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Richard Evans’ first book, Deceit, is a five-star thriller that brings the Australian political process to life.  – GOODREADS

I absolutely loved it, couldn’t put it down. I would love to see your book become a movie. – IAN S., MELBOURNE

Rich in ideas and provokes much thought about our parliamentary process, abuses of power, corruption, and the need, at times, for ordinary people to step up and take a stand in the name of honour and professional integrity. – NADINE D., EDITOR

‘The Kill Bill has such a fascinating concept at its heart and you brought the characters to life brilliantly.’ – C.dB, EDITOR

This is an outstanding debut from Evans, and this terrific read comes highly recommended.’ – GOODREADS

From former Federal MP Richard Evans comes this exceptional political thriller debut, which serves as the first part of his Democracy trilogy.’ CANBERRA WEEKLY

I adored Gordon O'Brien. Straight as an arrow amongst those who are only in things for themselves, I couldn't help but cheer him on as he was like a dog with a bone, searching out the truth’ BJ'S BOOK BLOG

Just finished reading Deceit and it was gripping; I could not put it down. It was brilliant. I just loved the book and can't wait to read Duplicity.’
FORMER CLERK OF VICTORIAN LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL

I thoroughly enjoyed the book and did not want to put the book down, but neither did I want the story to end!   Congratulations! – TRINITY MARKETING
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

As a political insider, Richard Evans served as a federal member of parliament for Cowan in Western Australia during the turbulent 1990s. He now specialises in writing political thrillers, writing about the exotic characters in the mysterious world of the Australian Parliament. He lives above a pub, opposite a church in the historic bayside village of Williamstown, overlooking the grand international city of Melbourne.

‘I value readers wanting to read my books and if you haven’t already read the first episode of the Democracy Trilogy then allow me to offer you a FREE copy of my first book DECEIT available from this link.’

GET MY FREE BOOK. 

‘Enjoy the read.’

For more information about his other books, or to contact Richard please visit:

www.richardevans-author.com
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© Richard Evans 2021

This book is a work of fiction. The characters and incidents are the products of the writer’s imagination and are not to be construed as real.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any other information storage retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

For my mother Rena

I remember and will never forget.

––––––––
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The majority of deaths in Australia, like other developed countries, occur among older people. Sixty-six per cent of deaths registered in Australia are among people aged 75 or over. 

Let us all hope they each died with dignity.

THE 

KILL BILL 
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CHAPTER 1
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These were the tiresome moments. Resolving the angst of sinners. Lending an ear to wearisome stories about unthinkable breaches of canon law. Having to discipline reckless priests and miscreant clergy for tedious sins, some literally caught with their pants down, was not what he coveted. Unprecedented sacrifice for the sake of church and community led him to a life of devotion, but he expected he was above this demeaning suppression of ambition. His aspiration for higher office knew full well the dark politics of the church, and without these moments, counselling others, he would never achieve what he lusted after.

Cardinal Rosseau scheduled these dreary sessions once a month, dedicating most of the day to attending sinners before dispensing virtuous opinion and teachings.

As the most senior cardinal in the Vatican, many within the papal conclave thought him unfortunate not to have been elected Holy Father three years earlier. He petitioned his colleagues spiritedly for elevation after the unexpected death of the pontiff, but the prevailing chorus from religious media and influential social media trolls persuaded the Catholic Church to contemplate that the time was right for the elevation of a black Pope. It just wasn’t foreseen that the new Pope would emerge from the United States of America, indeed, Las Vegas.

So now the cardinal dispensed pastoral guidance every month with as much enthusiasm as he could muster, which wasn’t much.

Rosseau’s office in the Vatican was seldom visited by fawning VIP guests, and tourists never stepped foot across the threshold. His private apartment on the second floor was a short distance along a darkened stone corridor from the Sistine Chapel. A nearby secluded private chapel allowed him to pursue spiritual renewal with silent prayer and daily communion with the Lord, hoping, as always, for acceptance and love.

Over the years, whilst remaining dedicated to the fidelity of the liturgy and spiritual readings, it was becoming an increasing observation among residents within the Vatican that the cardinal, with advancing age, was grumpier, often seeking greater penance for his lack of enthusiasm. Now, during his many moments of reflection, he considered that a new, much younger pontiff meant that his ambition to have divinity bestowed upon him by his peers was long gone. He now often mused if he had wasted too many years with far too many sacrifices.

‘How many more do we have?’ Rosseau sighed as he slunk back into his leather chair, resting his head into a hand.

‘Just two more, Your Eminence.’

‘Some parish charity gone down the gurgler, has it?’ The cardinal waved languidly, his other hand now wiping his brow with the tips of his fingers. ‘Or a grimy farmer’s wife pregnant from an immaculate conception?’

‘We have one last priest and a bishop for you.’ The cardinal’s secretary, Bishop Aitken, itemised from his folder as he attended by the door.

‘I wager I know why the priest is here.’

‘It could very well have been as you suspect, but thankfully, not yet.’

‘What’s the goose gone and done?’ Rosseau sighed, then almost snarled, ‘Can’t these disciples ever control primal urges?’

‘This one has admitted viewing inappropriate material on the internet and downloading images.’

‘What is wrong with these people?’ Rosseau spat the words. ‘Don’t they know that the sin of smut is the vilest impulse for their celibacy?’

‘This case is more complicated, I’m afraid,’ a sullen Aitken replied.

Rosseau glared at the bishop, but Aitken had averted his eyes. ‘What’s he done?’

‘It has to do with children, Your Eminence.’

‘How young?’

‘Just teenage boys.’

‘Just?’ Rosseau snapped. ‘Just? Is this what we now call it?’

‘Sorry, Your Eminence.’ Aitken bowed, seeking forgiveness.

‘I would have thought our recruitment process would have been more rigorous by now and picked up on these pathetic morons before they had any position in the church.’

‘He used a parish computer to download ten files. The security system in the network picked it up. He was interviewed and we have no further evidence of him acting upon his urges.’

‘He has groomed no one?’

