Little Poss. Ever.

			“That’s a good trait to carry,” continues Tom, heaving his huge frame out of the car, then lightly tapping the roof in thanks.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 17: Yum Cha

			Thursday, 18 January, 2007

			Poss phones for the second time this morning at 11.40am. “I’m starvin’,” he says “and I’ve got to eat. I fancy Chinese. This chemotherapy is killin’ me, Cheryl. Do you know a good Chinese restaurant in Sandgate?”

			I tell him there is a good Chinese restaurant in Aspley and that because I have a few more questions for him, I’ll meet him there at 12.30pm. He agrees.

			By the time I have parked my car I am no more than a minute late, but I see no Little Poss waiting outside the Oriental. So I go inside and he is sitting not far from the door demolishing a plate of chicken. He gives me a wave and I say, “Thanks for waiting for me.” He is also drinking his standard cup of coffee. Then I relent, remembering from my encounters with other people who have been inmates of prisons or reformatories, that they tend to take food and their mealtimes very seriously. It is my fault he has started eating without me because I am a minute late, though I suspect, looking at the chicken bones and the empty bamboo receptacles cluttering the table, that it was more than a minute ago that he started hopping into these.

			He tells me that he was just sitting there minding his own business, when one of the waitresses came to his table “with a trolley full of different dishes and I was gorn, Cheryl. I told them you was comin’ but they took no notice of me and started stackin’ all this food in front of me.” His eyes are a guileless blue, but he is grinning at me, daring me to believe him.

			“It’s Yum Cha,” I say. “You choose the dishes you want off the trolley, then they add it all up afterwards and give you the bill. But the point it, you have to tell them which dishes you want.”

			“Yum what?” he says, playing dumb. For someone undergoing chemotherapy and constantly reiterating that it is killing him, he is looking good. He is wearing an old blue shirt with long sleeves so that his skin doesn’t go purple in the sun with the treatment and he has a dreadful-looking straw hat on the chair beside him. The shirt brings out the colour of his eyes which are very noticeable today, twinkling with mischief. Earlier this morning he had phoned me and told me one of Ralph’s relatives had dobbed Ralph in to the Housing Commission for having him there, dossing on the lounge or on the floor. (“I reckon I know who it was, too,” he’d added darkly.) Panicking at the thought of a man who has just had an operation for bowel cancer, undergoing chemotherapy, and homeless, I had then phoned the office of my local member, Elaine Darling, and spoken to a man working there, about Poss’s plight. He had then had a lady called Rachel, from a community housing group, phone me. Rachel said that Poss should come in to the office to make application for a place this afternoon. Even though there was a waiting period of about a year for a home through Cabbage Tree Housing, you could be waiting for a house or flat allocated by Public Housing for up to nine years, she’d added. No wonder there are so many homeless people in Brisbane! These negotiations are what has made me the minute late for my appointment with Little Poss, and I tell him so.

			But he is adamant he has organized something for himself and refuses, pointblank, to sign up for the Community housing. “If the Government’s put you inside a tiny cell, where you’ve been starin’ at four walls for years on end,” he says, “you don’t want no more to do with ’em when you are a free man.” I tell him that Cabbage Tree Housing is not strictly a government organization, but can see that he is sceptical. I give up.

			“So what are you going to do?” I ask him.

			“I’m gonna buy meself a fold-up bed and put it in Kingy’s garage. That way I can come and go without disturbin’ him and his missus, and see me dog.” Kingy and his wife have been looking after Posh, Little Poss’s short-legged Jack Russell, since he split with Sharon and moved out of their place in Stafford. His other Jack Russell, Jake, is in Beaudesert with Trigg, another of Ray’s close friends.

			The trolley comes round and I choose some steamed prawn gau gees and crabmeat dumplings. Little Poss pretends he can’t eat any more, then quickly demolishes half of the new dishes. He enthusiastically flags down another trolley but when it arrives, looks suspiciously at what’s on offer. It is a dessert selection and I suggest the delicate flakey pastry custard tart, which he orders, but eyes doubtfully while doing so. I watch his face for his reaction when he bites into it. Trying to hide the moment of ecstasy that comes with this introduction to a house speciality, he does not quite succeed, but attempts manfully to turn his pleasure into a scowl. “I’ll bring Veronica here,” he says, “I owe her a good feed. She’ll like it here.”

			His mobile phone rings. He barks into it for a few minutes and I wonder vaguely who it is. Then overhear him say (as no doubt half the restaurant does), “So you’re cheatin’ on me, are ya? I thought you wanted me to do that bit of clearin’ up for ya.” His face, I note, is almost its usual colour, his eyes are sparkling and his lower lip is pouting the way it does when he’s flirting. It’s one of his lady friends he’s talking to. 

			He rings off. “No chance Nance,” he says, by way of explanation, looking excessively pleased with himself. I’m thinking that Nance, at this minute, has probably better than excellent odds if she’s interested in resuming something along relationship lines with Poss.

			“Getting back to me accommodation,” he says, “it’s me dogs I’m more worried about…Kingy and his missus have helped me out with Posh, and Trigg has been a great mate lookin’ after Jakey, but Posh will be goin’ on heat and I’ll have to find somewhere to put her then…I suppose they’ll have to lock her up in a room on her own for a week or two - solitary confinement - like what the government did to me.” But he’s grinning.

			I go through the list of questions I want to ask him and he answers them in reasonably high spirits. I remind him that since he never wants to talk about his marriage to Mary, I would like to talk to her myself. He agrees, and tells me that Mary will be back and forth to Brisbane from Nambour for treatment for her back problem and would not object to my interviewing her. They’ve already discussed it a couple of times, I merely have to choose a day convenient to us both.

			As we’re leaving the restaurant, Poss discovers that he has mislaid his car keys.

			“I could of left them in me car,” he says, “or I’ve left them in the shop where I bought these nectarines.” He waves the bag of fruit that he’d previously put on the chair beside his hat, under my nose. 

			“Have you checked inside the bag?” I ask.

			“Yair. I know what I done,” he says, “see, I never buy anything in the fruit line till I taste it first. I mean, sometimes you pay big money for, peaches, say, that you can’t even eat. Oh no, I always taste them first. So I have to be pretty sneaky about it. They’re watchin’ me and I’m watchin’ them, no doubt actin’ suspicious, and when I get a chance I have a bite…beautiful! But in doin’ that today, I lose me car keys.” He laughs self-deprecatingly. “A man’s a fool.” He puts the disreputable straw thing on his head.

