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CHAPTER 1
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"Mining is the lifeblood of this country."

The Minister for Mineral Resources, Brian Catt, looked up from his speech notes and gazed around the National Press Club auditorium, daring contradiction. But those assembled were too busy eating and drinking like journalists. I popped another chocolate into my mouth and looked around for a waiter to bring me coffee.

Catt’s voice climbed an octave. "Without the wealth that mining generates, environmentalists couldn’t live in fancy suburbs, pay for four-wheel drives or send their kids to private schools."

This wasn’t news. Catt had often affirmed the inalienable right of international mining companies to dig up whatever they liked, without worrying about the environmental impact, and ship it to China.  Most of his Cabinet colleagues agreed with him and had recently approved two new uranium mines in national parks and oil drilling in the Great Barrier Reef. 

Catt called for questions. Veronica Douglas, from ABC Radio, waved like a teacher’s pet.

"Yes, Veronica."

She grabbed a microphone from a waiter. "Some of the Government’s biggest financial donors are mining companies. Isn’t there a conflict of interest?"

Catt frowned. "Absolutely not. Miners have made donations. But they've got a right to do that and we’d support them anyway. They create vital jobs."

John "Thirsty" Hurst, from the Age, slurred into a microphone. "The Pasminco Mining Company wants to open a gold mine in the Wollombi National Park in north Queensland. When will Cabinet make a decision about that?"

A young woman sprinted into the auditorium, a blur of blonde dreadlocks, red T-shirt, canvas pants and bare feet. "Bastard," she yelled and threw a round white object. 

Catt ducked. The egg hit the wall behind him and sprayed yolk. 

"Scum. Stop raping the planet."

Two burly uniformed cops grabbed her and dragged her out, still screaming.

Catt straightened and smiled nervously. "Phew. Where was I before I was so rudely interrupted?"

Though many tittered, the sense of disappointment was palpable. We thought we had front-row seats to an assassination, only to be denied. That hurt. Someone snarled: "Bloody amateur."

Looking back, the incident was a terrible omen. A big black cat slunk into the room, curled its lips, hissed, slapped everyone with its tail and clawed the furniture. But nobody noticed. We all defaulted back to the food and grog or sent twitter messages about the big non-event.

Someone at my table said: "Hey, who took all the chocolates?"
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I woke early in a chilly bedroom and snuggled against Anne’s back. She didn’t stir, but my cock did. Our relationship was lousy. She’d retreated into a tall castle on an icy crag, and pulled up the drawbridge. But my battering ram was ready. My heart beat like a war drum. I cupped a warm and solid breast.

She woke and muttered, "Jesus, your hand’s freezing. What’re you doing?"

"Giving you a cuddle."

"You mean a grope?"

"I’m very horny."

"What’s new?"

I nudged her with my siege equipment. She wriggled away. Cold air slid between us. I trapped her against the edge of the bed and cupped her breast again.

"You’d fuck a hole in a fence."

"True, but I’d be thinking of you."

A faint giggle. I groin-bumped her again and whispered into her ear. "You know, you’re not the finest woman I’ve ever met, but you’re definitely the finest piece of arse."

Despite the hour, the cold and the sorry state of our relationship, she laughed. Her nipple hardened. She rolled over and looked inviting. Soon the castle gates would open and I’d ransack the treasury. I ran my hand over her firm bum. You can guess what happened next ...

The phone rang.  "Damn."

"Don’t answer it."

Calls at that hour tend to be important. Maybe someone wanted to give me a story. Like an addict reaching for his needle, I picked up the receiver, praying it wasn’t from an Indian call centre. "Paul Ryder here."

"Paul, this is Phil Nelson."

The Prime Minister’s press secretary. I glanced at the bedside clock. 7.20 a.m. He’d never called this early before. My grip tightened on the receiver. "Yeah Phil, what’s up?"

"Have you heard about John Catt?"

"No, what about him?"

"He’s dead."

I sat up, oblivious to the cold, heart racing. Just last week, I saw Catt at the Press Club, alive and well. "Jesus. When? Why? How?"

"It’s very confusing, but it looks like he’s been murdered."

My brain had raced ahead before his words climbed onboard. "What?"

"He’s been murdered."

"M-m-m-murdered. Jesus Christ. Where?"

"In his house. They found his body about an hour ago."

"Who did it?"

"No idea. I don’t think the cops know either."

"They moved his body yet?"

"I don’t think so."

"OK. Thanks, Phil, I owe you one."

"Big time, buddy; big time."