‘No, Your Eminence.’

‘Are you sure? Have we checked with the parish committee?’

‘Yes, Your Eminence.’

‘Why is he here to see me?’

‘He has confessed and repented,’ Aitken responded. ‘His progress reports are complimentary, and the archbishop believes he is worth saving.’

‘Send him to me to sort him out... is that it?’

‘Yes, Your Eminence.’ Aitken glanced at the cardinal and faked a smile. ‘You do have a reputation for saving souls.’

Rosseau returned the gaze, pursed his lips, then squeezed a thin smile. ‘Where is the bishop from?’

Aitken referred to his notes. ‘He has travelled from Toulouse. It’s a personal matter, apparently.’

‘My family is from Toulouse.’ Rosseau’s eyes narrowed. ‘I had better see the priest first.’

Aitken bowed and stepped away to the anteroom, leaving the cardinal to ponder why a bishop might have travelled to Rome seeking an audience. The room was darkening as the gloomy light from the small window retreated, casting shadows and colours across the room, turning his scarlet cassock into cherry blood red.

A gentle knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. Bishop Aitken was tracked into the room by a nervous priest dressed in a fitted full black cassock with a rope cincture. He came before the cardinal, waiting with his head down. Rosseau let him remain in this position for some time before he proffered his right hand. The anxious priest took it, raising it to his lips, kissing the enormous sapphire.

‘They tell me you want to be a buggerer of boys; is this correct?’

The priest remained bowing and whispered, ‘No, Your Eminence.’

‘They tell me you watch repulsive films of boys.’ The priest did not respond. ‘What am I to do with you?’

After a short wait, there was still no response from the priest.

‘I’m tempted to excommunicate you from the church and have you exposed to the police for your malevolent ways.’

‘Your Eminence, I seek your forgiveness, nothing more. I ask you to do unto me whatever you see fit as retribution for my wanton and craven acts of selfishness.’

The cardinal gazed at the priest who dropped to his knees with his hands clasped outstretched before him, head still bowed.

‘Yeah, nice one,’ Rosseau replied with a disdainful flick of his hand. ‘You talk a good line, but do you walk the path toward true repentance? Am I to believe you are not so youthfully challenged that you will not weaken to your urges and transgress again?’

The priest began sniffling, his hands stretched above his head toward the cardinal. ‘Your Eminence, forgive me and punish me as you must.’

Rosseau glanced to Aitken, who shrugged, mouth pouted, head bobbing.

‘Stand up and collect yourself,’ Rosseau demanded. The priest raised himself to his sandalled feet. ‘Look at me. Begin to live the life of a true disciple and do not cower on your knees from the truth.’

The priest glanced up into the cardinal’s eyes, wiping his cheeks with the back of his hands. ‘Yes, Your Eminence.’

Rosseau clasped his hands, elbows resting on the soft arms of his chair and holding his chin and mouth; he evaluated the young man. ‘You need to understand duty and honour to forsake your selfish needs, do you understand?’ The priest gnawed at his lower lip and nodded. ‘To cast you out of the church is not punishment. It seems to me, that for you to learn from your guilt, you must apply yourself to seeking forgiveness so you may serve the community. Have you sought forgiveness?’

‘With my every word.’

‘Then seek it now.’

The priest glanced askew at the cardinal, wondering what he should do. Rosseau nodded encouragement, roll-waving his hand for him to speak the words they have taught him.

The priest cleared his throat, raised his hands and said, ‘O Lord, Jesus Christ, Redeemer and Saviour, forgive my sins, just as You forgave Peter’s denial and those who crucified You. Count not my transgressions, but my tears of repentance. Remember not my iniquities, but more especially, my sorrow for the offences I have committed against You. I long to be true to Your Word and pray that You will love me and come to make Your dwelling place within me. I promise to give You praise and glory in love and in service all the days of my life.’

As the priest lowered his hands, Rosseau said, ‘I’m going to take away your access to the internet which is a continuing tool of Satan for the disruption of our message. I’m going to send you to a place where any sign of you weakening to your nauseating urges will be reprimanded in the most horrendous ways... trust me.’

Rosseau glared with intent at the priest to reinforce his words.

‘I’m sending you to Egypt to work with my friends at the Coptic Church at the Cathedral of Our Lady of Egypt in Cairo. I want you to discover from them an understanding of the injustices against Catholics within a Muslim country. They have only rudimentary internet networks, so your need to satisfy your lust will in time diminish. I expect your tenure to be no less than three years.’

The priest at first did not respond, his jaw tightening, teeth grinding as he stewed on what he had just heard. He grasped that his wickedness was being punished most severely, which could lead to a death sentence. ‘I am thankful, Your Eminence.’

‘You won’t be thankful in three years; I can assure you.’

The priest bowed and was led from the room by Aitken. Rosseau gazed out to the darkening sky, his knuckle stroking his lips as he reflected on his forgiveness and what he had commanded the young priest to do. Politics and culture toward Christians in Egypt meant it would not be easy for the assigned young man, but forgiveness was not always honey and roses.

‘Bishop Berneux, Your Eminence.’ Aitken announced the next meeting then withdrew, after predetermining what the conversation would cover. Berneux strode toward the cardinal, who idly waved his right hand, which was taken, and a quick kiss placed upon his ring.

‘Please make yourself comfortable. What brings you to seek an audience?’

The bishop noticed a wooden chair to the side and took the seat. ‘I need to talk to you about your mother.’

‘What about her?’

‘She is close to death, Your Eminence, and I’m seeking your instruction.’

‘What instruction do you need?’

‘It’s a little dark in here; would you mind if I switch on a lamp?’

‘If you must.’ Rosseau was losing patience.

The bishop stretched up to a lamp on a shelf above him, located the switch and flicked it on.

‘That’s much better. I’ll be able to see my papers now.’ He opened the leather binder on his lap, withdrawing two sheets of crisp typewritten paper and referring to one before speaking. ‘As you are the oldest child, under French law you have the authority of procuration to make decisions on behalf of your mother.’

