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After self-sabotaging my career in political journalism, I refused to seek employment in the belly of a corporate beast. I instead spent several years ghost-writing the memoirs of sports stars who wanted to commercialise their life stories before their god-like bodies shrivelled and their fame evaporated. I polished up their images and gave their lives a dramatic arc. If I found any skeletons in their closets, I looked the other way. My name was not on the front cover. I was not paid to write an expose. Then I was commissioned to ghostwrite the memoir of a cricket fast bowler who killed a batsman with a vicious delivery. He proved to be nasty and unrepentant. My conscience emerged from hiding and forced me to abandon the project.

My literary agent, Sue Prideaux, and the publisher were furious. I was a literary hack for God’s sakes, not a dyspeptic moralist. Sue stopped feeding me work and my career as a ghost-writer crashed and burned. I proved, once again, that I did not fail in increments. There was no glide path to destruction. I hit the ground wheels up and nose first.

I spent a year at home looking after my son and pretending to prepare for the next big chapter of my life. I did not expect to hear from Sue again. Then my mobile buzzed and I saw she was calling. Joy flowed up my arm and through my body. “Umm, hello, Sue, I didn’t expect to hear from you again.”’

An edgy tone. “I didn’t expect to call you again. But time heals all wounds, I guess. And, to be frank, I haven’t found a good replacement. The guy who took over the Stafford book was hopeless. Made the most notorious man in cricket sound like a mild-mannered cleric. It stunk up bookshops across the nation.”

Schadenfreude beats any drug. “That’s too bad.”

“You’d have done much better. You’re a first-rate writer of third-rate books.” 

“Ah, thanks. How can I help?”

“I’ve found another ghost-writing gig for you. I’ll flick it to you if you promise to behave. No more stunts.”

“That wasn’t a st ... OK, OK, I’ll behave myself. I’ve learned my lesson.”

“Are you sure?”

Of course not. I knew almost nothing about myself. “Yes.”

“Good. I’ll get you the job.”

I suppressed a rebel yell. “Great. Who are we talking about?”

“You’ll be writing the autobiography of Hans Taggart.”

Taggart was a brilliant batsman in his mid-twenties who had already scored a mountain of runs in both Test cricket and 20-over biffo. On television, he seemed plain and wholesome. I bet he had no skeletons in his closet. But, if he did, I would not disturb them. I needed this job.

Though the financial side of the job was irrelevant - I just wanted to start ghost-writing again - I did not want to look desperate. “How much will the publisher pay?”

“A $15,000 advance and 5 percent of the gross royalties.”

A derisory amount. “Great. Beam me aboard. Thank you for giving me another chance.”

“Just remember, it’s your last one.”

––––––––
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Several days later, I drove down to Sydney, checked into a small hotel in the posh suburb of Potts Point and walked around to the apartment building where Hans Taggart lived on the tenth floor. He buzzed me into the lobby and was standing outside his apartment when I stepped from the lift. Twenty-five-year-old sports stars usually look fit and handsome unless they play darts. Hans had a special sheen.

We shook hands and I followed him into a huge living room with a view that stretched from the iconic bridge to the harbour mouth. Ships, ferries and yachts dodged and weaved around each other according to nautical norms.

A tall man with fleshy features, wearing a polo shirt, khaki slacks and sockless loafers, sat on the couch. Sue Prideaux mentioned that Hans’ manager, Dirk Arnott, would appear at my first meeting with Hans. This must be him.

Most sports managers were interfering and demanding. I bet Arnott wanted to look me over and lay down some ground rules. My dislike was already gathering steam.

He rose from the couch and gave me an aggressive handshake. “Hi, I’m Dirk Arnott, Hans’ manager.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

“Pleasure. I decided to get a ghost-writer to write a book about Hans’ life. I want to create a strong connection with his fans and build his brand; I want your book to do that.” 

“Of course, it will.”

“It won’t say anything embarrassing?”

