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CHAPTER 1
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I woke in the middle of the night and wondered if Tommy disturbed my sleep. No, our infant terrorist was quiet for once. I only heard Anne snoring gently beside me.

I stared at the dark ceiling and scrolled through my problems: new baby; big mortgage; no job. I was a journalist without a journal. Depression climbed into bed, held me tight and promised to stay for the rest of the night. 

For company, I flicked on the radio and listened to a shock-jock gripe about everything from the United Nations to his broken coffee machine, and trade conspiracy theories with his insomniac listeners. They all blamed the world's problems on the poor, weak and marginalised. Most sounded crazy. If I listened too long, would I become infected?

The gas-bag announcer said: "Next on the line is Tex. You’re a new caller, aren’t you Tex?"

A distant voice. "Yes, first time, though I’ve listened for a while."

"Well, Tex, what do you want to talk about?"

"Gary Conrad."

"The Opposition Leader? What about him?"

"He’s not a big war hero, you know? Did nasty things in Afghanistan - real nasty. He’s not who you think he is."

"How dare you! He’s a brave man; got a medal and served his country with honour. When you’ve done that, you can throw rocks."

"I was over there too - I was with him."

"If you think he did something wrong, report him to the authorities. Don’t moan to me."

Tex sounded angry. "The authorities can't touch him, you fool. No wonder you’re on radio at three in the morning. I've got pimples on my arse that are smarter than you."

"I don't have to listen to your rubbish. Goodbye, Tex, you mongrel. Annoy someone else."

The shock-jock hit the "dump" button and took another call. I turned off the radio and went back to sleep.

When I woke, the next morning, I had forgotten about Tex. However, much later, events shoved him back into my mind. When they did, I wondered if I dreamed about him. He then burst out of my dreams and became flesh.
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CHAPTER 2
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Take my advice: if you want happiness and success, steer clear of the truth. Don’t look for it and don’t peddle it, because nobody wants it. It will only set you free from employment, status and wealth.

I should know. I solved the murder of a Cabinet Minister and expected to have a ménage a trois with Fortune and Glory. Didn’t happen. Instead, the media mogul I worked for tried to blackmail the Government with my scoop. I had to triple-cross him and spill the beans on a TV show. 

The mogul immediately shot my career in the head and most of the Canberra establishment - politicians, staffers and journos - hated me for embarrassing them. But, worst of all, they sniggered at my naivety, with good reason.

I queued a long time for a slice of fame. Then, when I reached the front of the line, I got roughed up and shoved into the gutter.

Adding to my woes, during that crisis, I discovered my partner was heavily pregnant. Anne claimed her pregnancy was an accident. Even my naivety didn’t go that far. It was obviously a well-planned mistake. I’d thought I was in complete control of our relationship - that I would decide if and when we started a family - but was kidding myself. I lost our duel over reproduction before it even started. She took off her clothes to distract me, then hijacked my sperm.

When Tommy was born, I should have been delighted that a big chunk of my DNA was now sailing towards the future. I wasn’t. I’d already had one stab at fatherhood and failed miserably, and didn't want to repeat that failure. So, for several months, I prowled along sullen winter streets, booting rocks into orbit and cursing the cruel and fickle god of fertility.

Then, I calmed down and realised that, having passed forty, the fun part of my life was probably over anyway. My body was falling apart, my emotions were becoming blunt and joy was a rare visitor. I was ambling towards death through a black-and-white landscape. So, it didn’t look like fatherhood would divert me from anything enjoyable.

In that spirit, I woke one morning and felt a strange desire to slip into Tommy’s room, pick him up, nuzzle his face and change his nappy if necessary. Unconditional love kicked in.

After that, my only real worry was poverty. Anne and I were both unemployed and Tommy, though tiny, was very expensive to run. We survived for a while on some money I inherited from a grumpy and cynical uncle who’d liked me because I shared his outlook on life. But it disappeared so fast I suspected Russian cyber-thieves were siphoning money out of my account.

Of course, I applied for jobs. But I belonged to a dying trade that hated trouble-makers. I could have kissed arse and promised to toe the line. But why should I? I didn’t betray my profession: it betrayed me; it owed me an apology.