I bet I wasn’t the only reporter he’d called. He was creating IOUs all over town.

I put down the receiver, hand shaking. This story was so big I couldn’t stand back far enough to see it all. 

Anne looked curious. "What’s happening?"

"John Catt’s dead - murdered."

"You mean, the Cabinet Minister?"

"Yep. The Minister of the fucking Crown."

"Wow. How?"

"No idea. Died in his house."

"What’re you going to do?"

"Get out there." I showered, shaved and dressed in less than five minutes. Then I rang my bureau chief, Tony Barnes, at home and repeated what Nelson said.

He said: "Holy shit. You going out there?"

"On my way."

"I’ll send Ian Meaney." Ian was the bureau's photographer.

Twenty seconds later I was in the front seat of my ageing and prissy Peugeot, praying its dicky engine would kick over. It coughed, spat, gulped, emitted a few Gallic farts, threatened to go on strike and then burst into life. It lived to die another day. I coaxed up the revs and roared out onto Ainslie Crescent.

The sky was a flat gray ceiling. Gaunt trees lined empty streets. The swirling breeze created helixes of brown leaves. Heavy frost gave a false glitter to scorched winter grass. The city looked like a beautifully tended crematorium, though less exciting. How appropriate that I was calling upon a dead man.

Catt’s electorate was in Sydney, where he lived for most of the year with his wife and two kids. But when Parliament was sitting, he rented a small house in Narrabundah, a suburb near the southern tip of Lake Burley Griffin, where I headed.

Catt was a successful barrister before entering parliament. Good-looking, smart and articulate, he only spent a few years on the backbench before becoming the Minister for Mineral Resources. The mining companies loved him because he was a pro-development and anti-green. With good luck, he would have become Prime Minister one day. Now, he didn’t even have bad luck.

Who lurked behind his public persona? What did he really believe in? Or fear? Who did he see in the bathroom mirror each morning - if anyone? I had no idea. Maybe he didn't either.

I turned into his street. Usually, at that hour, it would have been as quiet as the time before time. Now an ambulance, a police scientific van and five police cars were parked in front of his house. Further along were two television vans with roof-mounted satellite dishes. I parked about 40 metres from the house and walked briskly towards it. The chilly air nipped my heels.

Catt rented a small, two-bedroom bungalow set in the middle of a large block. A pebblecrete pathway snaked across the lawn to the front door. A driveway led to an open carport jutting from the side of the house. No car.

An orange crime scene tape stretched across the lawn, strung between metal stakes. It twisted and fluttered in the light breeze. In front of it were a dozen uniformed and plains-clothed Australian Federal Police.  Behind it, technicians in white overalls crawled about, searching for evidence.

A 15-strong media posse stood on the nature strip opposite, chatting or yapping excitedly into mobile phones. To keep warm, many hugged themselves or hopped about.

I sidled up to Barry Ewell from ABC Radio, short and round, lugging a bulky tape recorder. The cold had imprinted red spots on his chubby cheeks.

I said: "Bazza. What’s happening?"

He smiled. "I’m freezing my nuts off."

So what? "Catt’s body still inside?"

"Yeah. We’re waiting for them to cart it out."

"How'd he die?"

"Dunno. Cops won’t say."

"Who’s in charge?"

"Superintendent Dyson - the old bloke over there."

Barry pointed at a group of four detectives standing on the driveway. All had crew-cuts and thick necks, and wore execrable brown or gray suits. But Dyson was easy to identify. He was in his mid-forties - much older than the others - with reddish-brown hair and a big, meaty face. Papa Bear with the Three Baby Bears. They should have arrested themselves for crimes against fashion.

I said: "Will he talk to us?"

"Says he will when he gets a chance."

A cluster of curious neighbours stood nearby, some still in dressing gowns. I started chatting to them, hoping to crack the case. They were flattered by my attention, but I was fishing in a dead pond. Catt didn’t use the house much and, when he did, kept to himself. They saw no-one acting suspiciously the previous night.

After ten minutes, Ian Meaney arrived, toting a heavy camera bag. He was in his late twenties, tall and thin, with stringy dark hair. The pockets of his dirty shooting jacket were stuffed with lenses.

Most camera monkeys are lazy as hell: they just want to take a few snaps and head for the nearest pub. It was like dragging around a dopey younger brother. At least, when inspired, Ian switched on for an hour or two, before reverting to type.

He said: "Body still inside?"

"Yeah."

"Leave it to me."

He started moving around, snapping merrily.