‘I’ve not had anything to do with my mother for over twenty years. Can’t my sisters provide whatever it is you need?’

‘Not on an issue like this.’ The bishop tightened his tone. ‘You are the titular head of your family, and this decision is yours.’

‘I do not regard my family with any sense of benevolence, so whatever it is you want me to do, I’m reluctant to submit.’

‘This is unfortunate, Your Eminence; however, I must insist you consider this important issue and perhaps provide me with a sense of compassionate direction.’

‘You insist,’ barked Rosseau. ‘You insist? What is it you insist I do?’

The bishop held up an apologetic hand. ‘Please pardon my enthusiasm, Your Eminence; this has been an issue for your mother for some time and it needs resolution.’

‘I won’t have anything to do with her estate. My selfish, money-hungry sisters are welcome to it all; I want nothing.’

‘This has nothing to do with your mother’s estate.’

‘What is it then? Stop dilly-dallying... spell it out.’

The bishop lowered his voice. ‘I am sad to advise you that your mother has moved into a hospice and is under palliative care.’

‘What’s the problem?’

‘We can make her comfortable and pain free. Eventually, under God’s will, she will pass.’

‘Then what is it you want me to do?’

‘We need your instructions on how to manage the palliative care.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘We wonder if we should allow her to pass in her own time under continuous sleep sedation, or does the family prefer her to reach an end sooner?’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Berneux tell me what you want!’

‘Do you want us to hasten her death?’

Rosseau turned away, trailing a hand across his face, stroking, then cupping his chin. She meant nothing to him. He had loathed his childhood and the extreme beatings he and his sisters had shared, always by the hand or leather strap of his mother. Any excuse to punish him, she took it. She blamed him for his father’s sins and was a constant reminder of devious criminal acts and abhorrent behaviour with the girls. The cardinal never forgave her for the absence of love in his childhood, and it enticed him to the church, which welcomed him with sympathetic open arms.

‘It’s acceptable, Morris, to be saddened on these occasions when we are confronted with decisions we thought we would never have to take.’ The bishop leaned forward, reaching out to comfort the cardinal.

Rosseau almost choked on the words as he forced them out. ‘What is your name?’

‘You can call me Jean-Paul; I am here to care for you during this time of judgment.’

Rosseau didn’t move, almost growling, said, ‘Jean-Paul, if you ever disrespect me or my position by referring to me by any means other than my title, I will ensure that your appointment in Toulouse will end and you will be thrown on the scrap heap of inconsequence within the church.’ He swung around, brushing away the bishop’s hand. ‘Do we understand each other?’

The bishop sat back in his chair, alarmed by the savagery of the delivery. ‘I was just trying to support you.’

‘Are we clear?’ Rosseau demanded.

‘Yes, Your Eminence.’

‘How long will it take naturally?’

‘Probably two months, maybe longer.’

‘And if you hastened the deed?

‘A week or two, maybe less.’

Rosseau paused for a moment, then locked eyes with the bishop and said, ‘End it as soon as you can.’

‘I need you to sign this release.’

Rosseau snatched the paper, scanned it, then moved to his desk, removing the cap of his Mont Blanc and signing the document before proffering it to the bishop.

‘I do not want to hear from you again.’ He pushed a button on his desk as the bishop placed the document in his satchel. Aitken entered, ready to usher Berneux from the room.

The bishop stopped by the door, turned and said, ‘Peace be with you, Your Eminence. May you find what you are searching for.’

Rosseau did not acknowledge him, moving to the window to watch the last of the day, musing on his meeting. He hadn’t been prepared to think about his family, having pushed them from his consciousness many years earlier. His mother was not a saint and did not deserve a moment’s thought, ever.

After seeing the bishop from the building and thanking him for his patience, Bishop Aitken returned, sidling into the office, hesitant, a little unsure of his cardinal’s mood.

‘Eminence?’ Aitken murmured. ‘Can I speak with you for a moment?’

Rosseau turned and smiled, returning to his armchair. ‘Sure, Bruce. What is it?’

‘Are you feeling all right?’

‘I’m fine; what do you have for me?’

‘These decisions are always hard; do you want to talk about it?’

‘No, I’m fine; can we move on, please?’

Aitken wasn’t persuaded. He had known and respected Rosseau for many years for his clarity of interpretation of the scriptures, facilitating a modern narrative to the social teachings of the church, yet keeping the moral sanctity of canonical scripture. The cardinal often advised his followers that the magisterium of the church should prevail, yet it was he who coveted that authority.

‘The Holy Father has requested you meet with him this evening,’ Aitken said. ‘I will delay dinner until your return.’

‘That will not happen,’ the cardinal smiled, crossing his legs and feeling more relaxed. ‘The great man can wait. I shall have dinner at the normal time, thank you. I will visit him after. Perhaps you may care to join me. I have a nice Bordeaux which may tempt you.’ Aitken hesitated. ‘Oh, come on, Bruce, relax; it’s not every day I share a meal with my staff. Perhaps you can guide me through my suffering.’

‘It would be my pleasure, Your Eminence.’
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At eight, the cardinal ambled through the darkened corridors of the Vatican to the pontiff’s office. The tourists were long gone, and he observed no one as he strolled past the chapel. The masterpieces didn’t distract him; they never did anymore, he’d stopped being captivated by the history and reverence of the building and its aging chattels many years ago.

Rosseau knocked on the large wooden door. Not waiting for a response, he stepped into the vast room. The pontiff was at his desk at the very far end reading papers, and he glanced up as the cardinal crossed the various woven rugs covering the black-and-white checkered marble floor, passing the formal international visitor greeting precinct and its presentation table. As the cardinal reached the wooden table desk, the Pope sat back in his chair, almost hard up against the wall.

‘Dressed in scarlet? No need for such formality.’

‘I wear it when conducting visitations. It seems to influence the people who come seeking advice.’

‘Nothing like power dressing.’ The Pope smiled, gesturing for the cardinal to sit.

Rosseau struggled to grip the heavy chair to shift it, but soon settled, waiting for the Holy Father to outline why he was attending.