			“Love the hat,” I say, wondering vaguely where the sarcasm, not my favourite kind of wit, is coming from.

			“So did Posh,” he says, not pausing for a second. “She et it!”

			We walk to the fruit shop. “You notice that bananas are gettin’ cheaper, now,” he says expansively, glancing around the premises with a practiced eye.

			“You wouldn’t happen to have found a set of car keys belonging to this gentleman?” I ask one of the aproned ladies behind the cash register.

			The lady smiles and turns to her friend, “Yes, we did find some keys, now where did we put them?”

			Everyone is so pleasant and accommodating, I add a lame joke about the only way you can be sure a man will come back to you is to keep his car keys, and both ladies agree, laugh heartily and wish us well.

			“Well that was a very nice coupla hours,” says Poss, punching his hat further down on his head back at the car. He’s told me that the sun combined with the chemo had made his face turn purple once, when he didn’t remember to wear something to shade it.

			His mood suddenly changes. “You know he’s got to have an operation on his throat?” (“He” or “him” always refers to his brother, Dennis.) “But the doctors say they’ll only operate if he gives up the smokin’. And do you reckon he’s makin’ a bloody racket about that! I told him just to stick that flypaper stuff on his arms, you know, those Nicorette patches…but he said he’d rather go, instead. I said, ‘You’ve got to be kiddin’ mate!’” He laughs suddenly. “But Veronica, she said when we die she hopes that we’ll both go together. She said, ‘When you pricks finally cark it, you’d better go together or I’m gonna kill the other one of ya.’” He is chuckling, really enjoying Veronica’s exasperation again. Then looks serious, even grim-faced. “But if he goes first,” he growls, “I’m gonna sort out all those bastards that never come to visit him after his stroke…”

			“What are you going to do?” I challenge him.

			“Eh? Well for starters, I’ll throw ’em out of the funeral. The rest I’ll just improvise.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 18: Early Autumn

			Tuesday, 20 February 2007

			The weather is unseasonably mild, as if Autumn has decided to come a couple of weeks early. A seabreeze is blowing through my front windows and there is the faint promise of rain in it. Weatherwise, it’s the best time of the year in Brisbane, the end of summer. I must have dozed off because I am startled awake by the phone ringing. Poss.

			“Howya goin’?”

			“Fine mate, how’re you?”

			“I haven’t seen me book anywhere. I’ve been lookin’ in all the bookshops…nothin’.”

			“Must’ve sold out,” I say, a little irritated.

			He laughs and then the laughter subsides into a growl. Changeable, like our weather at the moment. “Ooh,” he groans, “I just had a nightmare drive back from Tenterfield.”

			“What happened?”

			“Oh I crashed inter a post, wrecked all one side of me car.”

			“How’d you do that?”

			“I must’ve dozed off for a coupla seconds. It’s the bloody chemo.”

			“Wasn’t Nathan with you? Why wasn’t he driving?”

			“Well Nathan drove down with me. We had a lovely drive down and the weddin’ was probably the best one I’ve ever been to. It was a Jehovah’s Witness turn-out, but it was that good…But then he gets a phone call sayin’ that the people who are managin’ the place he lives in are havin’ an inspection and he says has to go back to tidy his room up. So I come back on me own.”

			“That was really dumb, Poss.”

			“He stayed for the weddin’…”

			“No, I mean you driving back on your own.”

			“Yair, well, I’m goin’ to the hospital tomorrer and I’m gonna ask them if they can stop the chemo, even though it has kicked in a bit and right now I’m not feelin’ so bad. But Gawd, it makes yer feel that sick! Yer get a…well it’s not a headache exactly, but it’s a weird feelin’ in yer head. And I’ve had the back pain again…”

			“You’ve been pretty nauseous right throughout the treatment, haven’t you? But the back pain is probably the hip replacement you need.”

			“You a doctor now?”

			“No. I’ve just been listening to your moans and groans for a while.”

			“Yair, well I’m due back tomorrer and I’ll ask the doctor if he can cut back the chemo. I’ve had six lots of it and I’m supposed to have twelve, though the doctors reckon not many people go more than nine. It gets to ’em, see? Makes ’em terrible sick. I’ve been havin’ some dark thoughts meself lately…the quality of me life is all up the creek and I’m on me own and…”

			“Did you get on to Mary?”

			“I’ll ring her tonight. Funny, I had a dream about her a few nights ago.”

			“Was it a good one?” They’re probably irrelevant, but I’ve always been intrigued by dreams, no doubt thanks to Freud, imagining that they are some ghostly roadmap to the true nature of the dreamer.

			“Well I haven’t had a dream about Mary in - ever! And she says to me (in the dream) that her old man, the one she is with now, the one she left me for, has been playin’ up with this one and that one from his business. She says to me, ‘He’s gone about as far as he can go.’ I was tellin’ Nathan about it.”

			“Do you think he might be playing up on her?” This really is a stupid question, because I know very little about Mary’s husband and have been given no reason to think any ill of him at all. More like wishful thinking on the Possum’s part, I believe.

			“Dunno. But he come on to her when she was married to me. Always droppin’ flowers on her desk and things like that. She didn’t have a chance. Anyway, I’ll give her your phone number because she’s back and forwards to Brisbane all the time havin’ treatment for her own back problem, and you can arrange to meet her.”

			Amused by the image of Mary’s alleged helplessness in the face of a barrage of flowers, I thank him and remind him that he is on his mobile phone. He tells me he’ll send me the bill when the book is published. I thank him again and ask him to phone me about the doctor’s verdict tomorrow.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 19: Mary

			Wednesday, 7 March 2007

			Ray’s ex-wife Mary is coming to Brisbane today from her home in Nambour, because she has a morning appointment at the Wesley Hospital. We have arranged to meet at two o’clock at the Toowong Library. I arrive early and wait in a corner with my questions written out in an exercise book for her to read. These will form the basis of the interview, but I am hoping that Mary will elaborate on some of them. The last time I saw her was in 2004, at the literary luncheon for the book about Westbrook, to which she had brought Nathan and Chris, her and Ray’s boys. I remember a good-looking, dark-haired woman from that time, over two years ago, a woman who was extremely indignant about the abuses suffered by the inmates and the fact that Little Poss had not told her, even once, in all the time that they had been together, about his treatment at the hands of the wardens there.