I looked back at Catt’s house. Little had changed. I joined a group of reporters having a heated discussion. Someone said he’d heard Catt was murdered.

Ted Maxwell, from the Age, said: "I’ve heard he died shagging. Found in bed with a woody."

A woman behind me interjected: "Was he wearing a condom?"

"Don’t know."

A guy said: "Having a woody doesn’t mean anything. All men die with a woody."

"No, they don’t."

"Yes, they do. It’s a result of rigor mortis."

"Crap."

I tuned out their arid dispute and watched the mundane activity in front of the house. 

A few minutes later, Alicia Tannenbaum, a political reporter for Action Nightly News, strolled up the road. She wore heavy makeup and sported a ponytail because big hair looks bad on TV. A short skirt exposed long well-tanned legs mounted on high heels.

Adding to her sex-appeal was the big phallic microphone in her fist. Politics is a reality TV show and she was one of the comperes. With a wave of her microphone, she made people famous or infamous.

For a few moments, she overpowered the lure of the crime scene and made everyone forget about murder and mortality.

I’d been faithful to Anne for three years, a record for me. But our relationship was on the rocks and I’d lusted after Alicia for a long time. I wanted to stay faithful, but suspected that if Alicia crooked her finger, I’d fall at her feet. 

I said: "Hi. Aren’t you a bit cold?"

She smiled. "Fucking freezing. This morning, I didn’t dress for a murder scene. Anyone around here sell coffee?"

"No."

"Hell. What’s the story on Catt?"

"He’s in a stable condition."

"Stable? I heard he was dead."

"I’d call that stable."

She giggled. "Seriously, how’d he die?"

"I’ve heard he was murdered. Don’t know how."

"Well, if he wasn’t, I’m gonna be very disappointed."

"Join the club."

"Did you know him personally?"

"No. You?"

"I only really met him once, and that was a nightmare," she said with surprising bitterness.

"Why?"

"About six months ago we bumped into each other at Canberra Airport and he offered me a lift in his Comcar. I accepted. Big mistake. In the car, he kept telling me how lonely he was in Canberra and patted me on the knee. Then he asked me out to dinner. Said he wanted to give me a big story."

I wasn’t surprised. Male politicians in Canberra spent so much time thinking about sex, chasing sex and having sex that I often wondered who governed the country. Reporters got the left-overs. "What did you do?"

"Told him I wasn’t interested and jumped out at the next set of traffic lights."

Her restraint was impressive. If I was a female reporter, I’d be under every politician who could give me a story. "Mmm. Just out of curiosity, what did he do wrong?"

She snorted. "Jesus, you’re a sleazy bastard."

"Yeah, but I struggle with it."

She frowned. "I bet."

Her heavily bearded cameraman strolled up. She chatted with him and I returned to watching the house. A couple of technicians opened the back doors of a van, removed a couple of big suitcases and lugged them inside. Now I was bored.

A large white Holden Commodore parked imperiously across the driveway. Two men in their mid-thirties climbed out, one short and chubby, the other short and slim with a weasel face. They had much better tailors than the detectives.

Weasel-face approached a uniformed constable, showed a plastic card and said something. The constable straightened up and pointed towards Superintendent Dyson.

The two men strode over to Dyson. Weasel-face flashed his card again. Dyson looked impressed and spent about five minutes answering questions, occasionally pointing at the house. Then he escorted them inside.

Five minutes later, he re-emerged alone.

Intrigued, I strolled over to the uniformed constable. A big gun rode on his fat hip. Most days, he probably did data-entry or directed traffic and practiced his quick-draw in front of a mirror. This was a big day out.

"Excuse me, officer," I said deferentially. "Who were you talking to ten minutes ago?"

Small eyes stared disdainfully out of a fleshy face.  He looked disdainful. "You’re a reporter, right?"

"Yes."

"Then it’s none of your fucking business."

"Thanks for your help. I’ll let you get back to your investigation."

He obviously wanted to slap me around with his baton. Too bad we had company.

I rejoined the fidgeting, gossiping media contingent, which had swelled to almost thirty. It was encouraging to see that, despite the parlous state of the news industry, it could still put together such a big stake-out. Someone said it was taking the cops a hell of a long time to steal all of the cash and valuables from the crime scene.

A detective strolled out of the house and spoke to two ambos slouched against their van. They pulled out a metal gurney and carried it inside.

Photographers and cameramen pressed against the crime scene tape, waiting for John Catt’s last public appearance. 

