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CHAPTER 1
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Andy Stafford’s cricket career soared like a rocket and nearly scraped the sun before crashing to earth. It traced an almost mythic arc. I would describe him as a tragic hero if he had any heroic qualities. He had none.

He was born on a wheat farm in the far west of New South Wales and started playing local cricket at an early age. By the time he was sixteen, word had reached Sydney that a young fast bowler in the country was terrorising batsmen with his explosive pace. Within a few years, he moved to Sydney and started playing interstate cricket. A few years later, he forced his way into the Test team.

He had every quality that a fast bowler needs: tremendous stamina, good control and pace that often nudged 160 kilometres an hour. He also had the mean streak that all great fast bowlers possess. He liked to soften up batsmen with a barrage of short-pitched bowling that often left them battered and bruised. Many batsmen surrendered their wickets rather than face his hostile bowling.

For several years, he cut a swathe through the best batsmen in the world. Then, in his twentieth Test match at the Lords Oval in London, one of his thunderbolts hit an English batsman on his helmet and knocked him out. While he looked on, like a victorious warrior standing over a vanquished foe, the batsman was loaded into an ambulance and carted off to a hospital. The batsman suffered a brain aneurism en route and was dead on arrival.

His death caused an uproar and Stafford was quickly cast as the villain. He was accused of deliberately trying to harm the batsman and showing no sympathy after the batsman collapsed at the wicket. There was speculation that he would be charged with assault or worse.

His surly personality had already alienated most cricket administrators and fans, and left him with no reservoir of goodwill upon which to draw. His attempts to defend himself fell on deaf ears and the administrators announced, against his will, that he was going to “step back” from cricket to “reflect and recuperate”. At the age of 26, he returned to his family’s wheat farm in the far west of New South Wales. That was a year ago. Since then, a deafening silence. Newspapers reported various rumours. One was that he suffered from deep depression and had tried to commit suicide; another was that he suffered a crippling injury when his tractor overturned and would never play cricket again. But nobody knew the truth. The few intrepid reporters who ventured out to the farm, hunting for a story, were turned away.

After Big Media kneecapped my career in political journalism, I started ghost-writing the memoirs of sports stars and media celebrities with stunted language skills. Stafford agreed to let a major book publisher publish his autobiography, but the publisher needed a product. My literary agent, Sue Prideaux, persuaded the publisher to give me the ghost-writing commission. When she phoned and broke the good news, I trembled like a batsman facing Stafford in full cry. A book in which he finally broke his silence would be a bestseller. I would soon get a buzz from accessing my bank account. A title popped into my mind: “Bouncing Back!”.

I said: “Beam me aboard. Why does he want to talk now?”

“He, or at least his agent, hopes the book will humanise him. That will put pressure on cricket administrators to let him resume playing and will help him win advertising contracts. He’s not exactly a squeaky-clean brand ambassador right now.”

Ghost-writing tales of redemption was one of my specialities. “Does he still live on the family farm near Cobar?”

“Yes. You’ll have to drive out there and talk to him.”

It would take me about six hours to reach the farm. That was fine. It would be nice to escape Canberra and my family duties for a while. “OK.”

Sue gave me Stafford’s mobile number. I phoned him up and organised to meet him at the farm in a few days’ time.

When I reached it, I saw that he and his parents lived in a plain red-brick house on the crest of a low hill. The current drought, which had extended its brown fingers into every corner of the state, had hit their farm particularly hard. No crops had been planted for two seasons and scrawny sheep waited to be hand-fed. The once-bubbling creek behind the property was now a prehistoric wrinkle.

Stafford introduced me to his parents when I arrived. His father was a tall, spare man who inherited the farm from his father and still worked from dawn to dusk. His mother was a stocky woman who worked just as hard. I hate to say they were as hard as the land that bred them, but they were.

They only became animated when complaining about the treatment their son received from the cricketing world. The rest of the time, they hovered in the background, sombre and suspicious. 