Thankfully, when Tommy was seven months old, Anne resumed working as a solicitor, though only part-time. However, she kept pushing me to find a job. "I mean, the way things are going, Tommy will have a job before you do."

How witty. "I’ve been looking. I really have. You know that."

"Maybe you should get out of journalism into something else."

A real job? No chance. "Like what?"

"I don’t care if you dig ditches. As long as you’re doing something. Being unemployed is bad for your spirit."

"No, it’s not."

"Yes, it is. Sometimes you’re still in your pyjamas at 11 a.m. You've even started watching morning TV."

So, she’d noticed.

I said: "No, I haven't."

"Yes, you have. Just last night you told me a joke that Kochie made on Sunrise."

I forgot about that. "I only watch it when there's a big breaking story."

"Rubbish."

"Look, I’d love to dig ditches, I really would. Problem is, who’d employ me? Nobody."

"Then maybe it’s time to retrain."

In a way, she was right. Even if I did get another job in political journalism, it probably wouldn’t last long: if I didn’t get the sack, I’d be made redundant. Still, I wasn’t ready to become a faceless cubicle-dweller taking orders from a sociopathic boss. I had a larger concept of myself. Further, if I changed careers, the dickheads who cheered my downfall would gloat even more. That would not happen.

Still, I had to humour Anne, lest she throw me out of my own house and stop funding my lifestyle. "OK, I’ll look into that."

"Really?"

"Yes, of course."

Eventually, her nagging made me take stock of my life. After some hard-headed analysis, during which I put every option on the table, I realised there was only one solution to my predicament: I had to write a huge bestselling novel. That wouldn’t be hard. After all, I was a professional wordsmith. The novel would slide effortlessly out of my brain, into my computer, through a printing press and into the display windows of major bookshops.

Easy. Why didn’t I think of it before? Perhaps I feared that, once I unleashed my creative urge, I would become its slave.
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"She walked through the door, looking like trouble: a woman with a dark past and a darker future. I immediately reach into my shoulder holster and took out the flask of whiskey I kept for such moments ..."

My fingers danced across the keyboard as I rocketed through the first chapter. Sex scene. Car chase. Gunfight. This was going to be a literary masterpiece masquerading as a humble crime novel. It would revolutionise and dignify the form.

I edited the first chapter, delicately adding and cutting passages, polishing sentences and shifting punctuation marks. A particular sentence caused me terrible grief. Every morning, I made it active, then passive, then active, then ... deleted it.

Finally, I excitedly re-read the whole chapter and realised that my Muse was the latest woman to dump me. I had written the sort of crap I’d spent my whole life laughing at. Shit. Further, I had absolutely no idea what to write next. I’d never written a story longer than my forearm and was way out of my depth. Without a deadline, my juices didn't flow and I lacked discipline. If I was lucky, a bad computer virus would destroy everything I'd written.

Don’t Shoot the Masseur - the tentative title - obviously wasn't going to work, no matter how much coffee I drank. Someone else would write the Great Australian Crime Novel, not me.

I disconsolately rose from the computer, drove down to Lake Burley Griffin and resisted the temptation to drown myself. Instead, I strolled along the shore, wondering if I was being too self-critical. All great novelists suffer from self-doubt. Goes with the territory. Maybe my doubts were a sign of greatness. Nope: the novel was crap. Journalism had taught me to be a stenographer, not a creative artist.

I circled around the carillon, feeling a strange longing for employment when my mobile buzzed. Probably Anne, wanting to know where I’d gone. I prepared for a bollocking.

I put it to my ear. "Hello? Paul Ryder here."

"Paul, this is Dennis Varchon. I don’t think we’ve met."

We hadn’t. However, I’d heard of him. Varchon was a Queensland property developer who made zillions building canal estates on the Gold Coast and filling them to well-heeled, bronze-complexioned retirees. But the life of a Queensland property developer - bribing politicians, destroying mangrove swamps and building shoddy McMansions - doesn’t nourish the soul. He had Big Ideas and Things to Say. So he’d recently established an internet magazine called Billabong that offered political news, celebrity gossip and cultural reportage. The perfect platform for a pretentious egomaniac.

