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PROLOGUE
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For a long time, I loathed Canberra. The city has almost no history and, with the notable exception of Blue Poles in the National Art Gallery, no culture. It has no flavour or atmosphere. There is nowhere to go to touch its soul or feel the sting of existence. Sometimes, while driving along a deserted highway or wandering through an empty shopping centre, I wondered if a super-virus had killed the rest of humanity except for a few overweight zombies hovering in the distance.

However, to my surprise, as I got older and maybe wiser, I grew rather fond of the place. I started to enjoy its clean air, open spaces and botanical splendour. The transition to death would be less obvious than elsewhere.

McIntyre Street in the suburb of Narrabundah was a typical street. Squat bungalows and peeling eucalypts lined both sides. The traffic was so thin that kids often played cricket or tennis on the bitumen, and kangaroos sometimes hopped out of nearby bushland and down the centre-line. The most exciting sounds were the whine of lawnmowers and roar of garbage trucks.

Most residents were mid-level bureaucrats busy rearing the next generation of mid-level bureaucrats. They departed for work at a respectable hour and spent all day writing memos, attending anti-discrimination seminars and filling out self-assessment forms. In their spare time, they helped govern the country. They had the comfort of knowing that, if their political masters needed advice on an important issue, their political masters would hire a consultant to provide it, then ignore the consultant as well.

They never imagined their street would attract international attention. But one day, near the end of winter, it did just that. Just before dawn on that day, the street was quieter than the time before time. The residents and their pets were all asleep. Graveyard-quality mist slid over dewy lawns, coiled around bungalows and gave the streetlights an eerie glow.

The most prominent resident of the street was Senator Warren Vernon. He only occupied his small bungalow when Federal Parliament was in session. That morning, he woke in the main bedroom and stared up at the darkened ceiling, thankful that his nagging wife and two bratty kids were still in Adelaide.

The Senate was the chamber in which political parties usually hid the weirdoes and hacks they dared not inflict on electorates. It was a good home for Vernon. He had spent 15 years in the Senate without making any impact. His two political obsessions were welfare fraud and the threat of Islamic extremism. But, even when he delivered jeremiads on those topics, he got little exposure.

However, despite his low profile, he loved being a Senator. He got whisked around in a big white Comcar, was called "Senator" from dawn to dusk and could swan around Parliament House pretending to be a serious political player. He almost felt glamorous. His greatest fear was that his political career would end. To ensure it didn't, he diligently sucked up to party warlords and fought off rivals for his slot on the election ticket.

He shivered. The bedroom was freezing and the central heating wouldn't kick in for half an hour. But he agreed to play an early morning round of golf with Michael Pryce at the Yomburra Golf Course.

He impulsively threw off his blankets and dashed into the bathroom, where he pissed and showered, before putting on his golf clothes. Then he hurriedly ate toast and porridge in the kitchen.

His golf bag stood beside the front door. He scooped it up and strode out into the biting cold. The mist was lifting and the front lawn glittered with dew. The horizon glowed red. A couple of kookaburras laughed and a whipbird made cracking noises.

He loaded the golf bag into the back of his Honda Accord, got behind the wheel and turned the ignition key, praying the engine would start. After a few bronchial coughs, it burst into life. He flicked on the heater and drove down the driveway towards the street.

Half-way there, a massive explosion ripped apart the vehicle and shattered dozens of windows in the vicinity. His body dissolved and his golf bag, with most of the clubs inside, spun through the air for almost 50 metres and landed in the front yard of a neighbouring home.

McIntyre Street had entered the history books.
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When ghost-writing the autobiography of a sports star, it is important to ensure the book is poorly written. A sports memoir with polished sentences, literary flourishes and philosophical musings lacks authenticity. Most readers have seen the star mangle sentences and mumble platitudes on television. If his book is written in elegant prose, they will spot the work of a ghostly hand.

It's true that, when I ghosted the autobiography of Aussie Rules legend, Wally O'Keefe, I made him sound intelligent. But Wally was bright. However, my most recent client, Darcy Gresham, was not. He was a 22-year-old Wallabies fly-half who became an overnight sensation when he coolly kicked an after-the-siren penalty goal to win a Bledisloe Cup series in New Zealand. I watched the kick on television. The ball soared through the air with the hopes and dreams of every middle-aged, middle-class guy in Australia travelling with it. When a lucky puff of breeze shepherded it between the posts, 50,000 baying Kiwis, who thought their All Blacks teams had a God-given right to thump Wallabies teams, went deathly silent, and their hoity-toity heroes sunk to their haunches. I rose from my couch, spilling beer, and sounded like Tarzan with a bullhorn. Manly tears coursed down my cheeks, tumbled off my quivering chin and sprinkled my shirt. Years of national humiliation were over. It was a glorious moment that lasted until my partner, Anne, told me to clean up the beer I spilt on the carpet.

