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CHAPTER 1
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During my ill-fated career as a political journalist, I regularly vowed to never - and I mean never - become the press secretary of a government minister. The guys stunk. While I tried to expose their boss’s dirty secrets, they hid them and pumped out lies. They stopped real news escaping the political bubble; they were the enemy.

That was one of the few vows I ever made with true conviction. Surely, if I broke it and became a press secretary, I would become everything I hated. So, imagine my surprise and consternation when I eventually backflipped and joined that scurvy crew.

In my defence, I only took that step after a series of setbacks left me no other option. The first and greatest setback was being kicked out of journalism for the unforgivable crime of performing real journalism. That was a grand felony as far as the media bosses were concerned. After that, I ghost-wrote the memoirs of semi-literate sports stars and looked after my infant son, Tommy. Ghost-writing paid very little and child-minding nothing at all. But I loved the lifestyle. I spent endless hours surfing the internet in cafes and wondering whether to have a third cup of coffee or another muffin. A lot of people find inactivity tiring. I found it oddly invigorating. It put my senses on high alert for no reason at all.

Unfortunately, my wife, Anne, was a successful lawyer who got tired of paying most of the bills and watching me idle my way through life. My privileged world collapsed when Tommy entered primary school and she asked what I did all day.

“I’m a ghostwriter.”

“You haven’t ghosted a book for months.”

“It’s an up-and-down job. I might be flat out tomorrow.”

“Or you might still be sitting around on your arse. Mannequins work harder.”

“I cook and shop and clean.”

“So what? I can pay someone to do that - someone who knows what dust looks like.” She was really coming off the top rope.

I crossed my arms. “You mean, you want me to get another job beside ghost-writing?”

She spoke with the little growl that Clint Eastwood made famous. “No, I want you to get a job. I work my arse off to keep this family afloat. Time you gave me some help. I’m worried that Tommy will become an adult before you do.”

“OK, OK, I’ll start looking for another job.”

“You will?”

Of course not. I was playing for time. “Definitely.”

A suspicious look. “Good. Keep me informed.”

I intended to continue my present lifestyle and hope she dropped the issue. Stranger things have happened. However, Tommy soon wrecked that plan. A couple of days later, I picked up our child terrorist after school and he said: “Dad, can I ask a question?”

He was a fire hydrant of questions. “Of course. Shoot.”

“OK, do you have a job?”

I did not expect that zinger from my six-year-old while driving home from school. “Umm, of course. I’m a ghostwriter: I write books for other people. I told you about that. Why do you ask?” 

“Rick in my class asked if you had one.”

“Oh, why did he want to know?”

“He heard his parents talking about you. His mum said you didn’t have one.”

His parents thought I was an unemployed grifter. Other parents would think the same. It’s always tough when people you laugh at are laughing at you. “Well, his mum’s wrong. Tell him that.”

For the rest of the drive home, I pondered our conversation. It was bad enough that Anne thought me a wastrel. I was terrified that Tommy would soon think the same. My conscience snuck out from under a bush and bit me on the ankle. Time to get a real job.

Unfortunately, my employment prospects were severely limited. Anne wanted me to get a white-collar job. I could not become a dog-walker or food-delivery rider or the like. She would find that too embarrassing. We had to keep up appearances. But I could not return to journalism and had few other professional skills.

Then I ran into an old mate called Rex Duncan at the birthday party of a mutual pal. We worked together in the Canberra bureau of the Melbourne Age many years ago. In fact, I used my influence - back when I had some - to get him his job. Then, like many journos, he got tired of reporting on politics and became a political staffer. Or, as he told me: “I got sick of talking to fuckwits all day and became one.” After working for several politicians, he was now the Chief of Staff of the Minister for the Arts, Bob Franklin. 

I told Rex that I had never met Franklin and knew little about him.

“He’s fairly junior and Arts is a low-profile portfolio. But he’s got brains and drive. Definitely going places, I promise you that. That’s why I work for him.”

“What’s he like?”

“Nice guy. Indeed, one of the few pollies I enjoy having a drink with. He also does something quite remarkable for a politician.”

“What?”

“He thinks about what he’s going to do next. He truly ponders the best course of action.”

That was surprising. Most politicians made decisions as if their pants were on fire. “Wow.”

“I know.”

I remembered something I heard about him. “He lost his wife, didn’t he?”

“Yeah, to cancer, a few years ago.”

“Kids?”

“Two, both at uni.”

“He’s still single?”

“I think so. Anyway, what about you? Where do you work these days?”

“Nowhere. I’m looking for a job.”

