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CHAPTER 1
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"You interested in politics?"

Darcy Gresham, sitting on his couch, scratched his crotch thoughtfully and shook his head. "Nah." 

I suppressed a sigh. "But you can name the Prime Minister, right?"

He played another big chord on his balls. "Yeah, guy called Brown. Shook his hand before the All Blacks test match."

"No, Green - John Green."

He looked pleased. "Knew it was a colour."

"So, what’re your main hobbies?"

"You mean, besides rugby?"

"Yeah."

"Chasing chicks."

"Anything else?"

"Yeah, banging ‘em."

"Anything else?"

"Watching TV, I guess, and hang out with me buds."

Out of habit, I glanced at my tape recorder on the coffee table, still spooling, preserving this dross.

Gresham had played 20 tests for the Wallabies as fly-half and recently entered Australian sporting folklore when he won the deciding game of a Bledisloe Cup series, in front of 50,000 baying Kiwis, with a nerveless after-the-whistle penalty kick from the touchline into the teeth of a howling gale. That feat inspired one of the few remaining local book publishers to commission me to ghost-write his autobiography. The target audience was Australian males who thought Dan Brown was a literary genius. 

Unfortunately, Gresham had the IQ of a well-watered pot plant. He obviously dispatched "the kick" with such nerveless precision because no thoughts or fears gummed up his system. The kick was the only meaningful thing he'd done in his whole unripe life. Yet, even when talking about that signal event, the most illuminating insight he could give was: "Well, I just lined it up and popped it over - easy." After interviewing him in his Bondi apartment for almost three days, I had almost nothing to write. I would obviously have to reprise my career in journalism and make up a lot of stuff.

Fortunately, despite being dyslexic, Gresham wanted to claim sole authorship. I would receive no acknowledgement. I was happy with that.

Back to panning for specks of information. "OK. Tell me about your nickname."

He picked up his mobile and tapped away. "You mean, Mugsy?"

"Yeah."

He frowned. "Some dickhead in high school called me that - I forget why - and the other dickheads joined in 'cos they knew I hated it. Everybody else got a good nickname and I got a crap one."

"Why do you hate it?"

"Sounds stupid. My agent hates it too: says it’s bad for me brand image. I wanta change it."

"To what?"

"I thought about 'Golden Boots', but that sounds kinda wanky, huh? So maybe 'Ace ... Ace Gresham'."

Did he think he was a fighter pilot? "Ace"?

"Yeah. In the book, say that’s me nickname."

"But it's not."

"It is now."

"OK." I switched off the tape recorder. "Let’s break for a while. I’m going to pop out and get some lunch. Let's start again at three o’clock."

"Can’t. Got team training at the SFS."

Thank God. "OK then, nine tomorrow morning?"

"Sure. You getting good stuff for the book?"

"Of course. But I’ve got more questions to ask."

He shook his head. "Jesus, you’ve already asked a million."

"I’m a nosey guy."

"Sure are. Had no idea writing a book was so hard."
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CHAPTER 2
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How did I end up ghost-writing the autobiography of a 22-year-old rugby player who seemed to have started his career, rather than ended it, with brain damage?

I was a political journalist in Canberra for almost 20 years, until nobody would employ me anymore. My biggest sin was breaking too many big stories. I even solved the murder of a Cabinet Minister and later destroyed the career of an Opposition Leader. In the circle-jerk of federal politics, nobody likes a journo who digs up real news, particularly other journos. They find it embarrassing. 

My other big sin was rudeness and arrogance. Over the years, various editors called me a "disruptive element", “an arsehole" and “a fuckin’ cunt". One, who'd actually read a few books, called me a "miscreant". Most editors are the scum of the earth. But it was hard to ignore such consistently negative appraisals. 

As a result, I didn't have to endure the death throes of the newspaper industry. I got sacked before they arrived.

Still, I left journalism with few misgivings. I was tired of politicians who thought politics was a branch of advertising, media moguls who used news as leverage, and lazy colleagues who put their bylines on press releases. I was also sick of pretending to be the best friend of a source so I could be his worst enemy; telling him what he wanted to hear so I could write something he didn't want to read.