			Right on two o’clock a woman walks past me in the library. She is not as dark as the woman I had remembered from the luncheon and her hair is longer than when I saw it last, and softly curled. “Mary?” I venture. She stops and turns towards me with a smile. There is a sweetness about her face, which is innocent of any make-up today and though it is a strong face, with firm mouth and chin, there is also gentleness there. She is simply dressed, in skirt and blouse and brown leather Jesus sandals. A pretty woman, she does not seem anywhere near as old as her 54 years. Mary looks to me like a kindly, no-nonsense sort of lady who would prefer to do you a good turn rather than a bad one. But the firm line of her mouth and chin tells you that she does not gladly suffer fools. Her son, Nathan, has inherited her bone structure, fine features and polite reserve. They are very alike.

			She sits on the other chair in the corner and looks through the questions I have written out for her. She clears her throat and starts to answer them. Strangely, she does not begin with the first question, but one of the later ones which ask about Poss’s role as a father to his sons. 

			“The boys needed him as they were growing up, but he didn’t come near them,” she begins. “He was completely broken up because he never imagined I would leave. He did not support them financially, either. That’s why these days he just gives them anything they want. But as they were growing up, yeah, they really needed him… 

			“They played Rugby Union instead of Rugby League and a couple of times Ray turned up at the grounds. And even though Christopher was a year younger than all the other kids, and he was bigger - taller - he never had any serious interest in football, he just ran around. But when his father turned up, he could drag six kids over the line for a try and he would. They’re probably the only tries he ever scored. When he knew his father was there, he could walk on water, he never bothered at other times. So no, Ray never had much to do with the kids as they were growing up. I’m not sure when he got back into the picture, now…though he would come up occasionally, huffing and puffing...

			“There was a lot of jealousy with him and some of his other relationships. I don’t really want to talk about them because I don’t really know enough about them. But when you’ve got reason to be suspicious of somebody, you appear to be jealous. If you’re comfortable in a relationship, there’s no jealousy. I’m not a jealous person now, but way back in the early days, I might have been seen as jealous, because Ray was always courting opportunity and there were always people around - especially women.”

			I lean across with my tiny tape recorder, which I am using as back-up in case I miss some of Mary’s responses. “What was it, do you think, that made him behave like this? He was devastated when you left him and he would have had a fair idea you were not going to put up with this kind of crap.”

			“He was just one of those people the girls wanted to be around. He was the coach of the football side and the manager of the club, he knew everybody… Whatever it was, I don’t really know. Because in reality, that wasn’t what he was really like. He wasn’t the kind of person who looked for that kind of attention. He wasn’t all that confident…” She sweeps her curls back, frowning in concentration. “You know what it’s like around football, it’s a groupie thing.” There’s a pause and then Mary shakes her head emphatically, “Oh, yeah, I couldn’t stand being at the football even though I always went, because I was married to him by this time. But when I first met Ray, his major footy days down in Grafton were over. From Day One there were always girls chasing him around. And there were always issues, always fights. It was pretty revolting.” She suddenly laughs. “When I first met Estelle, and I think it was at the Hamilton Hotel for lunch, Ray was acting really peculiarly. He was pulling my chair out for me and I’m thinking, What is going on here? And then Estelle is introduced.”

			“So he was putting on the dog for her, was he?” I asked, as amused as Mary seems to be.

			“Oh, absolutely.”

			“Why was he doing that?”

			“I have no idea.” She frowns slightly, then the sweetness comes back into her face. “More to be pitied than blamed, as Gran would say.”

			“Your grandmother?”

			“No, Poss’s Mum. Dulce.”

			“Well you obviously feel affection for her…”

			“Oh, I adore her. It’s the same for her with me. I had a letter from her during the week. And I have a lot of time for her. I have long conversations with her. I’ve also been in touch with Ray’s sister during the week.”

			“Jenny.”

			“Yes, she’s just had surgery. And I had a phone call from Ray’s aunty on Saturday - she lives at the Sunshine Coast. I did have a period of separation from the family for a while and I would have to say the boys - Tip, Ken and Big Poss - wouldn’t have cared if they never saw me again.”

			“Why was this?” I am surprised. Though suspecting that Big Poss was possibly a touch jealous of Mary’s place in his little brother’s affections, I know Tip and Ken to be quite devout Jehovah’s Witnesses. “Was it because the older boys are religious?”

			“No. We’ve agreed to disagree on religious matters. I don’t know what it was. I admire them both, but there was never anything reciprocated there.” She pauses, frowning again. “They were pretty much…” then laughs as the thought she is is reaching for occurs to her, “..well maybe they just had no respect for me because I was with their brother…You know, any girl that would take up with their youngest wild boy had to be no good…All the Ide clan are very loyal, however, and it is something that I consider that I myself have, loyalty. Ken, especially, has always been there for Ray.”

			“But it was Tip who actually got him out of Westbrook, wasn’t it?”

			“Well I didn’t hear anything about any of that stuff. I’d hear about Dennis’s and Ray’s escapades and they’d all be roaring with laughter about them. They were so game. There was nothing that either of the Posses wouldn’t do. They never really dwelled on the bad side of things. That’s what they’re like. They’re two extraordinary individuals in a way, the Posses. I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone like them. Now take my boys… I don’t think they’ve got any of that in them…It’s not just the rebellion, but the courage to follow it through.”

			“It was a very blokey kind of world they inhabited though, wasn’t it? Women probably didn’t really have much of a place in it.”

			“Yes. Ray knew a lot of people, but he was pretty untouchable. Whatever he wanted to do, went. Someone told me once that he was the best street-fighter in the whole of Brisbane. And I know when he lived at Stafford, as a kid, he used to have to fight to get to and from school every day at Kedron and he loved it! It was all that gang stuff. He didn’t care. He could deal with whatever was dished up to him. And I found that a bit scary.”

			“So let’s go back to the beginning,” I urge her. “When did you meet him and what were the circumstances?”

			“I met him in November of 1973 at the Golf Club in South Grafton. I had just relinquished my Jacaranda Queen title so I wasn’t any longer the Jacaranda Queen. And I went out there with some people, hot on the heels of Jacaranda, so I tend to think it had something to do with that. You see I never did the club thing, myself, so that was probably the reason I went out there… And someone came along and said this person wanted to see me. I can remember what I had on and everything.”

