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To Sue and Lily, my two muses.









PROLOGUE


The lift doors open with a soft rumble and a clunk, like metal curtains on a tiny stage. A man in his seventies, dressed a little too colourfully for his age, lies on the floor.


His lips, fixed in a pain-filled grimace – or is it a sneer? – are turning blue. His name is Alan Hahn and he has more money than anyone truly needs, but it is of no use to him now because he is dying. On the floor of a lift. Unloved but not alone.


A young Asian woman kneels over him, thrusting downwards on his chest with both hands and counting … one … two … three … four … five. Her fingers quickly find the spot on his neck where there should be a pulse but there isn’t.


Her name is Zan, at least to her friends. To Alan Hahn she is nobody – a nobody who is now trying to save his life. At least it seems that way to the building’s concierge, transfixed by this life-and-death drama as he leans across his desk for a better look.


‘Call a fucking ambulance!’ yells Zan.


The lift doors close.


Curtains.
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the heat crackled through the scrub. Sweat filled Danny Clay’s goggles and it felt like a river was sluicing along his spine. Along, rather than down, because he was lying flat on his belly, his arms outstretched in front of him as per his training. Explosions, especially those intended to damage vehicles, generally go upwards in a cone. If you are beneath the cone you could be okay. Maybe.


Fuck it, Danny thought. He pulled off the goggles, then his helmet. At least the sweat was drying as soon as it made contact with air. Back to work.


The device was a Soviet TM-72 anti-tank mine. It was connected to a car battery via a folded saw blade buried a few metres away. The different elements were kept separate to make them easier to conceal: a battery could more easily be hidden in a nearby bush than on the dirt road, the firing mechanism was in the wheel tracks, and the explosive device was in the centre of the road, where it would do most damage. The saw blade required the weight of a vehicle, rather than a human or a goat, to complete the circuit and spark the detonator.


Danny had dealt with the firing mechanism using a small controlled explosion. All he needed to do now was neutralise the main device. He’d followed the wires, watching for booby trap bombs laid for anyone who might think the tank-killer was the only threat.


The easiest thing would be to BIP the fucker. Blow In Place. But there was so much intel in every device. Fingerprints on sticky tape can lead you to a bomb factory or – the jackpot – the bomb-maker. Sappers like Danny fantasised about having a print they’d taken from a bomb show up on an immigration screen at an international airport. ‘Hello, Aamir, we’ve been waiting for you.’


More realistically, they could use that evidence to trace the spread of IEDs from a central source. Every bomb had a signature anyway, as clear as if the maker had scrawled his name on the Semtex. Fingerprints were the multi-whorled icing on the high-explosive cake.


Danny took a deep breath. He had quartered the mine, mentally dividing it up like a pizza so he could deal with one section at a time. He used a narrow paintbrush to carefully dust aside sand and grit – like an archaeologist, only with much more at stake than a fragile fossil. He was looking for an anti-tamper switch that he knew would not be there.


As IEDs went, this was pretty crude: a recycled Russian mine attached to a car battery didn’t need much ingenuity to assemble. And they had never encountered any hidden complications with similar bodge-ups. If they had, it would have been on the wire in minutes, warning other bomb disposal crews.


 ‘Be careful out there,’ the troop commander would have said at the briefing – and not just because he was addicted to re-runs of Hill Street Blues.


‘Leave it, Sarge. Bip it,’ Danny’s number two said softly but insistently.


There was a gap under the mine and a tiny rock blocking the brush’s progress. Danny took out his probe and, as a voice in his head screamed ‘No …!’ he flicked it aside.


Click.


There was no boom. Danny always woke up before the explosion. It was a dream but the sweat was real. His army-appointed therapist had said that the day the bomb went off would be the day he was finally cured. Danny thought it would be the day he died.


This wasn’t even his own nightmare. It had been another sapper in another platoon. They’d met in passing between rotations, and the soldier had survived – seriously fucked-up, but alive. It was his story, not Danny’s, but the yarns all got around. The bad luck, the seriously evil IEDs, the casualties, the survivors, and the incidents that ended with a ramp ceremony where you sent one of your mates home, carried up a transport plane ramp in a flag-draped coffin. Danny’s talent was his curse; his imagination allowed him to put himself in the other soldiers’ boots, right at the heart of other people’s nightmares.


It took Danny a little longer than usual to work out where he really was. He was on rather than in his bed. Another army trick: you learn to sleep when you can, where you can. Why had he had the dream? Oh yeah, the meeting at the TV network. He had to try not to think about it. They were only civilians, people who had never sweated under a hostile sun on the Afghan Dasht, where a little mistake could cost you a limb … or your life.


He rolled over onto his stomach. That was better. He consciously, deliberately, slowed his heart rate and started to drift.


The bushes crackled in the heat. Sweat filled his goggles …


—


It was an unseasonably hot day as Isaac ‘Paddy’ Rosenberg waddled briskly down La Croisette: a pink, sweaty ball of frustration in damp, crumpled linen. Although he loved Cannes at night, he loathed it during the day. Daytime meant heat and work, perspiring pure alcohol from the previous evening’s excesses while trying to appear cool. Paddy didn’t do cool.


He hated the French, he hated France and he hated the whole of Europe. (Except for Israel, which it turns out is not even in Europe – who knew?) He hated all the beautiful people and the (Lord help us) ‘artists’. Do me a favour, he thought. If you can’t hang what you do on a wall, or stick it on a plinth, you are not a fucking artist! Capiche? Writers he could almost tolerate because you could treat them like shit and throw money at them when they complained. Anybody with a laptop that had spellcheck could write, and they knew it. He could write. He would write, if he had the time.