Fortunately, my partner Anne was a well-paid solicitor, so I didn't starve, and I got a call from a literary agent called Sue Prideaux. She said a publisher wanted someone to write a biography of a scandal-plagued politician. I said "yes" and slapped together a brutal hatchet job that I titled: ‘Yesterday’s Man’. I expected the book would finally kill off his mangy political career. It didn’t. Six months later, he was elected Prime Minister with a massive majority. I obviously should have called it ‘Tomorrow’s Man’ or ‘Destined for Greatness’. 

Despite that, the book sold well. A few months later, Sue asked if I wanted to write another book.

I sighed. "Not really. I’m tired of pollies - dreadfully tired."

"Understand. But I'm not talking about a political biog. What do you know about Aussie Rules?"

My favourite contact sport was Rugby League, a game in which poker machine palaces sent out teams of working-class kids to committed grievous bodily harm for the delectation of inebriated fans. I always laughed when I heard someone say a particularly violent incident set a bad example for kids. The whole game set a bad example. That's why I loved it.

I wasn't quite so keen on Australian Rules Football because its fussy rules adulterated the violence and the players looked like seagulls chasing a chip. Still, I'd watched lots of games in my underpants.

I said: "I love Aussie Rules. I've already logged 10,000 hours on the couch."

"Good. A publisher wants you to ghost the autobiography of a footie player."

"Who?"

"Wally O’Keefe."

Glen "Wally" O’Keefe was an Aboriginal Australian Rules Football player who recently retired after captaining the Fremantle Dockers to four premiership titles, winning three Brownlow medals and twice kicking eight goals in a grand final. However, even more impressively, he was twice divorced, suspended for violent play six times and admitted to drug rehab twice. In other words, if he'd never kicked a football, I'd have still worshipped him.

I said: "Wally’s on-board?"

"Definitely. The front cover will say it’s his story ‘as told to Paul Ryder’."

"What’s my advance?"

She named a figure that set my pulse racing.

"Wow."

"The publisher's got big hopes for this one."

That was no surprise. Lots of Australian women would give the tome to their partner as an Xmas present to test whether the dumb bastard really could read. "I can imagine."

You’ll do it?"

I couldn't wait to meet Wally. "Beam me up."

Smart move. Ghosting Wally's autobiography was one of the great experiences of my life. The published book - "On the Ball" - was a gripping tale of a man who grew up in tough foster homes before carving out a brilliant football career while battling a booze addiction, a drug addiction, a sex addiction and a gambling addiction. Finally, in a moving last chapter, he described how, soon after he retired, he located his birth-mother and reclaimed his indigenous heritage. Unfortunately, he also discovered God and repented his wicked ways, but no story is perfect.

On the Ball won a sports book award - which disappointingly had no cash prize - and sold nearly 100,000 print copies. That was an incredible number, even for a sports book. One over-excited journalist proclaimed that paper books were making a come-back. He must have been drunk.

The success of the book felt weird, because I got no fame or glory. Indeed, I felt ripped off. I was still wrestling with that emotion when Sue asked me to write Darcy Gresham’s autobiography.

"What’s the advance?"

The figure she mentioned was quite reasonable if I only wrote one draft, which I would try to do as a challenge.

I said: "He’s very young: he got anything to say?"

"Probably not. But I’m sure you'll make him sound interesting - that’s your skill."

Her cheap flattery sealed the deal.
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CHAPTER 3
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I stepped out of Gresham’s apartment block onto Campbell Parade, which overlooked Bondi Beach. A heavy salt breeze rippled the beach umbrellas of pavement cafes and buffeted seagulls squawking overhead.

Bondi is a sacred destination for sun-worshipers. Local and international pilgrims wearing T-shirts, tank-tops, shorts and bathers flip-flopped along the pavement. Below them, on the beach, tanned bodies were sprawled everywhere, as if an invasion force of Scandinavian backpackers, desperate for sunlight, had stormed ashore into the teeth of heavy machine-gun fire. Now, their corpses lay rotting in the sun. Further out, surfies sliced across the waves; in the hazy distance, two tankers crawled along the horizon like slugs on a razor. 

As I perved at the women on the beach, my groin started buzzing. I pulled out my mobile phone. "Hi."

"Paul, it’s Sue. How’s it going?"

"Not well."

"Why not?"

"He's very dim."

"That's no surprise."

"I know. But it makes my job hard."

"Think of him as a blank canvas on which you can paint whatever you like."

"I'm not Rembrandt."

"Don't sell yourself short. And remember, you've got one month: otherwise, it'll miss the Chrissie sales."

"Sure."

She hung up.