I’d seen him on television a few times. He had the raw-meat face - half booze, half sun - and golf-cart paunch of a Queensland tycoon. This man throbbed with unfulfilled hungers.

I said: "No, we haven’t."

"You know I publish Billabong?" He had a broad ocker accent, like most good conmen. How long before he called me "maaate"?

"I’ve heard that."

"Well maaate, Alan Casey recommended you for a job."

Alan was an old pal who wrote a political column for Billabong.

I said: "Really? What?"

"To find out what Gary Conrad really did in Afghanistan."

About ten years ago, the Opposition Leader, Gary Conrad, served as a platoon commander in Afghanistan, and even got some metal pinned on his chest for saving a comrade’s life. "I know what he did: served well; won a medal. End of story."

"Alan doesn’t think so. Thinks there’s some dirt. Find it and you’ll put Billabong on the map."

I vaguely recalled hearing an allegation that Conrad misbehaved in Afghanistan and wasn’t a hero, though I couldn’t remember where. "What sort of dirt? Where do I find it?"

"Speak to Alan. This is his baby - he recommended you."

My last bank statement was a horror story. "OK. And what are you paying?"

"Wreck his career and I’ll pay you $50,000 plus expenses; just do some damage and I’ll pay you less, but still be generous."

"What if I don’t find anything?"

"If you do your best, I’ll still make it worth your while - I promise."

I’d spent my whole career working as a serf for media barons, and every one fucked me over. I hated them all and had no reason to think this cyber-mogul was any different. I didn’t want to wear his livery. But my uncle’s money had almost vanished, along with my dream of becoming the second Australian to win a Nobel Prize for Literature.

"OK. I’ll speak to Alan."

"Good on you, maaate. You won’t regret it."

That long rolling "maaate" should have gone off in my head like an alarm bell.
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Old reporters never die, they just end up writing columns. Alan Casey was a case in point. He was a top-notch political reporter for almost 40 years until he got tired of the 24/7 news cycle and swimming in ink-infested waters. So he eased back to write opinion pieces for various magazines including Billabong.

I’m always dubious when people say the present generation is worse than the last. If that is true, how did mankind go from living in caves to watching flat-screen TVs? But it was true of the current crop of federal political reporters. Most were attention-deficient, mobile-addicted, tweet-informed, touch-screen-tapping punks who barely remembered the name of the last PM. Their "well-informed" and "reliable" sources were usually figments of their imaginations. They'd only become good reporters if someone invented a journalism app.

Compared with them, Alan was a giant. He had a huge range of contacts, a big mental map of Canberra’s power structure and an immunity to spin. In his stories, the sources were real and the facts were true, which made them almost unique.

He usually chose his office location on the basis of its menu. Recently, he’d been working out of a Greek restaurant in Civic. A few days after Varchon’s call, we met there for dinner. When I entered, he already sat at a corner table, a half-drunk beer in front of him.

His face bore the hallmarks of our profession: soggy eyes, gin-blossom cheeks and waxy skin. His frayed sports jacket and wrinkled white shirt were about as fashionable as a tooth-brush moustache. To defend himself, he often claimed that bad dressers like him rarely started wars. "Hitler's problem was that he never wore odd socks."

The only part of him not dishevelled was his brain, which contained hundreds of telephone numbers and a crystal clear memory of every story he’d ever written and every bit of gossip he'd heard.

"Hello, Paul. How’s fatherhood?"

I sat down. "Very expensive and very noisy. Which reminds me: Anne wants Tommy baptised and wants you to be his godfather."

"Me? You sure?"

"Yeah. I tried to dissuade her. I told her Tommy already had enough burdens in life. She was adamant."

He smiled. "OK. Pipe me aboard. I won’t provide moral guidance. I have many vices, but I’m not a hypocrite."

"Don’t worry, that won’t be necessary."

"Anyway, what else is happening? Got a job yet?"

The main purpose of our dinner was to discuss Varchon’s assignment, but most conversations with Alan involved a few detours.

I said: "Nope. I’m a pariah in a dying profession. In fact, Anne thinks I should retrain. Says she doesn’t care if I dig ditches."

He giggled. "You wield a shovel? What a joke! You’d kill someone - probably yourself."

"That’s what I said."