Stafford was cut from the same cloth. He had gone from being a sullen farmer to a sullen sports star and back again. It was easy to see where his hard-bitten approach to cricket came from. He had kept himself super-fit during his exile from cricket and looked ready, at a moment’s notice, to terrorise batsmen with his thunderbolts.

His parents allocated me a small and dusty bedroom at the back of the house. I then spent three days, sitting at the dinner table with their son, interrogating him about his life. He was a man of few words because, I soon discovered, he had little to say. If he displayed any self-knowledge in his autobiography, it would come from me.

He only really opened up emotionally while talking about his older brother, who died a few years before, when his car rolled near the farm after a night of drinking in town. His lingering grief was obviously sincere.

He was less convincing when talking about the death of the English batsman. I sensed that he was reciting someone else’s lines. Whose? His agent’s? He twisted his fingers together and said: “A lot of people claim I loved hurting batsmen and got a big buzz when I hit the Pommie batsman on the head. Not true. I was very upset when he went down. The problem is that I’m no good at expressing my emotions. I freeze up. I only realised that after the Pommie died. My agent sent me to see a shrink. The shrink said that, because I’m a sensitive guy, I push away painful emotions instead of dealing with them.”

“I understand. So, you regret killing Mike Taggart?”

“Yeah, of course. I’m not the nasty jerk the media says I am. I still have nightmares about what happened. There was a time when I even got a bit, well, suicidal.”

He was definitely over-egging the pudding. “You thought about taking your own life?”

“Yeah. Then I spoke to a local priest and he talked me out of it. Said it would be a stupid thing to do. I’d hurt everyone who loved me.”

“But, despite the pain you went through, you still want to return to cricket?”

“Of course. I love the game. It’s my life. If I’m allowed to play again, I’ll approach it differently: I won’t try to hurt batsmen and I’ll express my feelings better.”

His tale of repentance and enlightenment did not convince me. The madly combative fast bowler was hiding in the shadows. But I didn’t care. I wasn’t there to write a hatchet job. I was ghosting his autobiography. This would be his book, not mine. I would hand it over at the tradesman’s entrance and scamper off. What happened after that was not my concern. 

“Thanks,” I said and turned off my tape recorder.

“You think you’ve got enough?”

“Yep.”

“Good. Jesus, I didn’t know making a book would be so hard. I’ve never talked so much in my life.” He stood and resumed his disconcerting habit of doing stretching exercises while talking. “My agent reckons the Cricket Board will let me play again pretty soon. I know lots of fans hate me. But he says I put bums on seats. That’s all that matters. I might not even need this book to get a recall.”

I agreed with him. Stafford gave Test cricket a gladiatorial appeal. After he was forced into exile, its popularity declined dramatically. “I think your agent is right.”

“Good.” He stared through dusty Venetian blinds at a bleached paddock. The sun was crash-landing on the horizon. After about ten seconds, he turned back and looked almost pensive. “You know what I miss the most about playing cricket?”

“Umm, the camaraderie?”

“Nah. Most of my teammates hated me and I hated them. I admit that. I don’t reckon that’ll change.”

“Then what do you miss the most?”

A devilish smile. “I miss watching batsmen shit their pants when I run in to bowl. I can’t wait to see that again.”

I hid my surprise. “You mean, you will try to hurt them again?”

“Hah. Of course, I will. That’s the only way to teach them respect. If I don’t, they’ll get onto the front foot and smack me around the park.”

“You just told me you won’t try to hurt batsmen.”

“Yeah, but I only said that for the book.”

“But you might kill another one.”

A long and suspicious stare. “We’re talking off the record, right?”

“Of course. I’m writing your book. You have to approve of every word in it.”