Ten minutes later, the ambos emerged carrying a body covered with a white sheet. Catt’s right hand slipped out and bounced up and down. His up-thrust thumb seemed to be signalling that this was just a temporary set-back and he’d be back at work in no time.

The snappers jostled for good shots of the gurney being slid into the van. Ian Meaney was in the thick of the fray. The van doors shut with a gloomy thud.

The ambulance edged forward and it looked, for a few moments, as if some photographers would disappear under its wheels. They danced out of the way, avoiding a ridiculous sub-plot. The van nosed into the clear and the driver stomped on the accelerator.

As it disappeared around a corner, a reporter near me yelled: "Did anyone get a quote?"

I’m ashamed to say that many tittered, including me.

Superintendent Dyson climbed over the crime scene tape and stood on the curb while reporters formed a horseshoe around him. On the fringe, I held up my tape recorder to catch his words.

Questions whizzed and buzzed through the air. He held up his hands for silence. The hubbub ceased.

"Good morning," he said in a seen-it-all voice. "My name is Superintendent Rex Dyson. As you’re probably aware, the Minister for Mineral Resources, Mr John Catt, was found dead this morning. We won’t know the exact cause of death until after the autopsy. But our preliminary assessment is that he died after receiving numerous blows to the head."

Hardened reporters gasped. My heart rate jumped.

"You mean he was murdered?" someone said.

"That appears to be the case."

"Got any leads?"

"Not yet. However, it appears the house was ransacked."

A female reporter said: "So a burglar may be responsible?"

"That’s possible." 

"Anything stolen?"

"We’re not sure. We’re checking."  

Someone else said: "Who found him?"

"His Comcar driver. He knocked on the door this morning and got no response. So he went around the back and found that the kitchen door had been forced open. He went inside and found Mr Catt in the living room."

"When was that?"

"Just before seven o’clock."

"Where’s Catt’s wife?"

"I understand she’s in Sydney. She’s been notified of her husband’s death." Superintendent Dyson held up his hands. "OK folks, that’s all I’ve got to say. Any further information will come through Media Relations."

He strolled off and everyone rushed towards their vehicles. I headed towards mine, whistling all the way.
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I drove back to Parliament House through neat and tidy suburbs filled with neat and tidy people. I bet heaven is very similar, except its residents don’t have to trim the hedges or mow the lawns. In Canberra, because everyone has plenty of space, savage passions rarely ignite. Instead of getting angry, people go for long bike rides. That’s why it was hard to believe that I'd just been to a murder scene. But Catt’s dead hand kept jiggling through my mind.

Who killed him? A burglar whose conscience was erased by addiction? A jealous lover? Or was he assassinated? Did an eco-loon decide to avenge Mother Nature? As the history of assassinations has shown, it only takes one nut with a grievance to change the world.

I prayed Catt was assassinated. Then I’d be writing the first draft of history rather than a tawdry crime story.

The traffic heading in my direction was thin because Canberra has no central business district to attract commuters. Indeed, most commuters head for offices in the suburbs.

I turned into Commonwealth Avenue and drove towards new Parliament House, which looks like a bunker designed to withstand an intergalactic attack. I’d long suspected that deep below it was a nuclear fall-out shelter for the political elite. When Armageddon kicked off, I’d follow the first big-wig I saw.

I parked under the Senate Wing of Club Fed and caught a lift up to the second floor, home of the Parliamentary Press Gallery. Five years ago, the Sydney News had twelve reporters in its bureau. But the newspaper industry was dying and now there were only seven, including me. We each occupied small, shoulder-high cubicles, except for the bureau chief, Tony Barnes, who had a glass-walled office in the corner. I felt his eyes, even when he wasn’t there.

That morning, he was there, behind his desk. Tall and thin, with a gaunt face and short blonde hair, he wore a white silk shirt and green braces, like a merchant banker. There was a time when journalists wouldn't be seen dead in smart clothes. No longer.

I can usually find something nice to say about most people. Indeed, if I tried, I could probably find something nice to say about Barnes. But I can't be bothered.

For him, journalism was not a vocation. Rather, it was a stepping stone to a job in management or public relations. Certainly, his performance as bureau chief had shown he was an insecure, talentless, micro-managing prick who loved giving orders, no matter how stupid they were. Fortunately, because I was the Chief Political Correspondent, and therefore had the ear of the Editor, I could ignore his instructions and write whatever I liked. He hated that, and often tried to stab me in the back, not realising I had already deposited a full set of steak knives in his.