"Why not join the public service? I mean, these days, every department’s got a media liaison unit and all the ministers have media advisers. In fact, there are more spin doctors in Canberra than reporters - they roam around in packs, dragging reporters into their cars."

"A press flak? You can’t be serious. I’ve got some self-respect."

"Oh grow up. I’m not asking you to sell out. You get a nice quiet job in an obscure department, pump out press releases that nobody reads and then toddle off home to your adoring family. OK, it’ll be dull, but you’ll be able to pay your bills and be a good dad."

"I’d rather shoot myself."

He frowned. "I really don't know why Anne hangs around. If you don’t lift your game, she’ll leave you and you’ll end up a lonely old bastard like me."

"You hated both your wives."

His bloodshot eyes turned watery. "True, they were total bitches. Yet I’d love to hear one of them screaming at me right now."

I shook my head. "You’ve gone soft. That's very sad."

A rueful smile. "It's the Irish in me - makes me maudlin."

I leaned forward. "Anyway, down to business: I got a call from Dennis Varchon yesterday. Wants me to dig up some dirt on Conrad; said you’ll fill me in."

After draining his beer glass, Alan flagged down a passing waiter and asked for two Mythos beers, before leaning forward. "Yeah, according to a source - a good one - Conrad wasn’t the noble warrior he claims he was."

"He did bad?"

"Yep, very bad."

"What?"

"The details are sketchy. It seems he was out on a patrol that got ambushed. Some troopers got badly wounded. So Conrad took a few of his men over to the closest village where they shot the headman and several of his family in cold blood. Bang. Bang. Bang."

"Shit. You’re kidding? You think he’d do something like that?"

"Why not? You’ve only seen him running around in a suit, cadging for votes. He could easily be a sociopath. And even if he’s not, you send young guys overseas with guns and they're liable to do all sorts of stupid shit."

He was right. Lots of politicians were monsters hiding in plain view. Further, much of what the army did in Afghanistan was shrouded in mystery: the soldiers rarely talked and the public didn’t really want to know.

I said: "How good is your source?"

"Very good."

"Really? Who is he?"

"Can’t say."

"OK. How does he know Conrad did bad? Did he see the shootings? Has he got proof?"

"Of course not. He wasn’t there. But he’s got the name of an eyewitness. So, if you want the real story you’ve got to find the eyewitness."

"Who?"

"Ex-soldier called Ben Wilson. According to my source, he’s still pissed off about what happened. Might be prepared to blow the whistle."

"Might? Or might not?"

"You won’t know until you talk to him."

"OK. And where do I find him?"

Alan frowned. "That's the fly in the ointment. He’s disappeared into thin air. My source doesn’t know where he’s gone."

"No clue at all?"

"Nope. None."

"You’ve looked for him?"

"Yeah, and got nowhere." He sighed and shrugged. "But that doesn’t mean much. I’m too old and tired to run all over the map looking for someone who’s gone missing. I’ve got arthritis, diabetes and a bad hip. My liver could betray me at any moment. If I was a house, they’d bulldoze me." A bloodshot stare. "You, on the other hand, are young enough to chase Wilson and don’t mind getting into trouble."

Actually, I did mind; I just couldn’t avoid it.

I said: "This is your story - don’t you want the credit?"

He waved dismissively. "It’s not a story yet and I’m too old to make it one. I just want to stick my finger, one last time, deep into a politician’s eye and hear him squeal - with your help, of course. That’ll satisfy me. You’ll be the hero; the glory will be yours."

This assignment sounded spooky and dangerous. But I was unemployed, going batty at home and had an unquenchable thirst for fame and glory. Many laughed at my downfall and I desperately wanted to shove a fuck-you scoop down their throats. If that sounds petty and vindictive, the reason is obvious - I can’t package it any better.

Still, I had last minute doubts. "I’m not sure."

He lifted an eyebrow and smiled. "Really? How’s the novel going?"

"Fuck you."

He laughed. "That bad huh?"

"Yeah, it sucks. I thought it would be like writing a big news story in which I faked all the quotes. What an idiot."

"You’ve abandoned it?"

"Yep. But what about Varchon? Surely you don’t trust him."

"Actually, I do: he seems OK."