‘Thank you for coming, although I expected you earlier.’

‘I have a busy diary.’

‘Yes, don’t we all?’ The pontiff steepled his fingers and rested his chin on his thumbs, examining the cardinal. ‘Why is it we are yet to find a role for you here in the Vatican?’

‘I want the job as president.’

‘It’s not available.’

‘Then I’ll wait.’

‘Not good enough to do other, shall we suggest, lowly tasks?’

Rosseau glared at the pontiff, then said, ‘It was a close race between us; I think your skin colour got you over the line, but don’t think for one moment that I will agree to your elevation.’

‘I’m not asking you to be a servant to me. I’m asking what job you would like to do while you’re waiting.’ The Pope smiled again.

‘I’m happy doing what I’m doing right now.’

‘Which, I’m advised, is nothing... other than of course your busy diary, once a month.’ Rosseau’s jaw flickered for a moment as the Pope studied him. ‘You don’t like me, do you?’

Rosseau accepted the offer. ‘It’s not you, Holy Father; it’s more your flashy Vegas ways.’

‘I may have been born there, but I escaped sin city as hastily as I could. I embraced none of that culture.’

Rosseau didn’t respond straight away. He displayed a Vegas poker player’s face. ‘If you say so. It’s just the manner in which you dress, speak, and move that unsettles us, and this new period of enlightenment you insist upon, is, how shall we say, challenging.’

‘Unsettling? That’s the perfect word, because, that’s exactly what I’m hoping. We need to change the management culture around here, and I suspect I know how to change it.’

‘Sometimes change is stressful, Your Holiness. The Lord was a man of change, but he brought us together. Perhaps you may wish to consider this proposition.’

The Pope smiled as he reflected on the rebuke.

‘I have a job for you I would like you to consider. It’s important for the church, and if you are successful, it could see you reach the reward you desire.’

‘What is it?’ Rosseau was sceptical.

‘It’s a political campaign we need to win. Are you interested?’

‘I could be. What’s it about?’

‘No doubt you know the brand is under threat.’

‘Why do you insist on calling the Catholic Church a brand?’ Rosseau sighed, repositioning himself in the chair. ‘This is what I’m talking about.’

‘It’s the reason they elected me over you... not because of my skin colour, but the modern world strategies I bring to the job.’

‘Two thousand years of development and we are being commercialised into a marketing strategy. No wonder they’re leaving us.’

‘They are leaving us because we trashed our reputation. We are not relevant to young people. The traditions and conservatism we espouse are no longer heard within the social media tsunami drowning our voices.’

‘They are leaving us because we don’t fight for justice any more. They consider us out of touch.’

‘Exactly. We are on the same page.’

‘I wouldn’t have thought so,’ Rosseau sneered. ‘The only book I read is our bible.’

‘You see? That’s the reason you lost the vote. You are far too set in your ways.’

‘Reading the scripture is too set in my ways?’ Rosseau seethed.

‘We all follow the scripture, and we bow to its tenets. Of course we do, but we don’t have to do it in a tone that is so depressing. You need to get more joy in your life, Morris.’

Rosseau tightened his jaw and over bit his bottom lip, gnawing at it, trying to stop himself from saying something he would later regret. ‘Yes, Your Holiness.’

After an uncomfortable pause, the Pope continued, ‘We have a serious challenge in Australia.’

‘Oh yes? What have those reprobates done now?’

‘They are about to legislate life and death decisions into national law, not as it now stands in regional state law.’

‘Why should we be concerned?’

‘They are about to formalise euthanasia into law by use of a referendum.’

‘Letting the people speak is something we would support, surely?’

‘We all love democracy, but only when we know the result. I have no issue with politicians enacting law, because they can amend it at a later time,’ the Pope said. ‘If the law results from a referendum, then it would become impossible to change the will of the people.’

‘I understand the euthanasia debate, but why is this action in Australia any different from Europe?’

‘It’s because they are undermining the Catholic teachings of the sanctity of life, enabling the killing of people at the end of life.’

‘This is the argument we used in Europe. We lost that debate; why now, why Australia?’

‘We need to make a stand. We need to stop this trend away from Christian teachings, and we need a government to send a powerful message to western and developing worlds it is wrong to enact laws on morals and ethics. The church retains this responsibility, not government.’

‘We are losing this debate, just as we lost the abortion debate.’

‘That’s the point; if we can get a government to retreat on legislating this part of life, then perhaps we can reignite debates about other life and death issues. We just need a win.’

‘What’s the government’s position?’

‘They are all over the place. No clear leadership. We have an opportunity to influence a result our way. I think you’re the man to do it for us.’

‘The archbishop out there... is he not capable?’

‘Useless, has little influence.’

Rosseau thought through the pontiff’s argument and considered whether there was an opportunity for him. ‘If we win?’

‘You could get what you want.’

‘If we lose?’

‘Then we are all in deep doo-doo... including me.’

Rosseau pursed his lips, smirking behind his hand. The campaign was a win–win for him, no matter what he achieved.

‘When would you like me to start?’

‘The parliament is in recess for a few weeks, so get out there as soon as you can. I’m expecting that they will bring the legislation forward once they resume parliament.’

’
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‘I warned you not to do it.’ The treasurer was barely inside the prime minister’s office. ‘Now we have the greatest stuff up in legislative history. What the hell are we going to do?’

Nancy Pasco didn’t respond, bemused by the manner in which her treasurer was shifting blame to her. ‘Good morning, Parker. When did you get in?’

‘Last night.’ Osborne sat frustrated, dumping his thick wad of papers on her desk. ‘PM, I can promise you my community leaders are seething about the result from this damn plebiscite debacle.’ He slapped the wooden arm of the chair. ‘It’s the role of the parliament to make laws, not the damn community. They told us not to do it, but of course, you knew better and did it, anyway.’

‘Ease up, Ozzie... it was a cabinet decision.’ The unacknowledged attorney general, Charles Stevedore, joined the conversation from his seat on the nearby sofa.