“Of course not. Hans has to approve every word that’s published. It’s his book. I assume he’ll consult you.”

“Excellent. Then, you’d better get started. You can only interview him for three days. Then he has to fly to Melbourne for a T20 game.”

“OK.”

“I hope you won’t mind if I hang around here for a while to make sure you and Hans, umm, get off on the right foot.”

Though I did object, I could not stop him. “Of course not.”

I already knew that the tragedy of Han’s childhood was the death of his father, a professional cricketer - a batsman - who played several times for Australia before dying in a car accident in his early thirties. He left behind a wife and two children: Hans, aged six, and Bertha aged four.

I watched his father bat several times on television. A good but not great player. What I remembered most was that he was ‘a walker’ - one of those rare batsmen who, when he thought he was out, walked off the pitch without waiting for the umpire’s verdict. I never adopted that practice during my inglorious career in club cricket. However, in my defence, when I escaped justice, it was rarely for long.

I put my smartphone on the coffee table between us and hit the record button. I said: “I suppose we should start with your father. Did you ever play cricket with him?”

“Of course. We played in the backyard all the time. He bowled and I batted. Those are my favourite memories of him.”

“Is he the reason you became a professional cricketer?”

“Of course. I won’t hide that. I guess I wanted to win his approval even though he was dead. Funny, huh?”

I felt a frisson of excitement. His attempt to appease the ghost of his father would provide his memoir with a backbone. I just had to handle that psychodrama with tact and discretion. Surely, I could manage that.

I mentioned that I saw his father bat when I was young and remembered him being a walker. “That impressed me a lot.”

A broad smile. “I’m glad someone remembers that. I wish I could do the same thing. But there’s no point these days: the technology always knows when you’re out and I’d just piss off my teammates.”

After extracting as many memories of his father as I could, I got him to describe growing up with a widowed mother and a younger sister. His mother supported his passion for cricket and he scored a mountain of runs while still in high school.

While we talked, his manager sometimes interjected to correct a fact or drag the spotlight onto himself. He was incredibly easy to dislike. After an hour, he glanced at his watch. “I’ve got an important meeting, I’m afraid. I’ve got to go.” He gave me a stern look. “Remember, you’ve only got three days.”

“Of course.”

He left and I turned back to Hans. “He’s been your manager for a long time?”

“Yeah, since I was about 17. He’s been like a second father, I guess. I trust him a lot.”

I spent the rest of that day and the next two listening to Hans tell the story of his life and career in cricket. He was a pleasant and down-to-earth guy with no political or intellectual interests whatsoever. However, to my surprise, he was steeped in the history of cricket and preferred playing five-day Test matches to limited-over games. “I know I sound old-fashioned, but Test matches have a lot more drama than other types of cricket. It’s too bad that Test cricket is dying.”

At mid-day on the first day, he offered to give me a protein drink for lunch.

I frowned. “My body needs a constant supply of hamburgers to function properly. Where can I get one?”

A smile. “The café around the corner makes a good one.”

He gave me a key to his apartment, so I could let myself back in, and I strolled around to a cafe which made hamburgers that deserved to be eaten off fine bone China with a knife and fork. Twenty minutes of heaven.

I returned for the same meal on the second and third days. On the third day, I keyed myself back into the apartment and heard intense voices in the living room. Hans and Dirk Arnott. Gentlemen do not eavesdrop on other people’s conversations. I was not even close to qualifying.

Arnott said: “I just spoke to Bunny O’Ryan, the gambler I told you about. He’s placed a big bet that you’ll be dismissed for nil against the Melbourne Scorpions next week. If you are, he’ll make a fortune and pay us $400,000. You’ll get 300 grand and I’ll get 100.”

“I don’t care - I won’t do it.”

“You’ve got to. I promised him you would. That’s why he placed the bet.”

“You had no right to do that. I’m not interested.”

“It’s too late. I made the commitment.”

“Not my problem.”