Whining made me feel better. I strolled along the pavement, careful to avoid Kiwi beggars and pick-pockets, and sat in an outdoor café with a good view of the beach. I ordered a focaccia and flicked through an abandoned Daily Telecrap. While I munched on the tourist-standard focaccia and scanned the sports section, someone sat opposite. Damn. I'd spread out the newspaper to prevent that.

I looked across at a guy big enough to pull up tree stumps. Heavy stubble covered his jaw and climbed over his skull. A dark suit and collarless shirt made him looked like a mobster dressed for court. The slight bulge in his suit suggested he was weaponised. A wire ran out of his ear and down under his suit, and connected him to god knows whom. I resisted the temptation to scan the neighbourhood.

The focaccia went sour. Did he mean me harm? I pissed off lots of people when I was a journalist. Hell, I'd pissed off lots of people since. But surely nobody would step out of my past to step on me; I wasn't worth the trouble, especially now I was a humble ghost-writer. Stay calm. "Afraid that chair’s taken."

His look said I might soon wear it. "Really?"

"Yes, I'm waiting for someone."

"I won’t be long. Just got to give you a message."

"What?"

"My boss wants to talk to you."

"Who's your boss?"

"Here's his card."

He handed over a heavily embossed business card:

––––––––
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BRIAN TAYLOR A.O.

CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER

THORNTON MINING CORPORATION

––––––––
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Thornton Mining Corporation was the corporate vehicle of the legendary West Australian mining magnate, Bruce Thornton. But Taylor was nobody to me. "Chat about what?"

"I understand he wants to make you an offer."

"What sort of offer?"

"No idea."

"When?"

"His limo's circling the block right now. He'll be back here very soon."

"He's going to get out?"

"No, you'll get in."

I was about to protest when, in an inspired piece of street theatre, he touched his earpiece and glanced over his shoulder. "Ah, here it comes."

A big black stretch limousine with heavily tinted windows stopped menacingly at traffic lights, 50 metres away.

I said: "Sorry, I don’t get into strange vehicles."

"Mr Taylor is the CEO of one of Australia’s largest companies. You have nothing to fear."

"He should get out and have a cup of coffee."

"He's an important man: he doesn’t sit around in cafes."

"Then he should make an appointment."

"How? You don't have an office or a secretary." The lights had changed and the limo was closing fast. "Make up your mind."

If the business card told the truth, I had nothing to fear and might even benefit from the encounter. If it was a lie, and I was kidnapped, tortured and fed to the fishes, I wouldn't have to interview Darcy Gresham again. Hell, why not? I nodded. "OK."

"Good". He stood - without getting much taller - and talked into his sleeve. "Pull up - he’ll talk to Mr Taylor."

I rose. "I haven’t paid the bill."

"I'll do it."

The limo stopped. The brick-with-eyes danced across the pavement and yanked open the back door. "Get in."

Sitting inside was a guy about fifty, encased in a pinstripe suit, with silver hair, sun-blasted skin and a mashed nose. He could easily be the CEO of a major mining company or a mob boss, or both. He edged away slightly, to give me room.

I am addicted to having the last word. "Don’t forget to tip," I said over my shoulder and ducked into the car. The door slammed behind me.

The chauffeur in front of me had more hair on the nape of his neck than the top. The man who called himself 'Brian Taylor' leaned forward and said: "Drive off". The limo swung back into the traffic and he glanced at me. "You know who I am?"

"I saw your card."

"Good. And you’ve heard of my boss, Bruce Thornton?"

"Of course."

"He asked me to contact you while I was in Sydney."

"Why?"

"Mr Thornton has read your book."

"Which book?"

"On the Ball. He's the honorary president of the Freemantle Dockers Football Club and a personal friend of Wally O’Keefe. He loved the book and hopes you'll write a similar book for him."

"You mean, ghost his autobiography?"

"Yes. He's got a great story to tell. His life story and the history of Western Australia - in fact, this whole nation - are intertwined. He's planning to call the book "King of the Pilbara."

"Not very modest."

A frown. "He has no reason to be modest. But, before he offers you the job, he wants to have a chat, to make sure you're suitable."

"How much is he prepared to pay?"

"You'll have to discuss that with him."