Osborne swivelled in his chair, surprised to see him. ‘This will kill us at the next election, Charlie, you know that.’

‘We have our troubles, but this issue is not a major one.’

‘Just explain that weird opinion to me. Have you not seen today’s polls?’

‘No different from the last two years,’ sighed Pasco. ‘At least the preferred prime minister didn’t fall any further.’ She chuckled nervously.

‘Nancy, for heaven’s sake; it’s not a joke.’

‘Settle down will you, Ozzie, please?’ Stevedore implored. ‘Raving about the past will not affect the future. The question we need to resolve is... what are we to do about it?’

‘Given the result, do we need to do anything?’ Pasco suggested.

‘You are kidding, right?’ Osborne returned his attention to the prime minister. ‘Fifty-three percent in favour of overriding the states. We have to follow through.’

‘You’re right; we weren’t expecting that result.’ The prime minister stood, joining Stevedore on another nearby sofa, kicking off her heels and stretching her stockinged feet onto the marble coffee table. ‘Anyone want a drink?’

Stevedore shrugged a no. ‘Prime Minister, this is the time to make a decision. Do we push this through or not?’

‘What do you think, Charles?’ Pasco placed an arm on the back of the lounge, combing her fingers through her hair, clearing it from her face.

‘Parker is right, we are now obligated to bring legislation to the parliament; if we don’t, then democratic principles are trashed. We need to legislate a referendum and amend section 51. To ensure the absolute majority in the parliament, we should spell out what the new euthanasia law. If we get the referendum up, we will need to campaign hard to get a Yes vote over the line.’

‘It will be called Mission Impossible... Rogue Parliament,’ laughed Osborne. He then sighed. ‘Stuff me; we’re screwed.’

‘I’m not so sure,’ Stevedore advised. ‘Although a small majority voted for the plebiscite, the question was ambiguous. I reckon voters will change their minds and support the new law.’

‘Ambiguous? That’s a good one,’ chided Osborne, as he then emphasised each word by blocking a headline with his outstretched hand. ‘Should the federal government have the power to make Life and Death laws? It was a total disaster.’

‘Yes, but we never put a law to them. This was the trouble, I suspect.’

‘Ya think?’

‘I think it’s time for a drink,’ Pasco said, moving to the cocktail cabinet. ‘I’m having a wine, anyone?’

‘Not for me, thanks,’ Stevedore replied, as Osborne gaped, shaking his head. ‘The really interesting point to consider on this opportunity...’

‘Opportunity?’ Osborne snorted.

‘It’s life and death. Perhaps, we can nationalise the abortion laws.’

‘Interesting.’ Pasco polished off a half glass of chardonnay before refilling it, returning to the lounge with the bottle.

Osborne shook his head again, checking his watch to register that it was not yet eleven. As the prime minister passed by, he glanced at Stevedore, who was also observing the prime minister, raising an eyebrow at his colleague.

‘Let me get this straight.’ Osborne leaned forward, elbows on his knees. ‘If we are making federal life and death laws, why don’t we address capital punishment?’

‘We can,’ Stevedore responded. ‘If that’s the murky policy pit we want to venture down.’

Osborne shook his head. ‘We kill them before they’re born; we kill them when they’re too old; and, if they stuff up during their miserable lives, we kill them as well... un-fucking-believable.’

‘He’s not recommending that,’ Pasco scoffed. ‘Are you, Charles? ’

‘It’s an option; that’s all I’m saying.’

Osborne sat back, crossing his legs. ‘Don’t say it too damn loud, otherwise we’re gone.’

‘What’s your recommendation?’ Pasco asked Stevedore.

‘I suspect it will be a hard road to achieve a Yes vote in a majority of states.’

‘It may be in our best interests if we don’t get it done,’ the prime minister replied, taking a large gulp of wine.

‘You campaigned for the Yes vote on the plebiscite; you can’t back down now,’ Osborne insisted.

‘I’m not backing down, but if we delayed by process, then that’s not my fault.’

‘Of course the media will see it as your fault,’ snapped Osborne.

‘This will not be my fault if it fails, I can assure you,’ Pasco smirked, taking another mouthful of wine.

‘Whose fault will it be?’ Osborne demanded.

‘You two, as much as me.’ Pasco drained her glass, pushing it back onto the table. ‘I’m not going down alone on this, I can assure you.’

‘It has to pass the party room first,’ Stevedore interrupted. ‘Then the parliament, then the referendum. Any of those steps could fail to obtain a majority.’

‘Which is why I say, it might be easier to go soft on the legislation,’ Pasco said, as she waved a newly poured glass, spilling a little on the carpet.

‘The PM’s right, Ozzie. This is not a first order issue.’

‘Let me make my position very clear.’ Osborne moved to leave, picking up his bundle of papers. ‘I will not nail my colours to the mast of this doomed ship unless you, Prime Minister, give it your full support.’

‘Parker,’ Stevedore stood to address him. ‘We’re all in this together. We can’t afford to have a gossamer thread of difference between our public comments and the manner in which we negotiate this through the parliament.’

‘Yeah, right,’ sighed Osborne, as he brushed past his fellow leadership contender. ‘Just make sure the admiral is on the bridge in a fit state, will you?’

‘That was interesting,’ said the prime minister, as she finished the bottle. ‘What do you think we should do, Charles? Run hard or just jog it through the process?’

‘I have my reasons for running hard.’

‘I also have my own reasons,’ Pasco said. ‘Get started on it, please; but don’t treat it as a priority.’

‘It’s listed for the first session back in three weeks.’

‘Get it ready, but feel assured, if it has holes that delay it, I won’t be too annoyed.’
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Osborne tracked the blue-grey carpet back to his office, considering political opportunities; he determined he had delayed his career ambition far too long; he was the prime minister in waiting, but believed he had waited long enough. Loyalty had its political advantages, but now it was time to step forward. He would provide the nation with a new leadership model, not one based on an early morning bottle of wine.