“Come on - do this for me, please. It’ll be easy. You’ve just got to miss a ball and get bowled. Nobody will suspect anything.”

“I won’t. It’s crooked.”

“Are you kidding? Lots of cricketers help punters win specialty bets. I’m sure half your team-mates help them.”

“You can’t prove that.”

“Bunny O’Ryan says they do.”

“He’s a crook.”

A begging tone. “Look, you’ve got to do this. I promised him you would.”

“That’s your problem, not mine.”

I was tempted to burst into the living room and tell Dirk Arnott to back off. His dodgy scheme threatened Hans’ career. However, if I did, I would probably get sacked and Sue Prideaux would never, ever, send me another job. In any event, Hans had already refused to get involved. He had integrity, like his father. Not much more I could do. I would ghost his book, get paid and move on to the next job. 

I slipped out into the foyer, noisily re-entered the apartment and coughed to signal my presence. I clumped up the hallway and found the two men waiting for me with guilty expressions.

Hans said: “Hi.”

Arnott frowned at Hans. “I’ll talk to you later.” He strode from the apartment with his eyes averted.

I looked at Hans. “You OK?”

An involuntary sigh. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, why do you ask?”

“You look a bit tense.”

“Oh, we had a little spat about nothing.”

I considered telling him to keep his nose clean, but a voice in my head that sounded a lot like Sue Prideaux told me to shut up. I sat down. “OK, let’s keep going. You said you were nervous during your first Test match ...”

He dropped onto the couch opposite, still looking distracted. “Yeah, just before I went out to bat, I was shaking like a leaf ...”
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When I reached my hotel room that evening, I turned on my laptop and searched for information about a gambler called ‘Bunny O’Ryan’. I soon discovered he was a shady character who went to prison for cocaine trafficking and causing grievous bodily harm before becoming a huge sports gambler. Various sporting bodies and journalists had accused him of bribing sportspeople - including tennis players, golfers, footballers and cricketers - to win bets. After he was recently spotted inside a hotel where the Australian cricket team was staying, the Australian Cricket Board warned its players to steer clear of him. However, despite his notorious reputation, he had avoided criminal prosecution for match-fixing. O’Ryan would be deeply unhappy when Hans scored runs in Melbourne. I hoped he took out his anger on Dirk Arnott rather than Hans.

I lived in Canberra with my partner, Anne, and our seven-year-old son, Tommy. I drove home early the next morning. When I arrived, Tommy, who was mad keen on cricket, wanted to know if he could meet Hans sometime. I had to tell him that I was unlikely as I would probably not meet Hans again.

The next morning, while Anne was at work and Tommy at school, I turned on my computer and started ghosting Hans’s autobiography. I had, since the start of summer, picked up Tommy after school and taken him home to play cricket in the driveway that ran down the side of the house. That was what I did that afternoon. I bowled a tennis ball and Tommy batted in front of a rubbish bin that represented the stumps. He wielded his undersized bat with ruthless efficiency. Each delivery I bowled was just an invitation to the stroke he played. The pint-sized terror particularly enjoyed off-driving the tennis ball into the side fence. 

After a week of brutal treatment, I decided to bowl a surprise ball. The only one left in my arsenal was the diabolical ‘googly.’ I rarely bowled that delivery well. But, when I sent one floating towards Tommy, something strange happened. At some point, the ball seemed to develop awareness and fully grasp its mission. It landed perfectly, spun the ‘wrong’ way, slipped past Tommy’s bat and smacked into the bin. I did not care about the tender age of my victim or our blood ties. Concentrated joy pumped through my veins. I was a sorcerer, a magician - no, the devil incarnate. That ball would have sent Bradman trudging back to the pavilion. I did a war dance and fist pump. The rustle of the breeze became the roar of a crowd. 

Tommy looked worried. “Dad, are you alright?”

“Of course. Why?”

“You’re acting a bit strange.”