“Good.” A wolfish smile and a sinister chuckle. “To be honest, I don’t care if I kill another batsman. Nobody forces them to face me. It’s their decision. Not my fault if they end up like that bloody Pom.”
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When Bill Loder told me, over a beer, that he planned to get married, I was shocked. Bill was the federal political reporter for Action Nightly News. You’ve probably seen him on television at some time, standing in front of Federal Parliament wearing a bespoke overcoat, live-crossing about the latest political scandal. ‘Front-end’ Loder was the most handsome man in Canberra - he looked a lot like the Bondi Vet - and the greatest womaniser in the history of the Press Gallery. Women went through his life like planes transiting at a major airport. It never crossed my mind that he would marry one day. His announcement filled me with existential dread. If he had stumbled into the elephant trap of matrimony, I had no hope.

After absorbing the shock, I asked Bill if he was ready for marriage.

“Yeah, definitely. I thought, for a long time, that I got more out of relationships than the women. Untrue. They didn’t take me seriously. I was just a stop-gap while they looked around for a long-term partner. I was being used.”

He had a point. One of the planes - sorry, women - who transited through his life once told me that she appreciated the superficiality of their relationship. Bill was like a male escort who worked for free. 

So what? I’d have loved the role. “There’s nothing wrong with short-term relationships.”

“Yes, there is. I know it sounds trite, but I want one that nourishes my soul. It’s time for me to settle down.”

He’d lost his marbles. “Don't do it.”

“Why not?”

“Because, every day, I sit in a tiny prison cell looking out at the world through iron bars and love knowing that at least one man is out there roaming free.”

“I’m sick of freedom. It’s bloody tiresome.”

What the hell had gone wrong with him? Maybe he thought that, after years of indiscriminate rutting, he could spice up his sex life with monogamy. If so, he was delusional.

The wedding ceremony was held in a sandstone Anglican Church on a sunny Saturday afternoon. Bill wore a hatched Zegna suit and looked like a super-spy at a polo match. His bride, Iseult, looked radiant in a light-yellow dress that Anne drooled over and I lack the vocabulary to describe.

The wedding reception was held in the main conference room of a large Canberra hotel. A long bridal table paralleled the far wall. About 300 politicians, lobbyists and political journalists, and a sprinkling of relatives and friends, sat at 25 circular tables.

During my 20 years on the Canberra Press Gallery, I started as an insider and ended up as an outcast. My greatest sin was to break big stories about bad politicians. Newspaper bosses and my fellow journalists hated me for doing that. They regarded the performance of real journalism as a serious criminal offence. It spoiled the cosy arrangements they had with politicians and the political Punch and Judy shows they staged for the masses. I kept getting sacked until nobody would employ me. When I finally tried to kiss arse, it was too late. The best arses were taken and the rest not worth the trouble. I now ghost-wrote memoirs for sports stars and celebrities and engaged in citizen journalism when the right story came along. My reputation for breaking big political stories, without fear or favour, often persuaded leakers to whisper scandal into my ear. In other words, I was still a minor inflammation on the flabby arse of journalism.

Many journalists stared at me as Anne and I cruised towards our table. Several looked annoyed. They resented me hanging around the Canberra political scene and dabbling in journalism. They thought that real journalists worked for major news organisations, had prominent politicians on speed-dial, defended the powerful and held the poor to account. Their idea of in-depth research was to google for stories that other google-researchers had written. Needless to say, I welcomed their contempt.

I sat between Anne and Rick Begonia, the Chief of Staff of the Sydney Morning Herald bureau. I’d known Rick for a long time and had always enjoyed his acerbic comments about politicians and journalists, even though they came from the heart of the politico-media complex. His candour was quite disarming.

The internet had destroyed many newspapers and turned the rest into pamphlets. Jobs were scarce. Rick was one of the few people on the Press Gallery who could offer me one. After we’d chatted for a while about the current political scene, I delicately approached the topic. “Listen, mate, will you give me a job?”

An instantaneous reply. “Fuck no.”

“Why not?”

“Your past behaviour, of course.”