One of the few remaining dead-tree publishers commissioned me to ghost Gresham's life story and paid me a meagre advance. However, extracting information from wonder-boot was like panning for gold in a bathtub. I spent two weeks interviewing him, during which he scratched his crotch as if he had drug-resistant gonorrhoea, and declared his love for rugby, dogs and chicks, in about that order. He only became eloquent when explaining how much rotation a goal-kicker should put on a football, a topic I found strangely mesmerising. To make the book entertaining, I would obviously have to invent, at no extra charge, a lot of amusing anecdotes about his life. He wouldn't complain about that. As soon as he read them, they would become cherished memories. 

To ensure my prose did not get too literary, I decided to write his book in under a week. I would compose only one draft, zap it with a spell-checker and send it off to the publisher. However, after writing one draft, an annoying sense of professional pride forced me to write a second. Yet, despite that, I finished the book with a few hours to spare. It was nice to know I could still kick a deadline in the arse.

What I enjoyed most about the finished book was that my name would appear nowhere on it. Gresham wanted to claim it was entirely his own work. He was welcome to that accolade.

However, the manuscript did have at least one first-rate piece of third-rate writing. Every tale about a young hero must have a wizard who educates a callow youth and points him towards his heroic destiny. So, I turned Gresham's high school rugby coach, whom Gresham barely remembered, into a combination of Pep Guardiola and Yoda. The guy would get a shock when he saw how he was depicted, but surely wouldn't complain. I also devoted a whole chapter to Gresham's stream-of-consciousness impressions of the match against the All Blacks that lead up to The Kick. It was a bold turn to modernism in a most unlikely context.

––––––––
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The next morning, I breakfasted with Anne and Tommy at the kitchen table. Anne was a partner at a small law firm, and already dressed for work. While she earned the money needed to keep the family afloat, I would drop off Tommy at childcare and then have the day to myself. I would spend a large portion hanging out in a café surfing the internet. Should I go to the café with the better coffee or the better pastries? A tough call. Making the wrong decision could ruin my day.

Anne knew I would loaf around all day and resented that. She kept asking if I'd put various items in Tommy's backpack. Climbers carried less kit when ascending Everest. But I could honestly say that Tommy was fully prepared for school. 

After kissing Tommy, but not me, she shot out the door. Tommy stopped munching his toast, tossed away the crust and demanded some porridge. I served him some gruel that Oliver Twist would have refused. He shovelled some down his throat and used the rest to decorate his face. His cheeky expression reminded me of someone I often admired in the mirror.

"Daddy, Mummy looked sad."

"Did she? That's because she was going to work."

"Why does Mummy go to work?"

"It's something adults do."

"Does Daddy go to work?"

"Yes."

"When?"

"Eat your food."

The ground floor was open-plan and I could see the television screen from the kitchen table. I turned it on with a remote control and saw the opening credits of a morning news program. Tommy jumped up from the table and ran around. I grabbed a wet cloth from the sink and chased after him. After I'd wiped his face and rinsed out the cloth, he demanded to be picked up.

I slung him onto my hip and noticed Darcy Gresham on the television screen. Unfortunately, he was not running around on a football pitch or being interviewed. Nope, he stood beside a police car, bathed in a strobe light, with a nightclub sign winking behind him. The camera zoomed close to reveal a dazed expression and blood poured from a cut on his head. His hands were tucked behind his back, obviously handcuffed. Oh, shit. What had he done?

Tommy yelled that he wanted to go outside and I couldn't hear the news announcer. I scowled: "Tommy, be quiet."

For some weird reason, he shut up and I heard the voice-over: "...a police spokesman said that, after a rugby fan insulted Gresham in the nightclub, Gresham hit the fan on the head with a beer glass. The fan fell to the floor and Gresham kicked him several times. Gresham was taken to the local police station and charged with grievous bodily harm and resisting arrest, before being released on bail. A spokesman for the Australian Rugby Union said the body has no comment at this stage. However, a confidential source at the ARU said that, if Gresham is convicted, it will tear up his playing contract."

"Oh, Jesus."

Who said that? Oh, me.