Thornton was a fascist plutocrat who'd already chosen a shit title for his book. However, I was keen to observe the West Australian mining boom and grab a slice of the action. The only question in my mind was why Thornton wanted me. Sure, I did a good job ghost-writing On the Ball. But a quick search on the internet would have revealed I had a rocky career in journalism during which I often bit the hand that fed me. Obviously, he either did no research - because nobody's interested in the past anymore - or the google algorithm let him down.

I said: "OK. When does he want to talk?"

"Tomorrow morning, in Perth."

"I'm in Sydney."

"You'll have to fly over there."

"We can talk on the phone."

"No. He prefers to size people up, face-to-face."

It would have been smarter for him to do some basic research. "I can’t go to Perth; I’ve got commitments."

A wry smile. "You mean the book you’re writing for Darcy Gresham? Forget about that. By the time you’re finished, he’ll be washed up."

"Why?"

"He’s a lovely kicker under pressure - I accept that - but he tackles like he's afraid of catching Ebola. The All Blacks are starting to use him as a doormat."

"You're an expert on rugby?" I said tartly.

He pointed to his mashed nose. "Got this playing first grade, for Sydney Uni."

"Maybe, but I’ve got a contractual deadline."

He raised his eyebrows. "That so? Fly to Perth this afternoon, meet Mr Thornton tomorrow morning, and you’ll be paid $10,000, plus expenses."

Almost as much as I hadn't been paid yet for ghosting Gresham's book. Stuff him. "Really?"

"Yes."

"When would I get paid?"

"Now." He fished a white envelope out of his jacket and handed it over. "Inside you'll find a bank cheque, a business-class airline ticket to Perth - the plane departs at 4pm - and a taxi voucher. You’ll be picked up at Perth Airport and taken to a five-star hotel. In Perth, you'll be given a return airline ticket when needed."

I thought I was tired of dealing with rich and powerful men, and their nasty and treacherous ways. The cheque proved me wrong. I took the envelope and fought a desire to tear it open. "Alright, I’ll go to Perth."

"Good."

Taylor told the chauffeur to pull over, which he did. As I opened the door, Taylor said: "Enjoy your flight."

Plenty to do before I boarded the plane. I dashed into a nearby bank and deposited the bank cheque, then caught a taxi to the grotty motel in Bondi Junction where I'd already spent four nights listening to heavy traffic rumble past. The sound was so constant it seemed to be coming from inside my head. I grabbed my suitcase, full of dirty clothes, checked out and caught another taxi to the airport.

On the way, I phoned Darcy Gresham to solemnly explain that a much-loved grandmother had died in Perth and I had to pop over there for the funeral. I’d be back in a few days.

A peevish tone. "I thought we were almost finished."

Thanks for your condolences, arsehole; I loved my fictitious grandmother. "We'll wrap it up when I get back."

"OK." 

Next, I called Anne at the law firm in Canberra where she was a senior associate. For six years now, we had sailed our tramp steamer, the SS Love Boat, across a storm-tossed ocean, looking for a safe port. The weather abated somewhat when Tommy was born. However, when I started gallivanting around the country, ghost-writing for peanuts, the weather glass dropped again. Anne didn't even bother reading On the Ball, claiming sports books weren't her thing. 

I said: "Hi, Darling, got a moment?"

A weary tone. "Not really. Got a client arriving in a few minutes. What’s happening? You finished talking to Gresham?"

"No, I’ve had to suspend our interview."

"Why?"

"Another opportunity's arisen."

"What do you mean?"

I snappily described how, in the back of a stretch limo, a mining company CEO offered me $10,000 to fly to Perth and chat with Bruce Thornton about ghost-writing his autobiography.

"Bruce Thornton, the mining tycoon?"

"Correct."

"He's a shit-head."

I hoped she didn't talk like that to her clients. "I know."

"Why does he want you?"

"Loved On the Ball."

"Does he know you're a ratbag?"

"Evidently not."

"So what’re you going to do?"

"I just banked the cheque and I'm heading for the airport."

"Thornton’s a pig. It’s dirty money."

Said by a lawyer, no less. "True, but he's not hiring me to torture or assassinate anyone."

"What about your reputation?" What she meant was: what about my reputation among my leftie public servant mates?

"Nobody will notice my involvement. I won't be advertising it."

"So you're saying that, if nobody knows, it's OK?"

"Well, yeah."

A three-octave sigh. "It’s up to you. But if you get the job, don’t cause any trouble, OK? Just write the book and piss off home."

"That’s the plan."

"You're sure?"

"Yes, of course. I'm a ghost-writer now. I work in the shadows. How much trouble could I get into?"