It was, I admit, a bit weird for a fully-grown man to get excited about bowling his seven-year-old son on a driveway cricket pitch. But, at my age, I had to take my victories where I could. He would understand that, one day.

“Don’t worry, I’ll calm down.”

“Good. That was a googly, right?”

“Sure was.”

“Wow.”

It was just after 6 p.m. The light had softened and the carolling of birds had replaced the whine of lawnmowers, leaf blowers and hedge trimmers. A motor vehicle stopped just behind me. I turned around. My partner, Anne, had just arrived home from work. She was one of four principals at a successful law firm in Civic. After I self-sabotaged my careers in political journalism and then ghost-writing, she became the only breadwinner and I looked after Tommy. In other words, I became the sort of man I once smirked about.

She climbed out of her car and frowned. She always looked a little scary when she arrived home still wearing her work-face. “You boys having a good time?”

Tommy said: “Mum, Dad bowled me with a googly.”

Anne, who knew her cricket, looked at me. “I didn’t know you could bowl a googly. Who taught you how to bowl one?”

A modest shrug. “Oh, I met the Devil at a crossroad one night. He showed me, by the light of a full moon, how to bowl it. A fantastic coach.”

“Oh, really? What did you give the Devil in return?”

“My soul, of course.”

“Hah, hah. Who really taught you to bowl it?”

I shrugged. “I can’t remember, exactly. The trick has been handed down in my family from generation to generation.”

“Knowing your family, I’m not surprised.”

“I resent that.”

“You complain about them a lot more than me.”

“I know, but they’re my family: I’m allowed to criticise them.”

“OK, OK, let’s go inside. There’s something I want to talk about.”

Tommy trailed after us. “Dad, will you show me how to bowl a googly?”

“I will when your hand is big enough.”

“When’ll that be?”

“In a couple of years. You’ll also have to swear a sacred oath to keep my lessons top secret.”

“I will,” he said glibly. 

We followed Anne inside. Tommy shot off to his room and I asked what she wanted to talk about.

She dumped her leather bag onto the kitchen table. “When will you finish the book you’re writing for Hans Taggart?”

Was this a trap? “Oh, in a week or two.”

“Is it urgent?”

“No, I’ve got plenty of time to finish it - maybe a month or two.”

“Good, because I can offer you some work, if you want.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I need help with one of my matters.”

“Which one?”

“The Public Trustee & Guardian has employed me to administer the estate of a woman called Sheila Curtis who died a couple of months ago at the age of 91. The estate is worth about $9 million.”

“Wow. How can I help?”

“She died intestate. You know what that means, don’t you?”

“Of course. She died without a Will, right?”

“Correct. So, the whole estate will go to the closest living relative who is no further out than a great-niece or great-nephew. If there is nobody in that class, the inheritance becomes bona vacantia - ownerless property - and goes to the Crown.”

“Have you identified the closest living relative?”

“Yes. I hired a genealogist to search through the public archives. He didn’t find much. Sheila was an only child who never married and had no kids. Her closest living relative is a great-nephew called Felix Martin. So far as I can tell, he had nothing to do with Sheila.”

“Yet, he’s going to inherit her whole estate - all $9 million?”

“Yes.”

“That sounds stupid.”

“Why?”

“He did nothing for the old girl.”

“True, but most people don’t deserve an inheritance. It just lands in their laps. This one might as well go to Felix.”

Her vehemence did not surprise me. Her parents were farmers who left their farm to her two brothers.

I said: “I guess you’re right. So, what’s the problem?”

“I can’t find Felix. According to the genealogist, he’s 46 and owns a house in Warrabargo. He was married about 20 years ago and got divorced about 10 years ago. No sign he remarried. That’s all we know. We don’t even know where he works.”

“How can I help?”

“I want you to find him and tell him about his good fortune.”

“Why me?”

“I hired a private investigator - an ex-cop - to look for him. The gumshoe visited his house on three
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