Tommy sensed it was smart to stay quiet. I whipped out my phone and speed-dialled my literary agent, Sue Prideaux. She represented a small stable of little-known writers and an unknown one - me. The only good business decision she made was to marry a mega-wealthy merchant banker, who kept her firm afloat. I suspected that, when she became an agent, she dreamt of founding a literary salon. So, she resented having to represent a bottom-dweller like me.

She said: "Hello, Sue here."

"Sue, its Paul Ryder. Have you seen the news about Gresham?"

A darker tone. "Yes, I saw it on TV about an hour ago. In fact, I've already spoken to my contact at the publishing house."

"What did he say?"

"He said that, unless the guy in handcuffs was Gresham's identical twin, the book is toast. Gresham has sullied his image and nobody will buy it, I'm afraid."

"Gresham doesn't have an identical twin."

"I know."

"Maybe I can turn his book into a tale of redemption: a to-hell-and-back kind of yarn."

"There's a big problem with that."

"What?"

"Gresham's journey to hell has just started. It'll be a long time before he makes the return journey, if at all. The publisher wanted this book for the Christmas sales."

"Hell. Where does that leave me?"

"With the advance, that's all. The publisher won't pay you another cent."

"Jesus. The advance was minuscule."

"I can't change that," she said in the tone of a woman with a rich husband.

"I just spent several weeks knocking the book into shape," I lied. "I sweated blood putting it together."

"I'm sure you did. But you had some time off in Perth, if I recall."

"That was a family funeral."

"Of course," she said sceptically. "Anyway, there's nothing I can do. The contract says the publisher can decline to publish if it wants."

I wanted to call her an idiot for agreeing to that, but wasn’t quite ready to burn my last bridge to the writing game. "Really?"

"Yes, it's a standard term, I'm afraid."

"Maybe I can ghost another book for the publisher."

"That's not an option."

"Why not?"

"The publishing industry is going down the toilet, right now. Anyone still reading books is pirating them."

I seemed to leap like Nureyev from one dying industry to another. "OK. Maybe I should write a real sports biography - maybe one about Don Bradman. They always sell."

I imagined her rolling her eyes. "Sorry, even the Don doesn't sell anymore, unless, of course, you come up with an interesting angle."

"Like what?"

"Oh, like he was gay."

"Hah. Nobody in the history of Australia was less gay than the Don."

"That's unfortunate."

Tommy started yelling something. I told Sue that I would speak to her later and hung up. I glanced at my watch. If I didn't hurry, Tommy would be late for childcare. I wrestled him into his clothes and hog-tied him to the back seat of the car. Ten minutes later, I escorted him into childcare, carrying his huge pack.

I refused to let the news about Gresham put a dampener on my day. I headed for the café with the good coffee and ordered one with high toxicity. It pushed me through the gates of death, grabbed my collar and dragging me back.

I spent a few hours chain-drinking coffee and reading newspapers on my tablet. Gresham receded into the back of my mind. Mid-afternoon, I picked up Tommy, took him home, planted him in front of the television and prepared a mushroom risotto for dinner. When Anne returned from work, we had a family dinner at the kitchen table. 

My risottos tended to be dry. This one was a gluggy mess. Tommy hoed into it. But Anne ate half her serving and pushed her plate away, wearing a tooth-ache expression. "I'm not very hungry, I'm afraid."

"Sorry, it's pretty bad."

"No, it's OK."

"No, it's not."

A shrug. "Well, you did your best."

"Umm, did you hear about Darcy Gresham?"

A puzzled expression. "No, I've been busy all day."

"Well, he got himself into trouble."

"How much?"

"Lots," I explained what Gresham did.

"Oh, shit, the little shit. Will that affect your book?"

"There won't be one. The publisher has pulled the plug. Gresham's yesterday's hero."

"Drat. Will you get paid for what you've done?"

"I'll get to keep the advance, that's all."

"That was tiny."

"I know."

"You got any more work lined up?"

"No, and it doesn't look like I'll get any." I repeated what Sue Prideaux said about the death spiral of the publishing industry.

To my surprise, she smiled. "That's probably a good thing."

"Why?"

"It's time you stopped ghost-writing and got a regular job."

"Ghost-writing is a regular job."

"No, it's not. You spend most of the day sitting in cafes drinking coffee."

Did she have a private detective following me around? "No, I don't."

"Yes, you do."

"Where's your proof?"

"I don't need proof. I know how you roll and how much time you have on your hands. You must be sitting in cafes, unless you're doing something else, of course ..."

She often suspected me of infidelity, even though I hadn't played an away-game for years. "Of course, I'm not doing anything else."

"Good. But sitting in cafes is not good for you. You seem rather lost; you've got no purpose in life."