			“What were you wearing?”

			“I was wearing red bell-bottom pants and a white halter-neck shirt and I had the page boy hairdo and yeah, I was noticeable…” (Spectacular I would have thought, but I do not interrupt.) “So I met this person. We didn’t go home together or anything like that, because I had my own car and I did not know this person. I’d been raised in the northern rivers region and I’d been back in Grafton a couple of years and I’d even gone out with a footballer from Kyogle, but I did not know Ray at all, who was obviously revered in rugby league circles. So next day I go off to work and some time during morning tea break, I said, ‘Oh, I met this guy,’ and I mentioned his name, and like, you could have heard a pin drop. ‘You can’t be serious!’ someone said. So naturally, I am intrigued. I want to know what is supposed to be the big deal about this man I’ve just met. It might have even have been all over town that I was seen with this bloke and I’ve bounced into work on the Monday morning, full of this news, announcing that I’ve just met him…And here’s me who doesn’t even bother much with blokes, you know, I never had boyfriends much…I’d either have a boyfriend or I wouldn’t. I wasn’t out clubbing, looking for guys. I lived two doors from my office, in South Grafton, I worked for the PMG then. Later I worked for Telecom, and I had a long career with them…

			“So anyway, I’ve got this little blue VW and I’m living in one of four flats just down from where I work. I’ve backed my car out about two days after I met Ray, bumped into the clothesline and the bumper bar has got stuck around it. So I’m thinking, What am I going to do now? Then Ray shows up, and he gets a couple of his mates and I remember they just picked up my car and shifted it away from the clothesline. There was no way I could’ve driven it without ripping the bumper bar off it.” She laughs again. “But I could never forget the drama at work when I mentioned his name. It was absolute shock. He’d been known around town as someone who’d been in every fight, and I was the only one who didn’t really know about him.”

			“As your mother was Italian, I suppose you were a Catholic.”

			“Well, yes. Yes, I was.”

			“Devout? Did you go to Mass every week?”

			“Yes. I would have. My aunty was a nun. I went to school over the river. I spent two years in the boarding school there.”

			“How many years were you with Ray, all up?”

			“From 1973 to 1988. But, getting back to the early days with him…Then, I didn’t know what a drunk person looked like. As true as I’m sitting here, when I first saw him drunk, I didn’t know he was drunk, because I had never seen anybody drunk before. Nobody in my family was into drinking…

			“So he starts showing up at my place, after the car incident, and my girlfriend, who I was living with at the time, after she first met him she just fell all over her bed and said, ‘I have never seen eyes like that in my life before!’ She just couldn’t believe the gorgeous-looking creature that I’d just met.”

			“And was he good-looking?” I was thinking of the photos I’d seen of Ray as a little kid.

			“Oh yes, he was extremely good-looking. He had wild hair and everything, but anyway, I’m just getting to that, because very early in the relationship he says, ‘Let’s go down and visit my brother.’ Now I’ve never done anything like this before, either, so I’ve just come under the spell of this person…I would never have dreamed that I would do such a thing…I could imagine what my parents would have said if I’d phoned them and said ‘I’m taking the car and going off to Newcastle with this bloke I’ve just met.’ (I don’t recall when I actually did tell them about it.)

			“But the night before we are to go away, he goes off to another pub in Grafton and he’s having some games of Pool. And this guy, Loppy, started annoying him and apparently continued to annoy him, so he turns around and just smashes him - this is what I was told, I wasn’t there - puts his hand through a plateglass window, picks up his money, pots the black, and then just turns around and drives off to my place. He looks like he’s been stabbed, because he’s got all this blood all over him, but I don’t go hysterical…If I had been the hysterical type, we would never have survived for two minutes…So I have to take him to the hospital then, to get his hand stitched. And he’s telling me this story about what happened. So I leave him there at the hospital, because he wants to be left at the hospital, I don’t remember waiting, and then he’s going to come and pick me up to go to Newcastle. Anyway, he’s got this big head of woolly red hair… it’s different from Christopher’s which is sort of curly, because Ray’s hair was masses of curls, and he was always trying to brush it down. So he shows up at my place the next day, ready to go to Newcastle. His hand’s bandaged up, and suddenly he’s got a flat-top, the hair’s almost all gone. Only now I can see the big scar on his face. And as we’re driving down to NSW, I’m thinking, What is this? You know, I’m looking at the big scar on his face and wondering, What have I got myself into, here? But it turns out to be a scar from an accident very early in his childhood.

			“So we get to Newcastle - or Swansea - and Big Poss is sitting there with darts, which he is just chucking into the lounge. Matthew, Big Poss’s son, is only about three at this time and he started kicking into me and no one did anything about it. So that’s how I met them. I still didn’t know anything about them, but I’m thinking, this is not really my kind of family, I suppose. But Ray didn’t leave me alone. After he met me, he just didn’t leave me alone.” 

			“He claimed you as his girlfriend and that was it?”

			“That was it. I was it.”

			“It’s very difficult to avoid that situation, especially when you’re attracted to the bloke,” I offer.

			“Yes. Well, the truth was, he didn’t give me any reason, really, to stay with him. He lied and he cheated and he drank all the time. He came over to my house one night, in this flat where I was, and he fell over and broke a hole in the wall in the shower…I thought, Now what am I going to do? One of the local footballers lived in the front of the flats and I reckon he would’ve thought, Oh she’s lost it now. That was Pereira, Doggy Pereira. He didn’t play for the same team, I don’t think. Anyway, Ray’s glory days in football in Group One were over, at that stage. So in answer to the question, ‘What was he like in those days?’ he was a drunk, he lied and he cheated, but he wouldn’t let me out of his life.”

			“He cheated on you with other women in those early days? Even then?” I ask.

			“Yes. At every opportunity. And Big Poss encouraged him. He was probably doing the same thing…Put it this way, they never let an opportunity go by, so if someone made it easy for them, they’d take that opportunity. But I would be always laying down the law about it and of course, I would leave him and dump on him and all of that stuff. He would just laugh it off and say I was imagining it, it wasn’t true…that he would walk to the end of the earth for me…” Mary grins ruefully. “Well, he probably would have. But then, he probably would for everybody else, as well.” She shrugs. “We didn’t have a good relationship at all. But it was this possessive thing, I was his possession. I actually did leave him a couple of times and I did start going out with another guy in the football club. Ray just went ballistic about that. He was ranting and raving, and when I came to town, I decided to keep out of his way.”