“I’ve changed. I’ve calmed down.”

“Really? You remind me of a dog I once had. It kept peeing on the carpet and I wanted to get rid of it. My wife persuaded me to give it another chance. I sent it to obedience school. Then the dog came home. Guess what?”

God, this was tiresome. “It peed on the carpet?”

“Yep. Didn’t learn a thing.”

“You’re saying that I’m like that dog?”

“Yeah. You’ll pee on the carpet first chance you get.”

I was not surprised that he used such a crap metaphor. His newspaper articles were littered with them. “How charming. You mean, you won’t offer me a job?”

“Correct. Anyway, if I gave you one, I’ll get fired on the spot.”

The thud I heard was another sod landing on the coffin of my career. “At least you’d have done the right thing.”

“Don’t make me laugh.”

I grew angry. “So, what happened to the dog?”

A frown. “That’s not important.”

“You mean, you had it put down?”

“Umm, nobody else would take it.”

“You know, there’s only one hero in your whole fucking story.”

“Who?”

“The dog.”

“Get fucked.” He turned and resumed talking to his wife.

Anne said: “What were you talking to Rick about?”

“I was cadging for a job.”

“Good. What did he say?”

“He was afraid I would piss on his carpet.”

“That was bloody rude.”

The main course was edible and no more. As the waiters carted away the dirty plates, the best man began his speech. Bruce Taggart was the number-two political reporter on Action Nightly News. He was less handsome than Bill and a better reporter. He made a lot of jokes about Bill’s amorous past and read out fake emails from famous women like Angela Jolie, Nicole Kidman and Charlize Theron who all thanked Bill for their one-night stands and wished he had married them. Bruce also warned Iseult that she would have to fight for time in front of the bathroom mirror and she should never touch her husband’s hair gels. Few realised Bruce was being serious.

I expected that Bill’s speech would have plenty of wit and dash. It didn’t. Instead of facing up to his licentious past, he tried to minimise it. “Despite my reputation, I spent far more nights at home, on my own, than you can imagine.” He also gushed over his new bride and vowed to love her forever. It was like watching a noble lion limp off to die in the shade. Kinda sad, really. 

While Bill talked, Anne cooed like a schoolgirl. At one point, she said: “Wow, he’s still incredibly handsome.”

Her attempt to make me jealous succeeded magnificently.

“Really? I think he’s showing his age. He used to go to the gym three or four times a week. I reckon he’s down to one or two. That’s why he looks so jowly. The tinsel is falling off, I’m afraid. He’s smart to get married now, while he’s still got a bit to offer.”

“God, you’re bitchy.”

“Just reporting the facts.”

“Well, I’d have married him if he asked.” A dramatic sigh. “Now, I’m stuck with my backup plan.”

I spent most of my relationship with Anne telling myself to not rise to the bait, then rising to it. “I’m your backup plan?”

She threw a tipsy arm around my indignant shoulders and gave them an amorous squeeze. “You were. Now, you’re number one again. So, stop complaining.”

The bride’s speech was much better than the groom’s. She joked about his history as a pants man and cited his nickname as proof. “People say he’s a hard dog to keep on the porch. Don’t worry, I’ll tie him to a post, if necessary.”

Everyone enjoyed her speech and laughed hard, except for Bill whose face went red. By the time she finished, I was half in love with her. Bill did not deserve her.

After her speech, she and Bill circulated the room, sometimes together and sometimes apart. Heavy alcohol consumption had deadened my senses. I didn’t hear Bill sneak up behind Anne and me. 

“I hope you two are enjoying yourselves.”

We spun around. He had a billboard forehead, an imposing nose and teeth that must glow in the dark. He was a media personality rather than a journalist.

I said: “Of course. You and Iseult gave great speeches. She’s got you worked out.”

He sat down and looked rueful. “Seems so. Frankly, I didn’t know about my nickname.”

“‘Front End’ Loder?”

He winced. “Yes.”