"A lot. How long will you be gone?"

"Depends on Thornton. He might not even want me. I’ll give you a call after I've talked to him."

A short pause. "It's probably best if you go to Perth right now."

"Why?"

A longer pause. "I’ve invited Mum to stay."

I know many claim their mother-in-law is a nasty, meddling cow. But Freda was the real deal. It was as if her sole ambition in life was to be a bitch. Her visits were a nightmare. When she wasn't stabbing me in the back, she stabbed me in the chest. I often fantasised about chasing her out of the house, then hated myself for not having the balls.

"Why?"

"Because I need help with Tommy."

The mention of Tommy pierced me with loneliness. "Fair enough. I miss you, I really do. I’ll be home as soon as I can."

"Good," she snapped. "Now, I’ve got to see my client. Speak to you later."

"Sure."

I hung up and felt a tickle of concern. At some point, I had to resuscitate our relationship. But I couldn't do that until we were in the same city.

––––––––
[image: ]


In hindsight, I should never have got on the plane to Perth. Then, I would have avoided a lot of murder and mayhem. However, I really thought that being a ghost-writer was a shield against trouble and I boarded the plane with the lightest of steps.

The plane took five hours to sail over several ochre deserts and reach Perth. To kill time, I watched a new-release Hollywood musical about an ex-hitman who comes out of retirement to slay a host of enemies and, quite literally, sing and dance on their coffins and graves. I needed a few drinks to get into the mood. After that, I enjoyed it. I like movies with an off-beat tone. They suit my unbalanced view of life.  Order and logic do too much damage to the world.

It was great to sit in business class again. I could man-spread and did not have to listen to kids scream that their ears hurt and they wanted to get off the plane immediately. I’d just finished my ninth or tenth glass of Margaret River Riesling when the plane swooped over the endless multi-hued roofs of Suburbistan - where no kid grew up wanting to be a ghost-writer - and landed at Perth Airport.

Early evening. The terminal teemed with scruffy tourists bound for Bali, and fluro-vested miners and oil-rig workers transiting to and from the north. I felt sober until I tried to drag my suitcase off the baggage carousel. It fought back ferociously and I skated like Bambi on ice. We tumbled over with me on top. After a few deep breaths, I rose slowly to my feet, ignoring curious stares, and zig-zagged towards the exit doors where a cluster of chauffeurs held signs. A trim dark-suited Indian in his mid-thirties held a sign that said: "Paul Rider". Close enough.

I stopped and identified myself.

He said: "Hi, I'm Ragnesh. I work for Thornton Mining; I will take you to the Chancellor Hotel."

He grabbed my suitcase and towed it out to a big white Merc in the car-park. I hopped into the front passenger seat and he slung the suitcase in the boot.

The first time I visited Perth, twenty-five years ago, it was an isolated hick town. Mining-boom money had turned it into an endless suburb that stretched along the coast, with an eruption of ugly skyscrapers in the middle. The hicks were now wealthier and still thought it the greatest city on earth, despite never having been anywhere except Bali, which was the same as going nowhere. They thought easterners belonged to an inferior race which siphoned off the wealth that West Australians had boldly and skilfully found in the ground and got foreign multinationals to dig up.

He drove out of the car park. "Been to Perth before?"

"Many times, but not for a few years."

"I've been here ten years. It's changed a lot: new people, new money - it's pretty crazy."

When I was a journalist, my best stories often came from underlings, like cleaners and chauffeurs, who heard politicians and senior bureaucrats blithely talked about highly sensitive matters. "Where'd you come from?"

"Bombay, with my wife and daughter. I was a specialist in Bombay."

"Specialist what?"

"Paediatrician."

"Then why are you driving me around?"

A frown. "Australian doctors don’t like competition. The Medical Board says my qualifications are not good enough." He snorted. "I mean, I went to Bombay Medical School, you know. Anyway, I’ve got to pass a lot of exams."

"You've already passed some?"

"Yes. But there are so many. Take me another two years, maybe."

"I thought they let foreign doctors practice if they worked in rural areas?"

"Yes, but I am a paediatrician. I can't work in a little town in the middle of nowhere. Enough of my problems: why are you here? For business? I have to take you to see Mr Thornton tomorrow morning. What is that about?"

I admired his nosiness. "Got to see him about a job."

Feigned casualness. "Really? What job?"