‘Kaitlyn,’ he barked as he entered the foyer of his office, ignoring the smiling staffer at the reception desk. As he crashed through his office door, tossing his wad of papers onto a side meeting table, Kaitlyn May marched into the room from another door with pad in hand, pen in hair. ‘What do you think I should do?’

‘I think you should tell me what your dilemma is.’

‘Do you think we have the numbers to challenge, or would you recommend we wait until the PM falls flat on her face when the referendum fails?’

‘What referendum?’

‘The Kill Bill.’

‘Don’t call it that,’ May hushed him.

‘I can to you.’

‘Not even to me. Walls have ears; you should know that by now.’

Osborne walked around his desk, flopping into the chair. ‘The euthanasia legislation.’

‘What’s got you into this mood?’

‘I just left Pasco’s office. Another uninspiring meeting. She has no idea.’

‘She does have a tight hold on the numbers.’

‘This bill might loosen her grip.’ Osborne dragged his chair into the desk. ‘Is any of this urgent?’ he asked, waving at his in-tray.

‘No. Tell me about the meeting?’

‘Charlie was there.’ Osborne reflected for a few moments. ‘Good ole Charlie, he hasn’t been the same since his wife died.’ He squeezed his hands in front of him, then glared at May. ‘If there was a leadership spill, do you think he would put his hand up?’

‘He might, but I wouldn’t have thought so. Australians will not elect a widower.’

‘Ouch, that’s harsh,’ Osborne winced. ‘I don’t trust the bastard though.’

‘You don’t trust anyone.’

‘Not true,’ Osborne smirked. ‘I trust you.’

‘What did the three of you decide?’

‘We’re developing legislation to amend section 51 and allow the feds to control life and death matters.’

‘Just euthanasia, right?’

Osborne smiled, waggling his finger at May. ‘You’re a brilliant girl, aren’t you?’ May twisted a querying face. ‘This is the exact point Charlie made. We could go the whole hog and roll in abortion and... believe it or not, he suggested capital punishment.’

‘You all agreed?’

‘Kind of... she would have agreed to anything after polishing off a bottle.’

‘Then wait until the referendum fails; she will be toast in the electorate.’

‘What do I do if she doesn’t push for the bill? She implied she might not,’ Osborne queried.

‘Then you must encourage her to support it. She will go down in a screaming heap, and voila, they elect you prime minister, unopposed.’

‘She wants Charlie and me beside her.’

‘You are, and you will be... when the critical time comes, you are in the shadows.’

‘You’re not only smart, you’re also devious, aren’t you?’

‘That’s why I’m here.’

‘Hmm, and I thought it was for your coffee.’

‘I’ll get you one, but you had better get yourself ready, you have a flight to Sydney in ninety minutes.’

‘Why am I going to Sydney?’

‘Don’t worry, you’ll be back for dinner with your anonymous colleagues. The archbishop has requested you to visit this afternoon.’

‘What does that pathetic moron want?’

‘He wants to put a proposition to you.’

‘Interesting. Why doesn’t he come here? Perhaps he can come to dinner?’

‘He insisted on Sydney; he didn’t say why. I’ll get your coffee. Just plough your way through your tray. Nothing major, mostly signatures.’

‘Thanks, Kait.’ Osborne dragged over his tray as she left and began working his way through the pile of files, signing where showed by yellow tabs.
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The chauffeured commonwealth-plated white limousine swung into the drive of St Mary’s Cathedral just before the two thirty scheduled meeting. It stopped close to the gothic cathedral, a staff member waiting by the door of the residence to usher Osborne in for his meeting with Archbishop Moran. The treasurer followed through the dark hallways into an office, where Moran stood in expectation. Osborne noticed another clergyman sitting in a lounge chair, a distinctive pectoral cross resting on his chest.

‘Excellency, nice to meet with you again.’ Osborne offered his hand.

‘Mr Osborne, I’m so pleased you could come at such brief notice,’ Moran said, taking his hand and weakly shaking it before dropping it and waving to his guest. ‘Allow me to introduce you to His Eminence, Cardinal Rosseau, recently arrived from the Vatican.’

Osborne swung to greet the cardinal who didn’t respond, so he bowed.

‘Pleased to meet you. What brings you to our fine city?’

Moran ushered Osborne to a seat before the cardinal could reply, so Rosseau waited for everyone to settle down.

‘I am here to speak to leaders of the government regarding legislation that has been mooted for debate.’

Osborne snickered a little. ‘Straight down to business. I like it.’

‘The cardinal is here for a week or two,’ offered Moran. ‘He has meetings scheduled with the Bishops Council and will meet with various government leaders, both state and federal.’

‘Have you been to Australia before?’

‘No, but I am looking forward to learning more about your country. I also want to see a koala bear.’

‘They’re not really bears.’

‘What are they?’

‘Marsupials.’

‘Not sure I know what that means. The archbishop has promised me a trip to the zoo where I can meet such a creature.’

‘Should be fun.’ Osborne changed the discussion. ‘You mentioned you wanted to discuss legislation.’

‘Yes. It’s to do with this euthanasia law your government is proposing.’

‘What do you want to know about it?’

‘Why?’ Rosseau said, gazing at Osborne. ‘Why is your government wanting to legislate this despicable idea of medical homicide?’

Osborne’s head dropped sideways, face winced, eyebrows raised, lips pursed. He then shrugged, opening up his hands. ‘Well, I wouldn’t frame it in those terms.’

‘What terms are more appropriate?’ Rosseau snapped. ‘Assisted suicide? Or perhaps we can call it assisted dying?’

‘We are trying to assist the terminally ill to receive palliative care humanely.’

‘So, if death is foreseeable, killing a patient is okay, as it reduces the burden on the community?’

Osborne didn’t respond. He glanced at the cardinal, then flicked a glance to Moran, then looked back to the cardinal. ‘I take it the church will not be supporting the legislation?’

‘Why are you doing it?’ Rosseau persisted.

‘The community has voted to enact federal law to deal with life and death matters. We have some states with this legislation, and we believe bringing the nation under one consistent law will resolve the tragic occurrence of folks locating to another state to access the service.’