In the middle of my desk was a blotter festooned with dozens of phone numbers. Surrounding it was a midden heap of newspapers and magazines. As I sat, Barnes rushed towards me, wide-eyed with excitement. "Paul what’s happening? Is Catt dead?"

"Yep, he's toast."

"How’d he die?"

"Someone bashed his brains out."

Barnes whistled. "Jesus fuckin’ Christ. Why?"

"The cops don’t know or won’t say, though I’ve got a few theories."

"Like what?"

I listed the three possibilities I thought up in the car.

He looked vaguely disappointed that I hadn’t already solved the crime. "Would a greenie do something like this? Most are veggies, right? Veggies don't run around killing people."

"True, but they’re also fundamentalists, and that makes them dangerous."

"You’re probably right."

"PM said anything yet?"

"His office says he’ll make a statement in the House, just before Question Time."

Question Time was at two o’clock, about four hours away. "OK, since I'll be writing the lead story, I'd better cover that."

He frowned, unhappy that I'd assigned the story to myself and he couldn't stop me. "Alright. I’ll get some other guys to write the obit and reaction pieces."

As he left, I realised I was starving and under-caffeinated. I wandered into the kitchenette, scoffed some biscuits and made myself a cup of coffee I could plant a flag in.

I carried it back to my desk, sat down and stared out the window at Black Mountain. I’m not a big fan of scenery, but it glowed impressively in the morning light.

"Have you heard the news?"

I turned and saw Tanya Larsen. She was about twenty with radiation-orange hair, pale features and bright-red lipstick. Her clothes had lots of frills and pleats. Don’t ask me to get more technical.

She’d only been a cadet reporter for a few months, but was tough and smart, and obviously going places. I knew she had real promise when, soon after she arrived, I teased her and she told me to "fuck off". She was also very adroit at flattering me while picking my brain for tips and info. In a few years, she’d blow past me without a trace of pity.

I raised my eyebrows. "What story?"

"Catt, of course. You heard the incredible news?"

"I’ve just been out to his house."

"Wow. So it’s true, that he’s dead?"

"Yep, the ambos seemed very convinced."

"Hah, hah. How’d he die?"

I quickly told her what I knew.

She looked envious. "Wow, murder. You’re obviously going to write tomorrow’s front-page lead."

"Yeah, and I want to offer you the chance of a lifetime."

"What?"

"The opportunity to work with me."

"On this story?"

"Of course. Interested?"

Ravenous eyes. "Shit yeah. What do you want me to do?"

"Keep in touch with the Media Relations Unit in case they release any more info."

She looked disappointed. "That all?"

"It’s enough."

Sniper's eyes. "We’ll share a by-line?"

"I’ll think about it."

She glared. "Then you can get stuffed."

She definitely belonged to the vixen squad. Her spiky tongue reminded me of Anne, before Anne stopped talking to me.

I shrugged. "OK. What other stories have you got to write?"

She frowned. "None."

"Then don’t be greedy."

She sighed and nodded. "Alright, I’ll have to trust you."

She ducked into her cubicle and I wondered if any of my contacts could shed light on Catt’s death. I once worked with his press secretary, Gary Fitzroy, in the Age bureau, and we still sometimes lunched together. I dialled his direct line.

"Fitzroy here," he said tensely.

I adopted an uber-matey tone. "Gazza, Paul Ryder. I’ve just heard about John Catt’s death. Terrible news. I want to offer my condolences."

"Really? That all you want?"

Was I that obvious? "Umm, well, can we have a chat?"

"What about?" 

I slimmed down the truth. "I’m writing an obit and need some background information. I want to know what he was really like: what made him tick. Will you help?"

"So you don’t want to talk about how he died?"

"Well, I might ..."

"Look, Paul, you’re the fourth reporter who’s called already. I told all the others to bugger off. Why should I see you?"

"Our close friendship."

"We’re not that close."

"I’m hurt to hear that. Come on Gary. I won’t take up much time. Ten minutes, max."

A long pause. "Oh, alright. Drop in after Question Time. I can only give you five minutes."

"Sure," I said.

In his shoes, I’d have said "no".
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I spent three hours phoning my contacts to see what they knew about Catt’s death. But they kept pumping me for information. I prayed everyone else’s sources were just as useless.

Shortly before two o’clock, I slipped into the Press Gallery to watch Question Time. Most reporters watched it on closed-circuit TV. But today the gallery benches were half full. Everybody loves getting close to history.