			“He threatened you?” I ask.

			“Well, he didn’t threaten me, but he certainly did the guy. They played football together, actually. I used to go down to the football on the weekends sometimes, and I’d be under a hat and sit on the other side of the field, but he always used to know I was there. He’d have his spies. And then one day I just knew that this wasn’t going to work out so I called him, he didn’t contact me first, I always knew where to find him, you know. I’d ring someone who’d ring someone…”

			“You got in contact with him again. When was that?”

			“After I broke it off with this other fellow. So we probably had a couple of years apart. I traveled. I saved up and I traveled… He got me a job working in a pub with Billy Edgerton’s mother. Billy Edgerton had the Imperial Hotel down in Grafton, him and his mother. And Ray was great friends with the mother. She was English, actually, a schoolteacher and a qualified nurse, but she used to say to me, ‘You are a stupid girl, soo stupid!’ She was full of contempt for me, wasting my time on Ray. Anyway, he got me this job in the pub, and I used to come home from Telecom at the end of the day, quickly get changed and work in the bar. And I loved that job and the pub life… I had never imagined that I’d ever work in a public bar, but I kept bar work up even when I came to Brisbane, which was in ’75 or ’76…I’m not sure… I just had my own life, then. He was kind of peripheral. He didn’t ring me up and say, ‘We’ll go out to dinner or we’ll do this or we’ll do that…’ When I lived and worked in Grafton, I had a very busy life. I rowed on the Clarence River, I went home to my family, I’d go off and visit my friends…I was a very independent person then. Mind you, if I left town, he loved it… I was driving up to Casino this time, and I broke my windscreen and had to come back…” There is a pause. Mary grimaces. “That was a bit unfortunate, wasn’t it? What you find when you get back…We weren’t living together then, though we did live together at times. I was living with some friends, I was renting a room at their place. But they put me out over him. Even though they were great friends of his as well. See, they couldn’t stand the interference, the knocking on the door in the middle of the night and all that kind of nonsense. He was always trouble.”

			“And you didn’t find that exciting?” I ask.

			“Definitely didn’t find it exciting. But, I was under a spell.”

			“Did you think that you might be able to change him?”

			“Oh, I thought that he might change. I don’t know whether I thought that I could change him…”

			“And did he change at all?”

			“No.” Mary’s voice has dropped to just above a whisper. “He didn’t even change when we got married and I had Nathan, he was straight up to his old tricks again. He won’t like me saying that, but that’s how it was…”

			“Did he tell you about his rape conviction early in your relationship with him?” I’ve finally asked the question that has been bothering me from the start of this interview.

			“Someone in the family did. Very early in our relationship. I don’t remember who it was who told me, now, whether it was Dulcie or Jenny, or one of the boys. But very early in our relationship, I knew about it.”

			“Do you believe he could have raped the young girl?”

			“Not for a second. No dealing that I have had with him could have ever put that in my mind.” 

			“Has Ray ever threatened you physically?”

			“No, and I was very aggressive. I was one of those people who would really take it close to the mark. I would annoy him much more than he would annoy me, if we were having an argument.”

			“In his letters to Big Poss when he was in gaol, he tells his brother not to knock Veronica around.”

			“Yes. Well Ray was completely different from Dennis in that way. Once I met him, I met the family fairly soon afterwards. I first met Dennis and then I met their mother. (It didn’t seem possible that these two people were related!) And his grandmother was still alive, I actually met his grandmother, Dulce’s mother! We went to Brisbane. He took me to his mother’s, dumped me there and left me there. He went on alone to the pub at Nundah, his old stamping ground. And I found that really objectionable. I thought to myself, You don’t do that to me. It might be the way you normally behave, but not with me. And when he came back, his grandmother - Ma, they called her - said, ‘Jump behind the door, quick, and we’ll tell him you’ve gone.’

			“But what I wanted to tell you about his mother…He had this other girlfriend called Fay. And Dulcie told Fay, ‘You’re just wasting your time. Don’t waste your time on him.’ And I always wondered why she never said that to me…She definitely took to me right away, though she did get put out when I left him. She has always kept in touch with the boys though, she always wrote to the boys and continues to write to the boys. But she didn’t contact me when we first split up.”

			“What sort of impact has the marriage break-up had on the boys?” I ask her.

			“When they were small, Ray sought their sympathy all the time. He was too busy feeling sorry for himself, to be concerned about how they might be feeling. It was ‘Poor Dad, Mum’s got Jeff…’ (that’s my husband) and he just poisoned them the whole time. They must have got sick of it. Nathan eventually told him: ‘You are responsible for how you’re feeling’, sort of thing. But Christopher just thinks his father is a legend. And in many respects he is, for a young boy to look up to… Christopher would like to be just like his father, but he’s physically very gentle. He’s more like his uncle Dennis in the way he can be very verbally abusive. Christopher would like to have all of his father’s attributes. He’d love to be able to play football like him, he’d love to be able to fight like him, but he’d be more likely to have a go at someone verbally, if he got upset with them.

			“Anyway, we came to Brisbane and Ray sort of resurrected his football career up here. He played in the Commercial League and the level of football they were playing was on a par with what they were playing in First Grade in Brisbane. Because of the player and coach he was. As a player/coach, he was pretty well unrivalled in his abilities. He played for Kedron first and I remember he got a thousand dollars or two thousand dollars in 1976 or 7 to coach Kedron Park Hotel. Of course they won the Grand Final and from then on he was sought after keenly. Everyone wanted to play with him. He just lifted that league and this was what I was going to get back to… His associates, the Darcys of the world, don’t bother with him now, but at that particular time, there was standing room only at any of his matches. Johnny Bell, (you know the guy with the Whiskey Au Go-Go) ran the Commercial League. He obviously picked this thing, this X-factor that Ray had, because it was just amazing how the game was lifted when he got him involved. Ray could get anyone he wanted in the team, and people came from everywhere to see the games. He was in his thirties, still playing football, and others the same age were probably past it, but he just loved the game and he could push himself and do things that others couldn’t do. And that’s what set him apart. He could’ve been an elite athlete.”

			“So do you think the rape conviction and the time he spent in gaol spoilt his chances of reaching his full potential?”