‘Access to assisted medical homicide, you mean?’

‘That is an extreme framing of what the government is trying to do. Words are important in this debate, and those you chose are highly provocative.’

‘Do you think it morally, or indeed, spiritually prudent for the government to sanction death?’

Osborne shifted in his chair, uncomfortable with the language. ‘It may never be enacted.’

‘If that is the case, why bring it forward?’

‘The community has told us this is what they want.’

‘Fifty-three percent? Hardly a decisive decision.’

‘A democratic decision,’ Osborne said. ‘The prime minister wants to move forward.’

‘Then it’s time for a new prime minister.’

The statement took aback Osborne, raising his eyebrows and shaking his head. ‘The church does not have that kind influence any more.’ He checked his watch, noting that he had twenty minutes. ‘Decisions about who leads this country are made by the party room and not influenced by anyone. I find it troubling that a clergyman from Rome would suggest we overthrow the Australian prime minister.’

Rosseau regrouped. ‘I was not suggesting a coup, my friend. It should not be just one person who is deciding.’

‘Why am I here, John?’ Osborne asked, now gazing at Moran.

Moran cleared his throat, then leaned forward. ‘I recommended your name to His Eminence when he asked who the most influential person in the government might be.’

‘I wanted to learn your view and whether you support the bill,’ Rosseau added.

Osborne considered both men using his political face, his bland expression blurring his true thoughts and the anxiety he was feeling.

‘We want the bill killed and we think you are the best person to ensure that it is,’ Moran suggested.

‘That is not as easy as you may think,’ Osborne retorted. He had strategised about the politics of the issue during the forty-minute flight to Sydney. ‘I’m now of the view that if we don’t bring it forward to a vote, the progressive left will keep fighting to have the government legislate, then it becomes an election issue.’

‘Why not just stop it dead right now?’ Rosseau demanded, his tone sharper.

‘Of course, that can be done, but the beast will grow another head,’ Osborne grumbled. ‘To kill it properly, we need the Australian public to vote it down at a referendum.’

‘You support us?’ Moran asked.

‘I support the government getting reelected. This matter is not a significant election issue for us,’ Osborne said. ‘My preference would have been that we should never have brought it up, but now that we have, we must deal with it.’

‘My preference is that it doesn’t go to a vote,’ Rosseau responded.

‘Politics is never that easy,’ Osborne advised.

‘Wouldn’t it just be easier to get rid of the prime minister?’

‘Play our cards right, and we may achieve both outcomes,’ said Osborne, with a cheeky grin. ‘If we defeat the referendum, then its political sponsor will also be vanquished.’

‘If the prime minister is smart, she should kill it dead and not bring it to a vote,’ Moran suggested.

Osborne nodded his head in agreement. ‘This is why you need to put pressure on her. Bully her and she will legislate to spite you.’

‘Why would she do that? She may end up supporting our view,’ Rosseau said.

‘She hates you.’

Rosseau thought about the comment. ‘Us, or all Christians?’

‘She is a devout atheist. She comes from a science background and reckons we base all religions on some kind of voodoo.’ Osborne smiled at the body language of the clergymen. ‘The more you push a religious position, the more stubborn she will become, which I predict will be to your advantage, as she will make mistakes.’

Rosseau ran a finger through his lips as he gazed at Osborne. ‘You consider pushing someone away masks your exact wishes?’

‘Politics 101, Your Eminence. Never disclose your true intent,’ Osborne smiled. ‘If you want euthanasia legislation crushed forever, then drive the prime minister to endorse it. It goes to a referendum, then gets voted down, forever. You get what you want, and perhaps I get what I want.’

‘What do you want, my son?’ Rosseau smiled.

‘To be elected prime minister, of course.’ Osborne stood, readying himself to leave. Rosseau also rose, extending his hand. ‘Let us work together to get what we want; we shall be in touch with you. Most revealing.’

Osborne took his hand and shook it. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Morris.’

‘Well, Morris, if you can drive the prime minister to a decision to stage the referendum, then I can assure you, using John’s words, that I will kill the bill.’

‘I’m very pleased we have met; I have learnt much from this brief meeting and hope to talk to you again.’

‘Oh, I’m sure we will.’ Osborne turned to the archbishop. ‘John, anytime, always a pleasure.’ He then walked off through the building, into the waiting car for his return flight.

‘Interesting man, that one,’ Moran said, after closing the door.

‘Yes,’ Rosseau replied. ‘And, I suspect, one never to be trusted.’
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‘How’s that cup of tea travelling, Julia?’ Charlie Stevedore didn’t enjoy calling to his staff, but he’d been waiting a while for his tea and chocolate biscuit and was feeling a little needy. He wouldn’t have described himself as pedantic, but a cuppa helped refresh his day.

‘Sorry, boss. I’d forgotten all about it.’ His long-time senior policy officer, Julia Smethers, placed the Wedgwood cup and saucer of steaming tea before him with two chocolate biscuits and a folded napkin on a matching plate. She stood back, straightening her thick auburn hair.

‘The PM has been chasing you, and there is a request from the Dennis Sadler Drive Show to appear this afternoon.’

‘We can forget that sod, Sadler. The last time I was on his show, he carved me up and left me hanging like a stale carcass full of flies.’

‘He only wants to talk about the referendum; well, at least that’s what his producer said.’

‘That’s what they say to get you sucked into appearing on the programme, then they smash you with questions about something else, like leadership. I hate them, especially Sadler.’

‘If you ever want the top job, then I suspect you may have to change your attitude.’

‘Those days are long gone.’ Stevedore picked up his cup with two hands, blew, then sipped his tea. ‘Ah, that’s the best one yet.’

‘You say that every day.’

‘I mean it every day.’ Stevedore smiled as Smethers bit her lip, perplexed, watching him. ‘Trust me; I’m from the government.’

‘Your daughter wants to have dinner with you.’

‘Did she say why?’

‘I think she wants to talk to you about the referendum.’

‘Everyone wants to talk about the referendum.’