"You kidding? He’s a Queensland property developer, the lowest form of life outside a swamp. He’s a self-made prick."

"You’re being too harsh. There are good property developers."

"Hah. Name one?"

"Dennis Varchon."

Alan was doing a lousy sales job. I crossed my arms. "Bullshit. If I dig up some dirt, he’ll probably double-cross us. In fact, I’m sure he will. Media barons - even pissy ones like Varchon - are all alike: they know real power comes from not publishing stories."

"True. But if he double-crosses us, we’ll reciprocate."

"Yeah, and get a big white shoe right up the arse."

"He’s not that powerful."

"Compared with us, he’s God Almighty." How could I remove the fear from my voice?

"Stop being negative. Will you do it?"

The rational side of my brain said "no". However, sitting in a comfortable Canberra restaurant stiffened my resolve, and I didn't want to sound weak and whiney. "Yeah, though if things get hairy, I’ll pull out, understand? I’m a family man; I’ve got responsibilities." 

He nodded solemnly. "I understand. No story’s worth dying for."

If I was smart, I’d have wondered why he even mentioned that. However, his comment sailed through to the keeper. "OK then, tell Varchon to put $10,000 into my bank account and I’ll get cracking. I’ll e-mail you my account details."

"Excellent." He smiled. "Now, it’s time to celebrate."

"Why? I haven’t got the story yet."

"We're not celebrating that. This is a very important day."

"Why?"

He shook his head sorrowfully. "You don’t know?"

"No."

"What’s the date?

"Umm, 5 November."

His jiggled his eyebrows.

"Oh, Guy Fawkes Day."

"Correct. On this day, Guy tried to kill a whole parliament full of MPs. It was a glorious idea, poorly executed."

We lifted our glasses. "To Guy."

––––––––
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For the rest of the evening, while we imbibed copious quantities of alcohol, Alan regaled me with political gossip and identified which politicians were going up the greasy pole and which ones down. He’d been rather subdued recently. However, the more he drank, the sharper and happier he got. I had to stay alert or get left behind.

We were the last to leave the restaurant, just after eleven.

On the pavement, Alan said: "Be careful when you're looking for Wilson, OK?"

That warning should have worried me. But the booze had made me brave, strong and stupid. "I will. But tell me this: if I find out Conrad shot some innocent Afghan civilians, will voters really care?"

"Not on moral grounds. However, they won’t want a PM who might get charged with war crimes at the Hague. Looks bad, don’t you know."

"Suppose you’re right."

––––––––
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I caught a taxi home and crawled into bed, still wearing my shirt and tie. If I woke Anne, she was careful not to let on.

I resisted the temptation to grope her. Instead, I fell asleep and dreamed that I was navigating a pedal boat, of all things, across Lake Burley Griffin. It was a misty morning. I passed under the bridge and entered a fog bank with a mystic glow. The shoreline disappeared. The pedals squeaked and the paddles slapped the water.

A rolled-up newspaper lay on the plastic seat beside me. Without thinking, I threw it far out across the lake and watched it twirl end over end. A scaled arm shot out of the water, snatched it and stayed aloft for several seconds, shedding glittering beads of water as Wagnerian music reached a crescendo. Da, dumm, dumm; da, dumm, dumm. The arm subsided back into the lake, taking the paper with it.

A huge battleship burst out of the fog, smashed into my little pedal boat and threw me into the water. An invisible giant hand dragged me down into the icy depths.

I woke freezing and found I’d kicked off the doona.

Anne was pressed up against my back, an arm dangling in front of my eyes. She muttered sleepily. "Woz happ’ning? You OK?"

"Yeah, yeah. I’m fine, fine."

"Really? You yelled: 'Abandon ship'".

"Did I? I dreamed I got rammed by a battleship on Lake Burley Griffin."

"A battleship?"

"Yeah."

"On the lake?"

"Yeah."

"How much did you drink?"

"Not much."

"Bullshit. You stink of booze. Get some sleep. Tommy’ll be awake soon."

When I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, I couldn’t shake the image of the scaled arm. Eventually, I drifted off.

Someone more sensitive than me would have seen the dream as an omen. However, the next morning, I woke and tried to remember the name on the bow of the battleship. I thought it said "Bismarck", but couldn't be sure.
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Despite being unemployed, I was still a keen observer of the federal political scene, although now from several rows further back.