"Yes, I do."

"What?"

I had to think fast. "Umm, being a good father."

"And you are one. But you need the discipline of regular work. It's important for your mental health, and Tommy's."

I frowned. "Tommy's? What's he got to do with this?"

"Kids are very sensitive. You're his role model. If you've got no direction in life, that will affect him."

"That's a low blow."

"It’s true. Like I said, you're a good father. That's obvious. Tommy thinks you're wonderful. But you'll be an even better dad with a regular job." A defiant hand on hip. "You also need to earn a wage. I've been paying all the bills recently."

I was deeply reluctant to give up my semi-slacker lifestyle and get a real job. However, there was one adamantine reality I could not ignore: I only had about three weeks of spending money in my bank account. After that, I would have to ask Anne for petrol money, food money and beer money. I was a proud man - and proud to be a proud man - and didn't want to do that. 

I said: "If I get a job, who'll mind Tommy on Thursdays when he's not at childcare?"

"We'll sort something out."

I sighed. "OK, I'll look around for a job."

"You will really look for a job?" she said slowly and clearly, so I could not later claim there was a miscommunication.

This was already a mistake. "Yes, I'll make some calls. Maybe, if I'm lucky, I can sneak back into journalism."

She frowned. "Journalism? They don't love you in journalism. Maybe you should try something else."

"Well, I'll try journalism first and, if that doesn't work out, I'll cast my net wider."

She looked annoyed, but didn't want to kill my fragile enthusiasm. "Good, good."

After we had cleared the table and cleaned up the kitchen, we stuck Tommy in bed and sat in front of the television to watch the ABC evening news. Governments and the news media know the best way to attract the attention of people is to make them afraid. For that reason, they loved terrorising the Australian population about Islamic terrorism. The fact that our home-grown terrorists were few in number, hopeless at their jobs and rarely killed anyone, did not matter. They turned them into blood-drenched monsters.

So, I wasn't surprised that the lead item on the evening news was about an Australian Federal Police raid on an alleged cell of Islamic extremists in Melbourne. The ABC screened footage of heavily bearded men being herded out of suburban homes in the early morning and pushed into police vans. It then showed excerpts of a press conference that the AFP Commissioner, Andrew Langham, held soon after the raids.

The grey-mopped Commissioner stood in front of draped Australian flags. His starched uniform, heavily decorated with braid and gold buttons, must have made him linger in front of the bathroom mirror. He basked in the media limelight and crowed that his officers had "dismantled a terror cell that planned to use a vehicle to run down pedestrians in the middle of the city". I wondered if that was true. Did the cops nip a terrorist attack in the bud, or arrest some middle-eastern kids who sneaked a look at extremist websites while looking for porn? I had plenty of dealings with AFP officers in the past. None inspired me with confidence in them.

When the item finished, Anne turned to me. "How did the TV cameras get to their homes so quickly?"

"You mean, to film the raids?"

"Yes."

"The cops tipped off the TV stations. Cops love trial by media; makes it a lot easier to get a conviction when the real trial starts."

"That's terrible."

"That's modern policing."
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The newspaper industry had a dream run before driving off a cliff. For three centuries, it made and unmade governments, started wars and established social trends. Media moguls made politicians tremble; journalists posed as seers and prophets. Then, the internet arrived and smashed the industry to bits. Advertising moved online and anyone with a computer could become a citizen journalist and reach millions. Massive printing plants and fleets of delivery trucks turned obsolete. Newspaper revenues collapsed. The top executives sacked droves of journalists in a desperate bid to protect their monstrous salaries and share options.

I wish I could blame the collapse of my career in political journalism on those tectonic shifts. However, that would be a lie. No outside force destroyed my career. I engineered my own downfall. I was rude to bosses and colleagues - I see that now - and too good at my job. I dug up some huge political scandals and dumped them in front of the public. News moguls hated me for embarrassing their pet politicians and my fellow journalists hated me for performing journalism. I kept getting the sack until nobody re-employed me. 

While growing up, I did not dream of becoming a ghost-writer; I did not yearn to be the anonymous scribe of talentless celebrities who wanted to sell off chunks of their privacy to the credulous public. However, after I was ejected from political journalism, that was the only job I could get that wasn't a real job.

Unfortunately, that gig was coming to an end and I still refused to work in an office from nine to five. The best way to avoid that cruel fate was to return to political journalism. Maybe, if I was lucky, my notoriety had worn off and I could sneak back onto the Press Gallery. After all, most Press Gallery journos were young punks who lived in the eternal present and had addled their brains with party drugs - or so it seemed to me.