Sunlight fell through the huge central skylight onto gum leaf-green benches. The division bells sucked politicians into the chamber where they congregated in conspiratorial huddles, chatting and laughing. Many seemed to be legislating under the influence.

The Prime Minister, Brian Trenton, entered. His bleached face and raccoon eyes showed he was now in the deep winter of his prime ministership: a long recession and low approval ratings had sapped his political and emotional strength. The sudden loss of a close friend and political ally had compounded his misery.

He sat next to the Despatch Box and hunched over like a boxer on his corner stool. The curve of his back and furrowed brow hinted the next round would be his last.

The Speaker called the House to order and Trenton stepped up to the Despatch Box, suitably grave. "Mr Speaker, I wish to make a statement to the House. With great regret, I must report the tragic death of the Honourable Member for Newton, Mr John Catt. I have yet to receive a full report from the Australian Federal Police. However, it appears he was murdered. If so, it was a terrible crime and I can assure the House that the police will be given whatever resources they need to catch the culprit. On behalf of the Government, I extend my condolences to his wife and children..."

Flowery phrases spun from his lips: "loyal friend", "respected colleague", "man of principle", "patriotic Australian", "popular member of the House" ...

Catt had been popular among Government backbenchers because, in the House, he was always willing to jump in front of the other warriors, bash his shield, point his spear and scream invective. The mutants behind him thought that was how good politicians behaved. Now, as the PM spoke, they kept yelling "hear, hear".

In response, Opposition MPs hit the mute button. Many had despised Catt, though I couldn’t believe one killed him. They stuck to character assassination.

Next, the Opposition Leader, Trevor Gilroy, rose to his feet and tamped down the thin hair on his scalp. Tall and robust, he still had the broad accent and pugnacious manner of a union official. Barely a week ago, standing on the same spot, he called Catt a "revolting disgrace" and a "miserable turd". Now he extended his condolences to Catt’s family and praised Catt’s contribution to Australian politics in a robotic tone that deliberately cheapened every word.

Question Time itself was as dull as ditchwater. The Opposition had decided that Catt’s death would dominate the evening news and didn't waste any good questions.

Just after three, the Speaker called for debate on the Pig Levy (Adjustment) Bill and provoked a mass exodus. I headed off to see Gary Fitzroy.

If Parliament House is a walled city, the Ministerial Wing is its inner citadel. I used my security pass to scan through the entrance door and stroll around to John Catt’s suite, where an attractive young receptionist, with red eyes and a big box of tissues, was on the phone. She didn’t notice me as I headed down the corridor to Gary’s office.

Half-way there, someone said my name and I turned. Catt’s chief of staff, Bruce Farmer, had a chubby face and jet-black hair that matched his Italian shoes. His white linen shirt sported chunky gold cufflinks. Clipped to the front of his belt were a mobile phone and pager.

Parliament House is full of political wannabes who’ve never had a real job or met real people, but want real power. Bruce was a prime example. After getting an average law degree, he became a junior political staffer and started climbing through the ranks. Apart from running Catt's office, he acted as his adviser, confidant, enforcer, cheer-leader, best buddy and errand boy.

As a reward, Catt had recently lobbied hard to secure Bruce a winnable slot on their party's NSW Senate ticket. However, Catt died before completing that task, which meant Bruce's political career was probably over before it started. His only talent was for being a protégé. But it would take him years to find another powerful patron and even more years for his sucking up to bear fruit. So it looked like he'd have to do the unthinkable: get a real job.

Political fixers usually wear a kabuki expression. Not now. Bruce's career was obviously in terrible pain. "Paul, what’re you doing here?" 

"Seeing Gary."

His eyes narrowed. "What about?"

"The demise of your boss, of course."

"He can’t tell you much. We don’t know what happened."

Now that Bruce's career was rat-shit, I had no reason to kiss his arse. "He can tell me that himself."

I strode through an open doorway into Gary’s office where he sat in front of his computer. A large pair of tits flashed across the screen. Surfing for porn was obviously his way of coping.

Gary once played first-grade rugby union in Sydney and tipped the scales at well over 100 kilos, most still muscle. He also had scuffed ears, faint scars above his eyes and a potato nose.

He never let an issue fester. I first got to know him when we worked together in the Age bureau. Back then he was an angry drunk who punched walls, threw phones and screamed at colleagues. Wireless keyboards flew around like Frisbees. Once, during an argument, he tore off his shirt and threw it at his antagonist. He classified most people as either "cunts" or "fucking cunts", and even argued with people who totally agreed
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