The last few years had been tough for the Government. Scandals had forced several ministers to resign and one even managed to get murdered. But its fortunes really headed south when several Hungarian banks collapsed, sending shockwaves through the world’s financial system. Wall Street tottered. Credit dried up. Consumers panicked. Soon there was a savage global recession. In Australia, unemployment, inflation and interest rates spiked while the Government’s popularity plummeted.

The nation desperately needed a decisive and inspiring Prime Minister. Instead, it had Brian Trenton, dull, well-meaning and ... well ... that’s all. He spoke in technocratic jargon that froze the brains of the few voters who tried to tune in.

The Opposition Leader, Gary Conrad, was the exact opposite. He’d entered parliament at the last election armed to the teeth with ambition, looks and a heroic backstory. Some politicians have brains and some have balls. He was one of the few blessed with both.

He immediately became the shadow spokesman for defence and started sound-biting the Government. However, though he was obviously a rising star, most pundits thought it would be several years before he became a legitimate leadership contender. They were wrong. After the Opposition lost two leaders in quick succession - one had a fatal heart attack and the other was caught in a gay bath-house - Conrad outflanked his rivals and seizing the top job.

He assumed control of what political reporters love to call a "divided party", and used a deft combination of threats and persuasion to unite it and push it to the political right. He promised to shrink the government - except for the military - lower taxes, slash red tape and restore the traditional values of "honesty" and "duty" that the nation had lost but he, apparently, had kept hidden away in a safe place. All schoolchildren would have to say morning prayers, raise the flag and sing the national anthem. He seemed to want to turn the whole country into a boot camp.

While the Government slid in the polls, the PM had delayed calling an election. However, under the Constitution, time was running out. Soon he would have to break from cover and, when he did, Conrad would pick him off.

––––––––
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The day after my dinner with Alan, I saw that Conrad was scheduled to be interviewed on the ABC’s HardTalk program. I made an enormous effort to stay awake until nine o’clock when the opening credits rolled. Behind them, the compere, Philip McGrath, and Conrad sat facing each other in a studio.

McGrath, who had plush silver hair and a billboard forehead, looked like he pissed cologne. He’d certainly changed a lot since he worked in the Canberra Press Gallery. Back then, I once saw him lying in his own vomit on the floor of a nightclub, loudly demanding that a female colleague sit on his face. I judged he was just smart enough to string a few sentences together, and not smart enough to see his limitations. In other words, he was perfect for TV.

He introduced Conrad and the camera closed up on the Opposition leader. Despite some gray hair around his temples and a hint of middle-age spread, Conrad still looked like he could lead a patrol into enemy territory. He made other politicians look like photocopies.

McGrath asked him what he thought about the Government’s handling of the economy.

The interviewee leaned forward. "This Government did nothing to prepare us for the global recession. Instead of creating a vibrant, resilient economy, it stifled business with high taxes and red-tape. It is vital that we unshackle business, particularly small business, and rekindle our competitive ardour, because one thing is certain: in today’s world, there are no free lunches."

I’d begun to suspect that Opposition leaders went to a secret school to learn these slogans: the signs were getting hard to ignore.

As usual, McGrath read his next question from a pad on his lap. "Umm, in the light of your considerable military experience, what do you think of the Government’s defence policies?"

What a piss-weak question. I wanted to tear the TV off its wall mountings and throw it out the window.

Conrad’s big white teeth shone in the studio lights. "Appalling. If I discovered one thing in Afghanistan it’s that, with the right leadership and equipment, Australian troops can do almost anything - they’re the best in the world."

"They’re not getting enough support?"

"Definitely not. This government has created a huge defence bureaucracy that specializes in waste and mismanagement. That must stop. We need more soldiers with better equipment and fewer bureaucrats. That’s what a Conrad government would provide."

"The Government wants all of our troops out of Afghanistan within six months. What’s your position?"

"We must stay. The coalition forces are very close to victory. Leaving now would be a disaster. The only winners would be the terrorists."

Another glance down. "The Government's policy of turning back asylum-seeker boats has reduced the number of boats arriving in Australia. Do you support that policy?"