‘For some people it’s a life and death issue,’ Smethers joked.

‘Smartie pants. Can you book a table at the European for me? Outside if you can... make it for seven.’

‘Done. I’ll let her know. Do you want to meet her there?’

‘Yes, let’s do that.’ Stevedore took another mouthful, replaced the cup, then took a generous bite of a Tim Tam and fell back into his chair. ‘What does the PM want?’ he asked, chomping the chocolate biscuit.

‘She wants to hook up with you as soon as we can.’

‘Let me guess, it’s to do with the referendum.’

‘They didn’t say, so I thought I’d connect you in thirty minutes. Before then, I just need you to concentrate on reading, then releasing that first section of the discussion paper; we are waiting for it.’

‘This one?’ Stevedore stretched to a stapled bunch of papers at the edge of his desk. ‘Is this the suggested explanatory memorandum?’

‘Sort of; it’s only the first draft. We just want to get something out to the troops as some are getting anxious and want to see what you’re planning, especially the Christians.’

‘Not sure that’s a sensible thing to do until we’re ready. The party works together on social issues like this, but a few ambitious members are prone to leak contentious policy.’

‘No one will leak it because no one will ever see the full final draft.’

Stevedore glanced at her. ‘Do you think that’s wise?’

‘We need to do something strategic to control the narrative during the public debate, because at the moment we are losing.’

‘You don’t think the Yes vote will get up?’

‘No, and if it’s going to go down, I don’t want it reflecting on you, frankly.’ The staffer began moving away, ending the conversation. ‘I’ll get the PM on the line once you’re done with that, so finish your tea whilst you’re reading.’

‘Thanks, Julia.’ Stevedore smiled, acknowledging her significant support and sage advice over the decade. He relied on her often contrarian view and laser-like advice to assist him with the politics of issues.

As he read through the document, occasionally sipping his tea, he became even more convinced that the idea of a federal law overriding differing state laws was the best outcome to manage the contentious issue of euthanasia. He believed Australia, with its vast land mass, could not be administered by a central government needing the support of a federated system keeping states’ rights sacrosanct. The states usually managed euthanasia and other moral issues, but he questioned why citizens received various standards of rights depending on the state they lived in. Desperate folks could access end-of-life treatment in some states, but not others, and this is fundamentally unjust.

He was the chief law officer with the obligation of drawing up acceptable euthanasia law. As a practising Catholic, sanctioned death conflicted him, but he yielded to his responsibility for providing fair laws for all citizens, no matter where they lived.

As he finished the various documents with coloured tabs showing where he was to sign or place an initial, he shifted them to a tray behind him. Smethers entered, advising that the prime minister’s office was on the line.

‘I just need to connect your Zoom with the PM’s office, so if you could excuse me for a moment,’ she said, as she stepped around to his side of the desk, studying the computer screen and leaning over him to use the mouse. ‘I won’t be a moment.’

Stevedore pushed his chair back from the desk and stood aside to give her room. Smethers tugged the vacated chair to her, without losing sight of the screen activity, and sat on its edge as she began tapping the keyboard.

‘There we go,’ she said, as she stood to leave the room.

‘Shouldn’t you be listening to this?’ Stevedore asked as he came back to his seat.

‘I will if you think I should.’

Stevedore nodded and waved to a chair. ‘Do you reckon she’ll have someone listening?’ he quizzed, smiling. ‘She probably has a team of twenty behind the screen, all taking notes. You know how she is.’

‘She trusts no one, and it’s the same attitude with everyone from her office.’

‘In politics that can be a good thing,’ Stevedore said.

‘She brings this poor perception on herself. She is having a terrible time in the media, my mum can’t stand her.’

‘Perhaps I should take advice from your mum.’

‘She thinks you’re okay but adores Osborne.’

‘I suspect your mum needn’t worry; there is no urgent need to switch leaders.’ Stevedore rushed a finger to his lips, silencing Smethers as he now watched on screen the prime minister get into position for the call.

‘Hello, Charles, are you there?’ Pasco squinted, searching for something on her screen.

‘Yes, Prime Minister. Can you see me okay?’ Stevedore could see her fiddling with papers and her mouse. ‘I see you and hear you okay.’

A staffer appeared behind the prime minister, leaned over and touched the keyboard, bringing an immediate smile to her face. ‘Oh, there you are. Technology is a marvellous thing, isn’t it? Here I am in Canberra and there you are in Melbourne. What’s the day like down there?’

‘It’s great, Prime Minister.’ Stevedore didn’t want to waste time chatting, an increasing habit of the prime minister. ‘I need to cover a few things about the referendum bill. Is there anything else you want to talk about?’

‘Nothing I can’t defer until the cabinet meeting. How is the development of the bill going?’

‘To be honest with you...’

Pasco interrupted. ‘Yes please, be honest with me Charles, always good policy.’ She smirked, chuffed with her own joke.

‘Yes, well.’ Stevedore noticed her dark cherry-red lips, the dead giveaway of a wine drinker. ‘I remain unclear on how you want me to manage the bill; what’s on the table and what’s not?’

‘What’s troubling you?’

‘As agreed, I’m drawing up legislation to enact the referendum to amend the constitution,’ Stevedore said. ‘I think it imperative we have the new bill for national euthanasia law public so voters can consider it during the referendum debate.’

‘Is that wise?’ The prime minister slunk back into her chair, rocking it. ‘We may never need the bill if the referendum doesn’t get up. Australians don’t change their constitution that often.’

‘The plebiscite gave us the authority, and if we don’t have the accompanying bill, then I expect that constitutional change will not be approved.’

Pasco shrugged. ‘Well, we gave it our best shot. The electorate can’t complain about the democratic process. It would be their decision not to vote Yes.’

‘Is that fair?’

‘To who? To the government? It will certainly get us out of being blamed for any failure of the referendum,’ Pasco said.

‘I don’t agree, Prime Minister,’ Stevedore said, sparking Pasco to sit back into her desk. ‘If you don’t campaign hard enough for a Yes vote
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