			“Oh it ruined his life, absolutely ruined his life. Jenny, his sister, said to me that he could’ve done pretty much what he wanted to do if it wasn’t for the reputation he had. He was a long-distance runner, he was legendary in his basketball…I actually saw him at Newmarket one night, shoot a basket from the other end of the court, when he was playing basketball over there. His sporting capabilities were extraordinary. But I remember in Grafton, when he applied for a job as a coach, he didn’t get it. And I have a feeling it was Peter Sullivan who told me, ‘Oh we can’t have anybody like Poss as coach, he can’t behave himself!’ Whereas when we came up here, I was in the picture and I was probably seen as a stabilising influence. And we got things together, got married, and we built a house. But when we got up to Brisbane, he got into gambling pretty heavily and he says now, that that’s where all the money went…In fact, when we were going through the divorce, I get a phone call out of the blue and he said that he’d settle. We had been negotiating for a while and I didn’t really want to settle because there had been no provision made for the kids, but suddenly he wants to settle and I found out later he needed to pay a big gambling debt. Until that point, it had seemed like nothing was ever going to be resolved…

			“He got into SP bookmaking and oh, it was tragic. I remember one day when we were living at Geebung and he was putting bet after bet after bet on. He didn’t have the money, and I’m thinking, I’ll get the scissors and cut the phone cord so he can’t take any more bets. That’s just how I used to get. But his mother and father were there at the time. We had a very close relationship with Dulcie and Sam. They lived at Geebung. They were always there when the kids were little. That’s why it was so heartbreaking when we split up.” Mary sighs.

			“And your new husband, how did he relate to the boys? Did he try to bring them up properly?”

			“Oh, he was great. But the relationships have mostly broken down now, sadly.

			“When Ray got sick, I told my husband that I don’t want to seem to be running round after him, but that he is the father of my children. They can’t look after themselves much less look after him, and there really is no one around to look after him. I wanted to make sure he gets the treatment that he needs and some sort of help, if and when he needs it. And we didn’t talk about it much more after that.”

			“What did your parents think about Ray?”

			“My mother wasn’t altogether reasonable. She had no reason to dislike him. She should have spoken to him about things she had issues with, but she didn’t. My father begged me not to marry him. I stopped on the side of the road one day to say goodbye to Dad. I was on my way from Casino to Kyogle and then to Brisbane. Dad was moving cattle, he had property there. One and a half hours later we’re still sitting on the side of the road and he’s telling me, ‘There may not be anything wrong with Ray, but he’s not right for you.’ And, subsequently, that turned out to be true.

			“I think of myself as a loyal, sensible, middle-of-the-road person. I’m not ‘out there’, I’m just me. I’d never aspire to anything more than that, although when I was in Grafton, as well as being the Jacaranda Queen, I won a Rotary Youth Leadership award around the same time. I suppose I’m naturally a leader, and Ray’s the same. I was involved in a Rotoract Club and I was also a house-mother in an orphanage. (That didn’t really suit me because I was never the motherly sort of person. I adored my children but I wasn’t a natural, maternal type person. Maybe I was a bit too young for it then…though I found out later that the woman who was in charge of the house was only about 25 or 26 when I was 21). Funny how you get involved in things… I suppose I’ve always been the type of person who doesn’t mind taking on responsibility. Both Ray and I excelled in sport at school, so it’s strange the kids didn’t. I was good at running, hurdling, athletics… In school sports I used to win everything. I played sport after I left school, too, netball, things like that. I sort of expected that the kids would get involved in sport, but they haven’t.” 

			Mary checks the exercise book and sees that there are no more questions. She gathers up her bag and stands up. 

			We take the escalator to the floor below the library to have coffee. Mary tells me that she had intended bringing me some photographs of her wedding and the Ide family for me to see today, but had not been able to locate them in time.

			As we find a table and order our drinks, Mary says, “Oh yes, I wanted to tell you about my friend Betty. We used to live together in Sydney. Anyway, she had a baby out of wedlock and she moved up to Brisbane with the baby, to a place near us. And you wouldn’t believe how good Ray was to her! Every week he’d say, ‘Now we’d better get something nice for dinner for Betty.’ He was just so caring and considerate of her. So he did have a lot of good points.”

			I tell her that I have seen that side of Poss too, how he always tries to help people if he possibly can, people, who, in his estimation, need a hand-out or something. It is one of the things I like about him. 

			We swap email addresses and phone numbers and part company a little more solemnly than when we’d met earlier this afternoon in the library. She is quickly swallowed up by the crowds of shoppers which now include school kids who are finished their lessons for the day and are meeting friends and generally hanging out in the shopping centre. I make my way to the lift in David Jones which takes me approximately to where I had parked my car in the basement. My mood is elegiac, if not downright melancholy, thinking about the wonderful and crazy things most of us do when we are young, and about love and marriage, and, in the deathless words of Kazantzakis’s Zorba the Greek, (and Anthony Quinn in the movie made in 1964) “the whole catastrophe.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 20: Endings and Beginnings

			It is the day after ANZAC Day, Little Poss’s birthday. He is 61.

			To celebrate, we are going in to the city to do a little research at the Australian Electoral Commision and at the State Library of Queensland, and then I am shouting him lunch. Maureen Hogan, one of my closest friends, is joining us. Maureen used to work on Brisbane’s telephone exchange. She has had an interest in Poss’s story since I started work on it and has been tireless in her efforts to track down the other people involved in the events of Saturday, December 28, 1963. We’ve had no luck with the two girls involved, presuming they have married and taken their husbands’ names, but I have recently managed to locate one of the boys who was at the Coolangatta campsite that night. The problem is, he has had at least two changes of address from the one provided by the Electoral roll, and he is not answering his mobile phone. 

			Poss has told me that Rosco and Pedro had “disappeared off the face of the earth” and could not be contacted. He told me that he has been looking for them for many years and that there is just no record of them. I asked him how he had set about finding them. He told me that a mate of his had tried to track them down through their drivers’ licences. “Perhaps they’re just not driving these days,” I’d said, and asked him then if he had checked the electoral rolls. He told me he thought he went into the State office a while ago, but wasn’t sure.

			He has recently completed the eleventh instalment of his course of chemotherapy. One more to go and then the oncologists at the Royal Brisbane are going to give him more tests to find out if they’ve destroyed the cancer in his body.