Since the arrival of the First Fleet, Australians have feared that hordes of Asians would sweep south and steal the land they stole from the Aborigines. A recent upsurge in the number of asylum-seeker boat arrivals had revived that age-old fear. They were third-world riff-raff who would laze around on welfare benefits, boost the crime rate, tint the gene-pool and encourage their brethren to sail south to grab a slice of the good life.   

To counter-act the upsurge in arrivals, the Government had adopted a policy of intercepting asylum-seeker boats on the high seas and sending them back to Indonesia. That had significantly reduced the number of arrivals and the ability of the Opposition to attack the Government's border protection strategy.

Conrad frowned. "It's true that the Government's policy of turning back boats has reduced the number of arrivals. Indeed, the Opposition strongly supports that policy. However, some boats are still getting through because this Government has not devoted enough resources to border protection. If elected, I would significantly boost the size of our border protection force to make sure there are no boat arrivals."

"You promise to reduce the number of arrivals to nil?"

"Yes. We just have to devote adequate resources to the task."

God, this was boring. My long spell on the sideline had reduced my ability to digest political waffle. It seemed so dull and fake. I was obviously starting to think like a normal voter. How strange. My thoughts congealed like gluggy rice and I tumbled into a zen-like trance.

Eventually, the words "... my final question ..." tickled my ear. I desperately tried to focus.

McGrath said: "So tell me, if you become Prime Minister, do you think your military training will help you do the job?"

Even Conrad looked a little embarrassed at getting such an easy full-toss. "I hope so. As a soldier, I learnt discipline, responsibility and teamwork. I think they’re important skills for a PM." He smiled. "And, of course, I also learnt to sleep with one eye open and watch my back - also important skills."

McGrath grinned. "Yes, very important."

Suck-arse. I groaned into a cushion and fell asleep.
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Two days later, the notation "$10,000" miraculously appeared in my bank account. I promptly made a couple of overdue mortgage payments and took Anne out to dinner. I didn't want to tell her that I was now working for Varchon and had signed up for a wild goose chase, so I claimed I still had a little inheritance money left.

The next morning, I set up my laptop in the kitchen and for once had a valid excuse to surf the net. First, I looked for information about Conrad and his two tours as a platoon commander in Afghanistan. Despite his recent prominence, there wasn’t much. The commando regiment liked to preserve its hush hush aura and Conrad had been fairly reticent about his military exploits. I only learnt that he spent most of his time in Helmand province conducting reconnaissance missions and training Afghan Government forces. He was involved in several skirmishes with the Taliban and got his medal for crossing open ground, under fire, to rescue a comrade who’d stepped on a mine.

Next, I looked for information about the alleged eyewitness to the massacre, Ben Wilson. Of course, I found plenty of "Ben Wilsons" - too many - but none who served as a commando in Afghanistan.

I sat back and tried to think strategically. My only lead was that Wilson once served in the military. That meant the Departments of Defence and Veterans’ Affairs must have files on him which included a last known address. How to get a peek?

Somehow, I had to find a computer hacker who was bright, trustworthy and would work for almost nothing. Unfortunately, computer hackers were as foreign to me as professional hit-men. But I’d read in a magazine that the great hackers had expended all their genius by the time their voices broke. Maybe I could employ a schoolkid to guide me through the badlands of the internet.

My only real contact with that age group was my 16-year-old daughter, Rebecca, who now lived in Paris with my ex-wife Jane and her new husband, Henry Diplock. They were there because Henry had been appointed Ambassador to France. He was a nice guy and both women loved living at the Paris Embassy. Indeed, as it turned out, Jane and Rebecca were very lucky that Jane caught me shagging her best friend and divorced me.

Before Rebecca left Canberra, she hung around with a scrofulous weed called Angus who, I’m sure, had horny designs and got nowhere. In fact, I sometimes pitied the zit-spattered little no-hoper.

Anyway, I now recalled that Angus had boasted, in his typically mindless way, that he had a school-mate who could hack into any computer.

Just the sort of guy I needed.

That evening, I e-mailed Rebecca to ask if she was still in contact with Angus and had his phone number. She replied that she was and provided it. She also asked if she could have a new camera for her birthday
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