His ignorance was pretty frickin’ incredible. I’d heard the nickname so often that I half-expected to see it stencilled on his tombstone. “I’ve heard it, umm, a few times.”

“You didn’t tell me about it.”

“Didn’t seem important. I don’t think it defines you.”

“Maybe. But that’s a chapter of my life that I’d rather forget.”

Jesus, he was getting boring. I’d soon cross the street to avoid him. “Well, don’t let it bother you.”

A shrug. “OK.”

My bladder had heard enough. While Anne gushed to Bill about how wonderful the bride looked in her wedding dress, I rose and headed for the men’s bathroom located in the wide corridor outside of the conference room. I entered the corridor bursting for a pee.

A nervous female voice. “Paul, Paul, stop.”

I turned and saw Doris Mostyn, the deputy chief of staff of the Minister for Mining, Alex Underwood. She was a stout woman in her early forties. It looked like she had just followed me out of the conference room.

“Yes?”

After looking around nervously, to confirm we were alone, she stepped over to the door of a cleaning pantry which was slightly ajar. She pushed it open. “Step in there?”

“What?”

“Shut up and step in there.”

Most political staffers were child soldiers with smartphones. They learnt at university how to disrupt political meetings and smear political opponents. After graduating, they headed straight to Canberra to work for a politician. Their ultimate goal was to win a seat in parliament and become a cabinet minister or even prime minister. They would have to destroy plenty of rivals to achieve those goals. But they were up for the fight. They would throw their kids into a volcano to get ahead.

Doris Mostyn was a little different. She had spent about fifteen years working as a political staffer for various ministers and back-benchers, often as deputy chief of staff. She did not want a seat in parliament and still had a few scruples clinging to life in a rarely visited corner of her soul.

I got to know her quite well when I worked in the Press Gallery. I often contacted her about stories I was writing or bought her a cup of coffee to butter her up. I hadn’t seen her for several years. Yet, she had now invited me into a hotel pantry. Had she lusted after me for all these years and now wanted a quick shag? That seemed unlikely, though I couldn’t think of another explanation. It would certainly be fitting if, at the wedding of Bill ‘Front End’ Loder, I had a shag in a pantry. That would be a passing of the flame. Should I tell Doris that I only had sex in bed these days?

I said: “What’s this all about?”

“I want to speak to you in private.”

My heart raced. I loved people who did not want to be seen with me. Sex dropped off the agenda. She must have political dirt to spill.

“Why?”

“Shut up and get in there.”

I stepped into the well-lit pantry. Metal shelves were laden with cleaning products. She followed and shut the door behind her.

I said: “OK, OK, what’s this about?”

“I’ve heard you still chase stories.”

“If they’re worth the effort.”

“I’ve got one that’s definitely worth it.”

“What?”

She looked flushed and nervous. “It’s about a woman called Veronica Patterson.”

“Who’s she?”

“My minister’s personal assistant. She’s also a good friend of mine. She’s on sick leave right now.”

“Why?”

“The Minister beat her up.”

That news caught me with my gloves down. “He what?” 

“Beat her up.”

“Shit. Really?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“He’s a nasty thug. They’ve had an affair for about three years. They argued yesterday in her townhouse. I think she threatened to leave him. Anyway, he gave her a big black eye and a few other bruises. He’d hit her before, though not that badly.”

I’d only met Alex Underwood a few times and knew nothing about his private life, except that he had a wife and a couple of young kids who, I assumed, lived back in his electorate. But I was not surprised to hear that he was screwing the crew. Politicians rut like wild goats in Canberra.

I said: “How do you know he bashed her?”

“She phoned me yesterday and asked me to go over to her place. When I did, she told me what happened and I saw the bruises.”

“And she’s still at home?”

“Yeah. She rang up the office and said she had pneumonia. Now, she’s sitting at home on sick leave.”

“Is she going to see the police?”