"A writing job. He wants someone to write his autobiography."

A small frown. "Autobiography?"

"Yes."

"Really? Don't you have to write an autobiography yourself?"

"Sometimes people employ people like me to do the job: we're called ghost-writers."

He smiled. "Ah, I've heard of you guys. You don't look like a ghost."

"I've heard that joke before."

The airport was close to the city centre. We came out of a tunnel and dove into a clump of skyscrapers arrogantly puncturing the sky.

Ragnesh said: "I will read your book. Mr Thornton is a great man. I often drive him around. He doesn’t say much. But I believe in him. I've invested most of my money in Thornton Mining. When the Eucla Mine starts production, I will be rich. My wife says I’m crazy, but I trust Mr Thornton."

The rich are very good at making the poor think they can also be rich when they don't have a chance in hell. Filling their brains with hope is a lot cheaper than filling their pockets with money. Share trading was a game for crooked insiders, not chauffeurs. However, he wouldn't thank me for pouring cold water on his dreams. "Good luck."

"Do you know anything about the mine?"

"No."

Frown. "Well, if you hear something, let me know."

"Sure."

Ragnesh pulled up inside a big marble porte-cochere. We got out and he extracted my suitcase from the boot. "Your appointment with Mr Thornton is at 10 o'clock, so I'll pick you up at 9.30, OK?"

"Fine."

A bell-boy in a monkey suit grabbed my suitcase and scampered towards the front doors, me in hot pursuit. I'd checked out the Chancellor on the internet. Five frickin' stars. I had a free pass into heaven. My temples pounded and my stride quickened. The five stars flashed on and off behind my eyes. I imagined slipping into a fluffy bathrobe and poring over the room service menu like a Talmudic scholar. 

A doorman with hussar whiskers, top-hat and frilly frock-coat dragged open a heavy glass door. I followed the bellboy into a London Club-style foyer with red-leather armchairs, ornate gold mirrors and newspaper racks. It was obviously designed to make mining-boom carpetbaggers feel like Old Money. No package tourists or other riff-raff disturbed my gaze as I strolled past the grand piano to the grey-marble reception counter.

The gorgeous woman behind it turned her gorgeous eyes on me and made me feel gorgeous. I identified myself and said that Thornton Mining Corporation had booked me a room.

Long fingernails clicked on the computer and long eyelashes fluttered. "Yes, there is a booking."

"The corporation is picking up the tab?"

She smiled. "Of course, Mr Ryder. We don’t even need your credit card details."

"Excellent," I blurted out.

She gave me a swipe card and told the bell-boy to take me to a room on the fifth floor. We caught a lift up there. He swiped us into a huge room that overlooked the gold-flecked mouth of the Swan River and the silvery Indian Ocean beyond. I tipped him with a sum that seemed a lot to me. The little beast scowled and stalked out.

I flopped onto the orgy-size bed and munched a complimentary apple while staring out at the fading vista. Though scenery was not my thing, I wanted this moment to last forever.

Eventually, I stuffed most of the contents of my suitcase into a laundry bag and asked room service to collect it. Soon afterwards, a heavy-set woman dressed like a Victorian Era maid arrived. She turned down my bed and staggered out with the laundry bag.

I phoned Anne in Canberra, to announce that I'd arrived safely.

"Where are you staying?"

"Place called the Chancellor."

"Any good?"

"It's OK, but I don't think it deserves its fifth star."

"It's got five stars?"

"Yep, though I suspect it's overrated. I won't really know until I check out the restaurant."

"Hah, hah. Well, don't get too comfy, because I want you back here as soon as possible."

"Sure. Has Freda arrived?"

"Yes, about an hour ago. You want to talk to her?"

Was she pulling my leg? "I'd rather jump off a cliff."

I felt her annoyance cross the continent, bouncing up and down off the stratosphere like radio waves, before reaching me. "Don't be smart."

"But I'd love to chat with Tommy. He around?"

When Anne revealed, four years ago, that she was pregnant, I was horrified. She claimed it was a big mistake - oh, please, spare me the bullshit - and offered to bring up the child alone. I was sorely tempted. After all, I'd already failed once as a father and had no reason to think I'd improve. However, after a painful period of adjustment, I fell in love with the little bugger and realised I'd do anything for him.