“Have you tried to get back onto the Press Gallery?”

“No point. I’m as popular as Ebola.”

“Are you sure? You stunk up the joint a long time ago, but the place has almost no corporate memory.”

“The smell lingers, believe me.”

“I guess so.” A hesitation. “I may have a solution.”

“What?”

“My minister is looking for a press secretary. The last guy got fired for bullying staff. He could have gotten away with that ten years ago, but not today:  times have changed. Are you interested?”

His offer surprised me: I had a well-earned reputation as a trouble-maker. “Why me?”

“We’re pals and I owe you one: you got me my job on the Age back in the day.”

That made sense. In politics, people lied, cheated and stole without compunction. But they repaid favours. There was an honour code, like the Mafia’s, that required that. Otherwise, the whole system would collapse.

“Thanks.”

“You also have plenty of media experience. That makes you a rare commodity. These days, most political journos are kids making a pitstop on their way to somewhere else.”

“You’re not worried about my, umm, track record.”

“You mean, for causing trouble?”

“Yeah.”

“Not really. You’ll be working for the Minister for the Arts, for God’s sake. He appoints people to arts boards, hands out grants and opens exhibitions. You won’t get a chance to cause trouble.” A lifted eyebrow. “I also assume that you’re older and wiser these days ...”

“Of course,” I said blithely.

“Anyway, you couldn’t be more trouble than the guy you’ll replace. We’ve still got staff on stress leave. What do you say? Do you want the job?”

I remembered my youthful vow to never become a ministerial press secretary. If I accepted his offer, I would repudiate my early idealism and become another tired old fart without morals.

The word ‘no’ marched onto my tongue and prepared to launch. However, if I wanted Anne and Tommy to respect me, I had to get a regular job. I also sensed that, if I had to work for a politician, Bob Franklin was a good choice. Rex said he was ambitious and would go far. But right now, he commanded a sleepy outpost that generated no serious political news. I would not have to mangle or manipulate the truth. That was my assumption, anyway. Unfortunately, I turned out to be wrong.

I swallowed the ‘no’ sitting on my tongue. Time to shake hands with the Devil. “Yeah, I want the job. Are you sure your minister will accept me?”

“Of course. You’ll have to meet him first, of course, but that will be a formality. He’ll accept my recommendation.”

“He won’t care about my reputation for being, umm, difficult?”

“Of course not. Politicians live in the eternal present. He probably hasn’t even heard of your transgressions. But, if he has, I’ll say you were miscast as the villain and poorly treated.”

“Which, funnily enough, is true.”

A steely look. “But you will behave, right - you won’t cause any trouble?”

“You just said you’re not worried about that.”

“I’m not. But I still want your assurance.” 

I had no idea how I would behave. But I told him what he wanted to hear. “Don’t worry, I’ve learned my lesson.”

He stared at me like I was a suspicious package on a train platform. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“Good, good.”

“But I must admit that I don’t know much about high culture. I prefer Slim Dusty to the Ring Cycle.”

“Don’t worry, we also promote low culture.”

“Hah, that’s good to hear.” 

Should I mention that I would never dream of voting for Bob Franklin or anyone else in his political party? No point spoiling the mood.

––––––––
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Later that night, while lying in bed with Anne, I mentioned that I was close to snaring a regular job.

A squeal of petit bourgeois delight. “Congratulations. What is it?”

I outlined my conversation with Rex Duncan at the party. 

“Mmm, Bob Franklin? Don’t know much about him. He’s only been in parliament for a few years, right? Better looking than most, if I recall. Too bad he’s only the Arts minister.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Oh, nothing. But it would be better to work for a high-profile minister.”

She wanted to boast to her girlfriends that I had grabbed a wonderful new job. Too bad. “I’ll wait for the PM to offer me a job if you want. That won’t be long.”

She saw her mistake. “No, no, don’t do that. This job is fine, fine. I’m proud of you. Just one thing, though.”

“What?”

“You’ve always hated press secretaries and now you’re going to be one. What changed?”

The answer was simple. She forced me to get a job and this was the only one available. But I could not say that. “I’ve become more flexible, I guess.”

“I’m glad.” A piercing stare. “You’ve had a great run, buddy, but all good things come to an end. When are you going to meet the Minister?”

“Very soon.”

I turned off the bedside light and wondered whether my decision to become a press secretary was the right one. Did it signal growing maturity or spiritual and ethical decline? Hard to say. One thing was sure: my slacker days were over. Joy was bleeding out of my life and responsibilities filling the void.
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CHAPTER 2
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Two days later, after Anne left for work, I opened my wardrobe and pulled out a mid-priced business suit that just wanted to be left alone. My first paycheque would buy its replacement.