“I don’t think so. She said she doesn’t want to get them involved. That would be a nightmare. But, when I spoke to her, she was angry - very angry. I said she should talk to a journalist.”

“If she does, she will destroy your boss’s career.”

A pained expression. “I don’t care. He crossed a red line; he shouldn’t get away with this. I have some scruples.”

As I said, unlike most of her colleagues, Doris had a nub of decency rattling around inside her. I sensed she would not countenance a man attacking a woman. However, I've got an extra gland that only pumps out cynicism. Maybe she also had a personal reason for sinking the ship on which she was a prominent crew member. Maybe Underwood injured her in some way? Refused to promote her? Made a cutting comment about her? Or was she just a political pyromaniac? There were plenty in Canberra.

I said: “Did Veronica Patterson say she will talk to a journalist?”

“She said she might; she would think about it.”

“Did you mention my name?”

“No, I didn’t want to pressure her. But I think that, if you go and see her, she’ll open up. She’s really angry.”

I was a journalist without a journal; I could not publish her allegations against Underwood in a traditional news organ. However, there were plenty of blogs, twitter feeds and alternative news sites on the internet that I could use to spread them.

“You could call her up and recommend me.”

A headshake. “No, I’ve done all I’m going to do. I’m already out on a limb and not going any further. You’ve got to take charge of this one.”

A shrug. “OK. Why didn’t you give this story to a mainstream journo?”

A sharp laugh. “Are you kidding? I don’t trust any of the mutts on the Press Gallery. They’ll betray me and bury the story. You’re, well, different.”

Doris had worked around Parliament House for long enough to know that politicians and journalists belonged to a single organism. If she leaked this story to a mainstream journalist, the journalist would tell his boss that she gave him the story and that boss would probably leak that information to Underwood. Then Underwood would persuade the boss to bury the story and give Doris’s career a lethal hotshot.

She said: “Will you go and see her?”

I was half-pissed and needed time to make a decision. Best to keep my options open. “Of course. You got her address?”

“Yes.” She reached inside her jacket, fished out a slip of paper and proffered it. “It’s written on there.”

I took it. “Thanks.”

She unbolted the door. “We never had this conversation, understand? Don’t try to contact me. I’ve done my duty. Good luck.”

I gave her a chance to vacate the area. Then I left the cleaning pantry and headed for the men’s bathroom. After evacuating my bladder in a cubicle, I sat on the closed toilet lid, stared at the slip of paper and wondered what game Doris Mostyn was playing. Hard to tell.

One thing was certain: if I told Anne about my encounter with Doris in the pantry, she would assume we engaged in some sort of drunken hanky panky. For that reason, I would keep Anne in the dark.
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The next morning, the sound of someone snoring and groaning woke me up. I soon realised that the noisy bastard was me and I now had a bottom-of-the-cliff hangover. Jesus. My brain throbbed. Gangs of nasty thoughts cruised around and beat up any positive thoughts they encountered. I would have gladly accepted decapitation if the executioner knew his job.

Light forced my eyes open. I lay in bed with Anne beside me. The cracked ceiling needed another coat of paint. Magpies and kookaburras in the yard were singing heavy metal anthems. Little fuckers. 

What produced my hangover? I vaguely recalled attending the wedding reception of Bill Loder. The idea of Bill getting married seemed unreal. Did I dream that? No, no, it really happened. Then, after the reception, Anne and I went to a local bar with some of the younger crowd and tried to prove we were still young. Bad mistake.

I also remembered Doris ... Doris Mostyn ... shoving me into a pantry and claiming her boss, the Minister for Mining, beat up his mistress. I only recalled a few scraps of what she said. My memories of the rest had been locked out of my brain. I tried to drag them inside without success. Hopefully, when the hangover lifted, they would appear. But I would have to wait a long time to find out. In my youth, I’d have shrugged off this hangover in a few hours. Those glory days were gone. This hangover had plenty of stamina.
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