Four years later, he was still the centre of my world. He was a ball of energy, bouncing around like a pinball, or following me like a puppy, not realising there were much better dads out there. He even improved my relationship with Anne, because she realised he needed a father figure in his life, even if it was me. However, he took some of the pleasure out of traveling, because I missed the little rat.

Anne said: "Of course not. He's gone to bed. It's nine o'clock over here."

"I forgot - fair enough."

"He misses you, you know."

"I miss him. I'll be home as soon as possible."

"OK, speak later," she said and hung up.

I slipped into a fluffy bathrobe and struck a master-of-the-universe pose as I stared out the big window at the scenery. Then I opened the room menu. The ugly prices didn't stop me ordering a deluxe hamburger - medium rare, please - and a ridiculously expensive bottle of local red.

Twenty minutes later, a waiter entered pushing a trolley laden with my food. He took off the lid and I saw a burger, sitting on a nest of chips, float towards me on a magic carpet of air. My saliva glands went into overdrive. I was so enraptured that I tipped the kid. He was less enraptured when he saw it was only $2.  He snorted and left.

The burger had real beef, the hand-cut chips had real potato and the $150 bottle of wine was value for money. While scoffing the burger, I reflected that, in my younger days, as a journalist, I'd have drifted down to the bar to check out the local talent. However, I was getting too old for that and this was not a pick-up hotel.

Though I already knew a fair bit about Thornton's life, I wanted to fill in some gaps before we met. I opened my laptop, accessed the internet and learnt that the first Thornton in Western Australia was a poor Scottish cobbler called Angus Thornton, who disembarked in Perth in 1895. After plying his trade there for three years, with no great success, he trekked 600 kilometres north to the Wolga Downs and established the Bularoo cattle station. He then spent forty years turning it into one of the largest in the state. His oldest son, Graham, inherited the station and bought several more scattered around the state to create a cattle empire.

Graham’s only child, Bruce, was born at Bularoo just after the Second World War. He lived there - educated over the airwaves - until aged twelve when he was sent to a private boarding school in Perth. Gold prospecting had always fascinated him. So, after leaving school, he studied at the Western Australia School of Mines and emerged with a diploma in metallurgy. He then returned to Bularoo to help his father manage the station. But whenever he could, he and a young station hand, Dirk Carter, drove huge distances in a battered Land Rover searching for gold and any other valuable minerals they could find.

In the early seventies, they located a massive iron ore deposit in the Windeyama Gorge of the Pilbara region. The moment of discovery was the stuff of legend. The radiator of their Land Rover sprung a leak and they ran out of water. They were marooned in the gorge and dying of thirst when a miracle occurred: a heavy rainstorm filled all their jerry cans and turned the sides of the gorge bright red - a sure sign of iron ore. They fixed the radiator and followed the seam of iron ore for dozens of kilometres. Then Thornton drove to Perth and claimed a mining lease in his own name.

Soon afterwards, tragedy struck. Thornton was piloting a Cessna from Port Hedland to Bularoo, with Carter in the passenger seat, when the engine caught fire and he was forced to make an emergency landing on a salt-pan. The plane somersaulted several times and only Thornton crawled out alive. It took him four days to stagger fifty kilometres to a cattle station where he arrived with severe heat stroke.

A week later, a small police expedition in a four-wheel drive vehicle reached the burnt-out plane and found no signs of Carter. His body was either incinerated or eaten by wild animals.

Soon afterwards, the State Government granted Bruce Thornton a mining lease that covered the whole Windeyama Gorge. He assigned the lease to his corporate vehicle, Thornton Mining Corporation. The corporation then sub-leased the deposit to Rio Tinto, which built a massive mine and paid a huge annual production royalty. The corporation spent that royalty stream on further mineral exploration and accumulated a vast number of mining leases throughout Western Australia. Several more deposits were sub-leased to major miners which paid big royalties. The corporation now received about $500 million a year in combined royalties. It was estimated that every time Thornton took a crap he earned about $50,000 unless, of course, he was reading a newspaper, in which case he earned a lot more.

In other words, Thornton made a fortune out of the mining industry without actually doing any mining. He was obviously sensitive about that fact because his corporation had retained its prize lease - over the Eucla iron ore deposit in the Pilbara - so it could do the mining itself. That wouldn't be easy, because the deposit was in a trackless waste, 300 kilometres from the coast. Indeed, according to the financial press, despite having already spent $2 billion


[image: ]



[image: ]













d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
FOURTH IN THE BUSH CAPITAL SERIES





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