After dropping Tommy off at school, I drove over to Parliament House and approached the reception counter in the Ministerial Wing. A heavy-set security guard escorted me around to the nine-room suite that housed Bob Franklin and his staff. The guard handed me over to the receptionist who summoned Rex Duncan.

Rex led me down a narrow corridor towards the Minister’s office. The door was slightly ajar. 

To my surprise, a woman was yelling inside the office. “Stop making excuses. Do something about it.”

A male voice. “I can’t do anything. It’s not up to me.”

“Then you should resign.”

“You’re being unreasonable. Stop listening to that boyfriend of yours.”

“Why? Trent is the only one with his head screwed on.”

The door burst open and a young woman with blonde braids and pixie features, wearing overalls over a white T-shirt, appeared. She rushed past Rex and me, without a glance, and disappeared out of the suite.

Bob Franklin stood in the doorway of his office and watched the woman leave with a doleful expression. He was in his mid-40s with thick grey hair, a big nose and a solid jaw turning jowly. He glanced at me and sighed. “I guess you’re Paul Ryder.”

“Yes.”

We shook hands.

“Come in.”

Rex and I trooped into a spacious pine-panelled office with heart-of-the-desert Aboriginal paintings. He closed the door and we sat facing him across his huge boomerang-shaped desk. 

He looked at me. “My apologies. That was my daughter, Sandra. She used to be a quiet kid. But after my wife died a few years ago, she went a bit crazy. Or maybe she was always crazy and I never noticed. Anyway, she loves making me suffer. She’s enrolled in Economics at the ANU right now, but rarely studies. Her boyfriend is a campus radical called Trent Granger. They spend most of their time protesting about climate change, tuition fees, right-wing lecturers and anything else that gets up their noses.” A long sigh. “She doesn’t attack me for being a lousy father, though she probably should; she attacks me for whatever the government is doing wrong. I mean, I agree with a lot of what she says. Our generation has done terrible things that her generation will pay for. But I’m the Minister for the Arts, for God’s sake, not Superman. I can’t change government policy. I wish she were like her brother, Michael, who only wants to be an accountant.”

Rex said: “Why was she yelling just then?”

“She wants me to stop the Warramanga Creek Coal Mine going ahead. I can’t do that, of course. The Cabinet will make that decision and I’m not in Cabinet.”

Despite the Opposition and environmental groups fighting fiercely to stop the mine opening in Northern Queensland, the Cabinet was expected to give its approval soon.

I said: “You explained that?”

“Of course. She said I should resign in protest. I said that would not achieve anything, and she said I wasn’t achieving anything, anyway.”

Anne would be proud of that riposte. “Kids are worried and angry these days.”

“They should be. But my hands are tied.” A broad smile. “Anyway, I’m sorry you heard that. Pleased to meet you. When Rex mentioned your name, it rang a bell. You’ve trodden on plenty of toes in your time, haven’t you? Can’t remember all the details. Politics moves so fast. But Bob says you have lots of media experience and were more sinned against than sinning.”

“I’m also older and wiser,” I said cravenly.

“Good. Anyway, I don’t need to interview you for the job. Bob gave you a tick of approval; I trust him. Any questions?”

No point asking how much I would be paid. It would surely be ample. “No.”

“Good, then welcome aboard. This is not an exciting portfolio, I’m afraid. I hope you don’t get bored.”

I just wanted to earn some money and preserve some integrity. “Not a problem.”

Rex said: “Come on, I’ll show you your office and introduce you to your secretary. Then you can sign the articles of indenture.”

Rex led me out of the office and down the main corridor to a small office with a window that overlooked the ministerial courtyard. “This is where your predecessor sat. You’ll inherit his secretary, Bronwyn Wilson. Umm, be careful with her.”

“Why?”

“She’s the one who reported him for bullying. Claimed that he kept calling her a ‘lazy cow’ and demanding that she work harder.”

“Was she a lazy cow?”

Rex glanced around to make sure nobody could overhear us and lowered his voice. “Of course. She’s like a slug on a rainy day. But you can’t talk to staff like that anymore, especially in the Public Service. You’ve got to beg them to work and, if they won’t, do it yourself. Unfortunately, her victory over her last boss has further empowered her. She’s now a barrack-room lawyer.”

“Then, I don’t want her as my secretary. Get me someone else.”

“You can’t demand that in the Public Service. As my kindergarten teacher liked to say: ‘You take what you’re given and you don’t complain’.”