			He has handled his treatment well, sometimes complaining about how sick the chemo makes him feel, but not ever bowing to the disease. Nor has he chosen to take life even a little more easily. He has missed only one workday through illness and that was very early in the treatment, when Michael sent him home from the Rum Jungle because he looked so unwell. Usually on the same day that he drives up to the Royal Brisbane for his next round of treatment, he will drive, solo, all the way back down to see his mother at Coffs Harbour. He will stop only to pick up his Jack Russells on the way, though no doubt, there will be a pit stop at the National in Grafton, for a bet or two. At the moment he is staying in a “bush shack” he is renting just outside of Grafton. He arrives at my place to drive us into Queen Street. I had pointed out that it would be much cheaper and maybe even quicker for us to go by train, but he said he’d rather drive. 

			He drops me in Queen Street so that I can meet Maureen on time and finds a parking spot near Customs House (for which he will pay a small fortune.) I wait outside the building for my friend, but quickly decide to go inside it because a group of smokers are puffing their heads off making me feel quite nauseous. I go to the seventh floor and am the only member of the public there, so sit in front of a computer and type in the full names of Rosco and Pedro. Ten minutes later I have located them. Rosco lives not far from Brisbane, but Pedro, if indeed this is ‘our’ Pedro, now lives in NSW.

			Maureen arrives and then Little Poss. I give him the addresses and we go back to the car and on to the State Library of Queensland. I can see he is excited, but also quite guarded about showing it. He is probably not allowing himself to hope too much.

			Arrived at the beautiful new arts precinct in South Brisbane, we park, check our bags in on the Ground floor of the library, then take the lift to the Third Floor. As we had driven into the parking area, a tour bus had pulled in and parked briefly in front of the building. Its occupants, mostly middle-aged and elderly Anglo-Saxon Australians, straggle in front of us, saying nothing, but looking all around them reverently. I am suddenly very irritated by these people, but know I am being completely unreasonable. Leaving Maureen and Poss to make their own way in, I quickly move ahead, so that I don’t have to queue up behind the tourists.

			On the Third Floor, I locate the newspaper section. I want to look at the press reports of the trial in the newspapers of the day, but discover that though the library has copies of the local papers I need, they only go up to 1959. A helpful librarian, seeing my disappointment, suggests she will do a search for the relevant editions. I thank her and wait in a chair not far from her desk for my friends, as the tourists also queue up to ask for her help. 

			Poss and Maureen take a seat beside me. Poss pulls out his mobile phone. I can see Maureen is looking concerned about speaking on a phone in the library. But by this time the tourists are chattering loudly amongst themselves, so I don’t think it matters too much.

			“Who do I call for phone numbers?” he asks her. 

			She tells him and he is quickly connected. He requests Rosco’s number and studiously writes it in his diary. Then dials the number.

			I glance over at the librarian. The queue has quadrupled in size and noise volume, so I need not worry.

			“Hello. Is this Rosco?” Poss says. “Who used to live near Nundah?” There is a brief pause. “How are you, mate? It’s Ray Ide. Poss. Yes, the Possum.”

			Though I cannot hear Rosco’s voice, I sense the surprise, or shock, of his hearing Poss’s.

			“I thought you was in the navy, overseas somewhere,” says Poss. “I remember at the trial in NSW, you said you were going in.”

			A group of tourists now stands chatting behind us, following our librarian to where we are sitting and I can no longer concentrate on what Poss is saying. The librarian tells me that I may order the newspapers I need at a cost of $13.30 a roll and offers me some forms to fill in. I do this while straining to hear what Poss is saying. I am pleased at how in control of the situation he seems to be. I hear him say, “Yair mate. I can hear you’re havin’ a bit of trouble there…been there, done that. But the point of the matter is this, I should never have gone to gaol and I want to clear me name for me kids and that. I am going to get a lawyer to open this case up again. I need you to tell me what went on in your trial so that I can understand why Kingy and me were given ten years for rape and you and Pedro got no-billed on that charge and then found innocent of the carnal knowledge charge! Yair, yair, we got ten years. Didn’t you know that? Well we did. Yair, I know the trial was shit, but I still want to know what happened. We’ve always been good friends, mate, and I want things to stay that way, but I’d just like you to tell me what happened at your end of things. Yours and Pedro’s.”

			I am madly writing questions for Rosco in my notebook and passing them on to Poss. He ignores them. Then says, “No mate, you wouldn’t have to come into court, but I might get a statement off you for my lawyers to read. Okay?” He finishes off the conversation with a few more pleasantries and then switches his phone off.

			He takes his time, his face a study…of what? I cannot fathom his expression.

			“Reckons he never knew what happened to Kingy and me. Reckons he didn’t know we got ten years. He went straight into the navy, see?”

			“How long was he in the navy?” I ask. (It was one of the questions I wrote.) 

			“Oh, something happened there, I don’t know what,” says Poss. “He was only in there for about nine years, I think. His missus was goin’ off in the background, tellin’ him to get off the phone, so I couldn’t hear everything he said.”

			“Has he seen Pedro since the trial?”

			“No. Never seen him since. Doesn’t know where he lives, either. Hasn’t seen anybody from the trial, he reckons. Thinks Pedro’s dead, died of a drug overdose. Says he’s real crook himself - got all sorts of things wrong with him, poor bloke.”

			We thank the librarian for her help and make our way to a favourite Vietnamese restaurant in West End where we have lunch and discuss the events of this surprising day. Poss has to meet his sons at Holland Park in the evening where Chris is singing in a talent quest. He asks us would we like to come with him. 

			Maureen has things to do and I am suddenly feeling exhausted, but I want to read the court transcripts again. 

			Poss grumbles a bit about having no social life to speak of since he and Sharon have split up, but I can see that he is not really concerned about it at this moment in time. He is clearly elated about finding Rosco and eliciting a promise from him to help him re-open his case. But for appearances sake, he continues complaining.

			I remind him that quite a few lady friends have called in on him at the Rum Jungle of a Saturday, No Chance Nance being one of them. (I had learned Nance acquired this nickname working as a barmaid in a Brisbane pub. She was considered by the punters to be not only aloof , but completely unavailable.) I mention the names of several other women who have seemed very concerned about his illness and appeared to me to be quite keen on him.

			He tells me flatly that I don’t know what I am talking about. 

			When I ask him to explain what I am missing in my observations, he says it is not for him to discuss anybody else’s private life. 

			Checkmate.

