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About the Author

Peter Baume is a physician. He was a senator, cabinet minister, university professor, university chancellor, and has the AC.
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Chapter One

John Smith, the president of the Senate, was not a very nice person. He was important but not nice. He was particularly unpleasant to those who worked for him, shouting at them if things were not perfect.

He was the president (the presiding officer) of the upper house of the Australian Parliament. He had been elected to that position by the Senate. As usual, it had been a contested election. He was the eighth most senior person in the nation (the monarch and governors occupy top places, but he was the third most senior ‘commoner’). He was tall and distinguished, of moderately heavy build, with billowing grey hair and a stern face. He cultivated the grey hair and the wild hairdo deliberately. It was part of his public persona.

He presided in the Senate, opened it every day, closed it every evening, and conducted question time each sitting day. He was fair and tactful when in the chair. He ran the Senate well. He did not wear a wig or gown as olden speakers did—his party did not believe in such thing, and anyway that practice was from a bygone era. For some hours each day, he delegated his duties, as chair, to the deputy president and to a panel of temporary chairmen (male and female) drawn from all parties, while he did the other jobs that came to him as president.

The post of president is selected by vote of the whole Senate, often as a consolation prize for someone who had missed out on becoming a minister or, possibly, for someone who is highly respected by the Senate and does not desire to be a minister, and lastly sometimes to assert the importance of smaller states. Any senator can nominate for the position, but the usual practice is that one nominee is selected by parties, and everyone in that party, including defeated candidates, then votes for that person. Only then is the person presented to the Senate for election, usually a contested election. With proportional voting, and the emergence of independents, the major parties often have to ‘horse trade’ for votes to get their candidate up. After all, a majority vote from the entire Senate is required before anyone takes that position, and some independents put a high price on their vote—for anything.

This president came from the island State of Tasmania, was sixty years old, and had been a small businessman in the past. The people who had voted for him at preselection were unaware of how difficult he was as a boss, just as they were unaware of some of his other activities. When he turned sixty-five, the Labor Party would require him to retire—but that was five years off and he faced another preselection well before that. Like many senators, male or female, he was an alpha person with an enormous ego. Senators actually believed that they mattered a lot, that what they said was important, that they mattered in the affairs of the Commonwealth. Well, they did matter, but less than they imagined, and only insofar as each legislative proposal could not proceed without their chamber’s concurrence. They were less important, in the scheme of things, than they gave themselves credit for, more important, perhaps, than some of their political opponents liked to claim.

John Smith loved the ceremonial part of his job. For instance, when the monarch came to Australia, that monarch usually came to the Senate and from it read the government’s programme for the parliamentary term—and that monarch met the president before the formalities, worked from the president of the Senate’s office, and the president sat next to the monarch in the chamber. Similarly, whenever the governor general—the monarch’s representative—came to the Parliament, which happened each couple of years, that person also came to the president’s suite first, met the president, was entertained by the president, and the president sat next to that person in the chamber. Likewise, as the third most senior commoner in the Commonwealth of Australia, he, or she, was often asked to meet or farewell visiting important people. He, or she, stood in receiving lines, and people toadied to him or her. He enjoyed being driven in chauffeured cars. He enjoyed the attention.

John Smith was vain enough to like all these occasions, to value the happenings, to love them in fact, and to see himself (incorrectly) as an important part of the machinery of administration in Australia. Those occasions were often of alpha people meeting other alpha people, of achievers meeting other achievers, of people with big egos meeting other people with big egos. Of course, it was the position, and not him, that was important. The position would continue when he was gone. Whoever followed him in that position would do all the things he was doing now. He was just the occupant, for the moment, of a significant position. He had a splendid office close to the Senate chamber. Again, it was an office for the position, and not for him personally. The office would still be occupied when he was gone, but it would be occupied by a successor. That office was part of the magnificent new Parliament House, which had only opened in 1988, years after he came to Canberra. An earlier government had authorised the building of the new Parliament House for about one-third of what the magnificent building eventually cost. He had spent some years, before 1988, as a more junior senator from Tasmania, in the old, more intimate Parliament House, now still standing, close by, full of photos from the past, together with press cuttings, and serving as a museum and photograph gallery.

John Smith was, in addition to being vain, also haughty and difficult. He was a difficult and demanding boss, made life difficult for the career public servant on secondment that he inherited, and was often rude to the three other people he was allowed to employ in his office. He was often destructive in his comments. His personality certainly did not win him any friends from those who worked with him. He would cause any dedicated human resources officer to tear their hair out.





Chapter Two

And there was one other thing about John Smith. He was sexually profligate, sexually active, and rather reckless sexually. He had a loving family back in Tasmania, but he regarded Canberra as a foreign land in which he could play as he wished. His family understood that he had to be away a lot in Canberra; they were impressed by what he had achieved, and they understood that the job of president involved yet more time away, and they lived without him for much of the time. Actually, life was more normal when he was not there. His wife had imagined that her husband would help bring up children, but now she had to do it on her own, and she had to run the house herself. The real positive was that there was money for what she needed to do. His wife came to Canberra to be with him, if there was anything useful for her to do, or if events involved her, but otherwise she remained in Tasmania.

His family did not know of his other activities.

What has been called ‘the musk odour of power’ was his. His position was powerful, and he exuded power and prestige. And women flocked to him—and were often not rejected. He had had a lot of liaisons since he came to Canberra, but none of them had meant much, until he met, and seduced, Maria. He had met her at an art exhibition that he opened and was very impressed
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