“Jesus. Then, I don’t want a secretary. I’ll do everything myself. I’m very self-sufficient.”

“That’s not an option either, I’m afraid. You have to take whoever you’re given.”

“Shit. Then, you’d better introduce me to this ogre. I’ll try to be nice.”

A stern expression. “Don’t just try.”

“OK, OK, I get the message.”

“Good.”

He took me across the corridor to a cramped room with three workspaces. The only occupant was a chunky woman in her mid-thirties, flicking through social media on her computer.

Rex lost some swagger. “Ah, Bronwyn, do you have a moment?”

She turned and looked grumpy. “I guess.”

“Umm, this is your new boss, Paul Ryder. He starts tomorrow. You two should get acquainted. I’ll leave you to chat.”

As he slunk out of the room, I shifted nervously and muttered that I looked forward to working with her.

Her stare could knock planes out of the sky. “Good. Just remember that I like to be treated with respect. Do that and we’ll get along fine.”

I knew that, unless I fought back now, I was doomed. So, I was annoyed when I heard myself say: “Of course, of course.”

“But I should warn you that I’ve got a lot happening in my life right now. I can’t always be here.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, I’ve got some health issues. So do my husband and two kids. They require a lot of attention.”

“Oh, I understand,” I said like a gutless shitbag.

“Good.”

“But you’ll be here sometimes, right?”

“I’ll try.”

“Good, good.”

I had never had a secretary before. I was disappointed to discover that, when I finally got one, it would be better if I did not.

––––––––
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That night, over dinner, Anne informed Tommy that ‘Daddy’ would soon start a job that kept him busy every day.

Tommy looked surprised. “Like you, Mum?”

“Yes.”

“Wow. Who’ll pick me up after school?”

“You’ll have to go to after-school care until one of us collects you. If we can’t make it in time, Greta will pick you up.” Greta was the daughter of two friends. She was studying something at university and was happy to make some money on the side.

“Great, I like Greta.”

Later, in bed, when I switched off the light, Anne rolled over and planted her lips on my mine. To my surprise, we were soon rolling around like teenagers. I wondered what would happen if I got a promotion.
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CHAPTER 3
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Bob Franklin’s political career was progressing well. After five years in parliament, he was already a junior minister and clearly bright and ambitious enough to rise much higher. 

His next big challenge was to become a Cabinet minister. That would not be easy. He had to catch the eye of the Prime Minister and hope that, when a vacancy occurred, he got the nod.

Fortunately, I did not have to intrigue or toady on his behalf. His political adviser, Billy Menzies, and Rex Duncan did that. My role was far more basic. I spent most of my time drafting press releases that announced appointments to arts boards, funding for arts organisations and grants to individual artists. They rarely generated a story in the mainstream media. I also arranged a few ministerial press conferences that were poorly attended.

I wanted a quiet job that raised few ethical dilemmas, and got it. I should have been happy. But, to my surprise, dealing with a bunch of hard-nosed careerists every day released a dormant ambition lurking deep inside me. Instead of being the media minder of a lowly minister, I wanted to rub shoulders with the big beasts of politics and discuss matters of state. I wanted to fly around in official jets and ride in epically long motorcades. Hard to believe that, a few months ago, I yearned to be a slacker for the rest of my life. Just when I thought I had figured myself out, I produced a stunning psychological twist. Go figure. 

My hunger for a heroic role made me uncomfortable. What if I became reckless and plunged into disaster? I would have to guard against that.

Ten weeks after I started working for Bob Franklin, he had to attend the National Gallery to unveil its latest blockbuster acquisition: an abstract expressionist painting called ‘Mountain Storm’ that a hell-raising American artist painted in the early 1950s and sold for $200. He committed suicide a year later at the age of 32. The Gallery paid $50 million for it. 

I sent out a press release about the unveiling ceremony and phoned several mates in the Press Gallery to encourage attendance. After expressing their surprise that I stooped to become a press secretary, they said the ceremony was not newsworthy. One said he would rather swim in an open sewer. Another asked what ‘abstract expressionism’ was. I told him to Google it.

Bob Franklin asked Rex Duncan and me to accompany him to the National Gallery. I had warned him that there would probably be no journalists at the ceremony. “Abstract expressionism does not generate clicks.” He laughed and told me to come along anyway.

Just after 10 a.m., a Comcar driver conveyed us the short distance from Parliament House to the Gallery. I sat beside the driver and the other two sat in the back. 

Despite being a barrister before entering politics, Bob was surprisingly cultured. He had read plenty of the great novels - far more than I - and enjoyed
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