			Then I remember a woman who has heard him doing a radio interview about Westbrook and who has asked me about him a couple of times. “There is this woman who wants to meet you,” I say. “She told me she’s had three bouts of cancer. She’s 56. Is that too old for you?”

			A faint gleam immediately appears in his eyes. “Well, what’s she like? Has she got any hail damage on her?”

			“She also told me she’s got forty cats.”

			“What?”

			“She’s got forty cats.”

			“Gawd!”

			“She probably owns a cattery, or something. But she’s said that she loves Jack Russells…” I am improvising now, I’m not sure that I mentioned his dogs to her but know that she’s keen to meet Poss.

			“Yair. Well, I can tell yer, my Jack Russells won’t love her cats one little bit!” He sips at the schooner of water and lemon in front of him as if it is an exotic cocktail. Then mutters, “Forty bloody cats!”

			“So,” I say, “are you going to meet this woman?”

			“Yair, well, I might,” he says. “I’ll talk to anyone.” Then adds, as if he is offering me new information: “Poor bloody thing has had three bouts of cancer!”

			When I get back home, I take out the court transcripts yet again. I want to check Rosco’s police statement. 

			Every time I go through the trial proceedings, I seem to find some other anomaly, something I haven’t seen before. 

			This time it’s the way the NSW police have treated a young girl they believe to have been raped. 

			The incident occurred between midnight on Saturday, December 28, 1963 and up to two hours after that. The young girl, a virgin, claimed that she was forced to have sex with four boys against her will. She was taken to a Government Medical Officer for examination, but not to a hospital for any treatment. After such a traumatic experience and given her extreme youth, one would have assumed that her mother would have been notified immediately. Surely the police in NSW would have contacted police in Brisbane to bring one or both parents down to the Gold Coast to comfort such a young rape victim. She was only fourteen years old. But this did not happen. In fact, she was not even taken home by police, but presumably by the same boy or boys who had originally taken her from Brisbane to the Gold Coast. According to the transcripts, the girl arrived home on Sunday night and it was not until Monday that her mother found out what had happened to her.

			Then another thought occurs to me and given the work I have been doing over the past five years, it is an even more horrifying one. If there had been no rape conviction, the young girl, being a minor, would probably have been charged with being uncontrollable and sent to a girls’ home. In the eyes of the law, a sexual crime of some sort had been committed, and being of an adversarial nature, our legal system would have felt compelled to punish someone for that crime. 

			In November 2004, a Senate Committee Report entitled “Forgotten Australians” revealed that half a million children across the nation had been physically, emotionally, psychologically and sexually abused in out-of-home-care such as orphanages and reformatories in the last one hundred years. Poss’s experiences in Westbrook were horrific, yet it is the female survivors of such institutions I’ve met, who have carried even greater damage into their adult lives. Several such women have asked me to write their stories, but I have found them too tragic and too daunting to approach with the objectivity required to do the job properly. In the 1960s in Australia, institutional abuse was rife.

			Though the actions of a group of teenagers on the night in question may have initially seemed harmless enough, “playing up” as Poss has described them, sexual behaviour of any sort is fraught with agenda. What started out as a group of teenagers taking uncalculated risks, has had serious consequences for at least two of the boys involved. For the girls in this story, the damage cannot be assessed, simply because I have not been able to locate them. Single females from this time are not as easy to find as males because no one was registered on the electoral roll until they reached the majority age. If young women married before they turned twenty-one, they would have most likely taken the surname of their husbands, never even appearing on the roll under their own, original names. 

			I have a gut-feeling that the damage suffered from the events of that night is far more pervasive than what we have seen in Poss’s story, affecting many more of the people involved in it. But all I can really say from this standpoint is that at least one of those teenagers has suffered the consequences of those actions across more than four decades, right up until the present moment. 

		

	


	
		
			Epilogue

			It is Wednesday, 26 July, 2007 and I haven’t seen Little Poss in weeks. 

			I have been sitting at my computer for several hours when the phone rings. It is Robert Bax, Big Poss’s lawyer. Little Poss has been talking to Robert about re-opening his case and a month or so ago, I had accompanied him in to his Clayfield office to explain that I have been writing a book about it. Robert took the court transcripts and said he would examine them. This was a big ask of the lawyer, as they run to more than 150 pages. He also has the relevant chapters of my manuscript.

			Today he says that he has sent text messages to Little Poss but has not received any reply from him. I tell him that Ray has “gone bush” in NSW in an attempt to recuperate from the last round of his chemotherapy treatment which seems to have knocked him about. 

			There is a pause. “What did you think of the court transcripts?” I ask him.

			“The case was mishandled,” he says, “really botched. Ray’s lawyer should have explained to him why he was to plead guilty to carnal knowledge and he would have been a lot better off…got the legal equivalent of a slap on the wrist.”

			“So because he didn’t cooperate with them, they threw the book at him,” I say.

			“Looks like it.”

			“Do you think his case will ever be re-opened?”

			“Well, it would have to be done in NSW, it was a long while ago and it would be hard to track down some of the people in the original trial…Some might even be dead by now.”

			I am about to tell him that we have managed to locate a few more of the people involved in the incident through old electoral rolls at the State Archives, but instead ask him a question that has been bothering me. “There’d be a Statute of Limitations on any action taken at the trial, wouldn’t there?” I am thinking of the extreme youth of the complainant in 1963. Fourteen-year-olds do not have much of an idea of the consequences of their actions.

			Robert laughs. “That time limit would have expired long ago,” he says. “But the good news is this, Little Poss should be able to get a Pardon.”

			“A Pardon?” I say. This is wonderful.

			Feeling pleased for Ray, but mindful of the fact that Robert is not only a very busy man, but that he has been doing a lot of work ex-gratia for him, I thank him for calling, telling him that I will now make some phone calls to find the man myself, in order to pass on the good news.

			I dial his mobile to find it is either out of range or switched off. Then suddenly I think: this is my involvement in the story finished. I am both relieved and disappointed at the same time. Having found the possible whereabouts of a couple of key players in this story who were on the Gold Coast that night, I have wondered if I should contact them to ask them for their version of events. It is too late for one, as he apparently died of a drug overdose some years ago. But the others are tantalizingly close. Should I continue with the story or end it here? 

			I make a cup of coffee and send a text message to the Possum. I have some other work to do. I’ll decide what to do about maybe pursuing Poss’s story even further, when he gets back to me.
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