The next morning, I phoned several bureau chiefs in the Press Gallery and asked if they had, ahem, a slot for a senior reporter. They all said: "No". My conversation with Clint ‘Rocky’ Riley, the bureau chief for Fairfax Media and one of my few remaining pals on the Gallery, was typical. After I identified myself, he said: "Hello Paul. We haven't spoken since you blew Gary Conrad's election campaign to kingdom come. You certainly rocked the boat."

“Yeah, and got treated like I had Ebola."

“I’m not surprised. What have you been doing?"

"I've been ghost-writing books for sports stars."

"Really? Any big names?"

"Wally O'Keefe."

"Oh, that one? I haven't got around to reading it yet."

"You should, it's a great read. But, umm, that gig's now over and I'm looking around for another job. Any chance you can employ me in your bureau?"

He sounded shocked at my impudence. "Afraid not. We're not hiring. In fact, we're retrenching. I might not even have a job next month. The bean-counters think you can produce newspapers without journalists. News is just an extravagance. Soon, newspapers will be just a mast-head with a bunch of ads. I'm not kidding. And even if I gave you a job, you wouldn't like it. The game has changed. Nobody treats journos with respect anymore. Every time we write something, everyone on social media screams out 'bullshit'. Hell, these days, readers get to write, below a story, that it's all crap and the journo is an idiot. Journalism's a blood sport and guess who’s the prey?"

Rocky was usually a man of few words.

I said: "Jeez, mate, I was having a good day until I spoke to you. If you hear me scream, I've jumped off a building."

An operatic sigh. "Sorry, I shouldn't burden you with my troubles. But the Gallery we knew has almost faded away."

No question about that. But I found his diatribe oddly comforting. "So, you're not turning me down because I'm persona non grata?"

"No, I'm being honest: there are no vacancies."

"And, if there was one, I'd get it?"

A pause. "Umm, no."

"Why not?"

"Then you would be persona non grata. If I gave you a job, my editor would shoot me dead. You have, I'm afraid, a big reputation for causing big trouble."

Damn. The past was still nipping at my heels. I had confirmed the general truth that it's much easier to become un-famous than un-infamous. "Are you saying that nobody in the Gallery will offer me a job?"

"Yes. You should look for one outside journalism."

"Like what? I’m only good at journalism."

A mirthless chuckle. "You know, that's kinda glorious and tragic, all at once."

"Thanks," I snarled.

"Sorry. But lots of journos end up in PR or lobbying. You should try one of those fields."

"I'd rather eat tacks."

A long sigh oozed out of my mobile phone. "God, you're difficult. If Anne stabs you to death, I won't blame her. In fact, I'll wonder why she waited so long."

"Thanks."

"Another option is to become a media adviser. There are one or two in every minister's office, and even more out in the departments. They're like ticks in summer. I go to press conferences and they outnumber the journos."

"I want to write news, not spin it."

"Maybe. But a job's a job. Why make life so hard for yourself?"

I couldn't eat my pride. Maybe it was time to bend a little. "OK, OK, I'll give it some thought. Will anyone employ me as a media adviser?"

"That's the big question. On the one hand, you are a notorious troublemaker; on the other, the kids who run ministerial offices these days are colossally ignorant. They are child soldiers with smart phones. They spend all day trying to get a seat in parliament and let everything else pass them by." A long pause. "Yeah, you've definitely got a chance."

"Thanks, I'll give that some thought."

I hung up and felt a surge of self-pity. I invested the best years of my life in journalism and treated it with more respect than it treated me. Now, all I had to show for my efforts were a ravaged liver and an allergy to normal employment. If I became an accountant, like my father advised, I would be happily sitting in a cubicle farm shitting out memoranda and forms with no idea I was missing a bigger life. Too late now.

The only consolation I drew from my chat with Rocky was that the whole newspaper industry was sinking beneath the waves. Soon, all my former colleagues would join me in the water and we would drown together. I was not proud of that thought, but lacked the strength to crush it.

A couple of months ago, Anne accused me of getting porky and ordered me to start exercising again, so I resumed jogging. To relieve my frustration after talking to the bureau chiefs, I donned a track-suit and running shoes, and jogged towards the War Memorial, three kilometres away. Spring had tippy-toed into Canberra during the last week and daubed green and gold on the trees and lawns, and tickled flowers into life. 

Dreaming of Olympic glory in a middle-distance race, I reached Anzac Parade and pounded up the hill towards the Memorial. A woman built like a Russian volleyball player jogged past. She was looking at her phone, which was looking for a vehicle to disappear
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