But Paddy didn’t have time. Paddy was always late for something. It was like his body clock had been synchronised to a time zone that was fifteen minutes later than everyone else’s, no matter where he was. Last night he had turned up late for a reception on the beach and the fuckers hadn’t let him in. ‘Do you know who I am?’ he’d said to this stubble-chinned, lank-haired dickwad with what looked like a hearing aid coiling out of one ear. ‘Check your underpants,’ the guy said. ‘Your mother probably wrote your name on a label.’


Fucker.


Paddy spent the whole night trawling the beach and the hotels looking for a familiar face to get him into where all the people he hated were – where he belonged. And now it was 10am and he was worn out already. But he had to get to this meeting. When he’d stumbled home an hour ago he’d found a fax slipped under the door of his hotel room. Who the fuck used faxes these days?


Meet the Australians at the Entrée des Artistes between the Palais and the Riviera market at 10am (your time), it said. Get this movie or don’t come home. Be decisive. Fox and Sony are in too. Take the checkbook.


Paddy hated Australians. Mel Gibson, Russel Crowe, that chick director who got the Oscar for The Piano. For the script, mind you, not for directing. He hated them all anyway, but now they had made him miss breakfast.


Assholes.
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SITTING IN his battered old Toyota Corolla, Danny was looking at a scene of bucolic stillness. Trees did not sway in a non-breeze, grass stayed bent, a brook that neither babbled nor trickled sat at the foot of a meadow where sunlight had dappled only once, then stayed. Then it all moved at the same time, sideways, as the giant roller door of a sound stage opened its mighty maw and stage hands pushed the backdrop inside.


With real life back in view, Danny watched as workers bustled between an ageing office block and converted cottages at the bottom of a hill, in the shadow of a satellite dish the size of a small apartment block. Crew members strolled rather than walked to and from their tasks, confident that without them nothing could be produced.


Creatives, administrators and junior executives hurried past with the harried look of those who knew the next cull could have their name on it; the next wave of outsourcing could be the rip that left them at sea; the next over-privileged, underqualified scion of an advertiser who ‘wanted to direct someday’ could be ushered into their seat. Actors walked in through the security gate bright-eyed and eager, and exited slumped and shattered to rejoin the ranks of the unemployed, where ninety per cent of their profession spent ninety per cent of its time. Actors are divided into two groups: those who get everything and those who get nothing.


Danny was thinking, if actors’ faces were their fortune, his was his misfortune. Not that he was ugly – far from it. He was reasonably handsome, in a lived-in – make that slept-in – way. The ginger eyebrows gave a lie to his much blonder hair, prompting a TV make-up artist to once ask which of them he dyed. The unspectacular moustache looked like it had been chosen from a kit for bank managers. His occasionally unkempt goatee, a narrow strip of bristle travelling southwards from his bottom lip and stopping abruptly under his chin, was his concession to style. His tribute to Frank Zappa, he said, or a sign (now he’d shaved off the rest of his beard) that he had moved from folk to jazz.


Danny had read that jazz musicians adopted the goatee to avoid nicking their bottom lip while shaving, which could potentially ruin their embouchure and lose them at least one paying gig. Maybe. More likely it was just an easy way of being spotted by jazz groupies, and less strenuous than carrying around a tenor sax or double bass when you went out at night.


Danny looked hard at himself in the car’s long-unused vanity mirror. He was trying to see what he looked like when he wasn’t thinking, because his aforementioned misfortune was that when he was thinking, really thinking, it looked like he was angry – really angry. The creases of concentration on his brow and below his cheeks formed an X like a St Andrew’s Cross, the Scottish flag, making him look like an extra from Braveheart – only without the blue paint.


This was one of the many ironies of Danny’s life: he was rarely as angry as he was entitled to be. That partly explained how he had managed to sustain a reasonable living as a TV scriptwriter, and before that as an army engineer – a sapper. He had long ago given up arguing with the people he worked for; the only piper who ever calls his own tune is the guy busking at Circular Quay on summer Saturdays, and even then a ten-buck note will turn him into a musical jukebox. ‘“Stairway to Heaven”? One of my personal favourites, sir … There’s a laydeee who knows …’


Danny didn’t mind taking orders, as long as they were clear and concise and didn’t get anyone killed: that much he had learned from ten years in the army. But clear and concise weren’t part of the creative lexicon: that much he remembered from his first stint in TV, all those years before.


Like it or not, television network executives were the highly paid arbiters of whether or not Danny’s ideas would ever make it from paper to picture, so when he disagreed with them, he tried hard not to let them know what he was really thinking. In meetings he nodded his head when he wanted to shake it. He listened when he wanted to scream. He rewrote perfectly good lines, scrubbed whole dimensions out of characters and twisted motivations out of shape to make them fit the latest focus group findings. And smiled gratefully while he was doing it.


But then there was the thinking X, which looked awfully like an angry X. He would be genuinely trying to think of an alternative that would keep the producer happy without completely destroying months of work, but the intersecting furrows on his face would suggest he was about to produce a double-handed broadsword and split the desk like a character in Game of Thrones.


That’s why, as he looked in the mirror, Danny tried not to think at all and see what that looked like. Parked outside a major TV network, preparing for the meeting that could decide the rest of his career, the show that would make his name and allow him to realise all his dreams (apart from the illegal ones), Danny was taking no chances. And, he reassured himself, this was the one place in the world where no one would think twice about seeing someone staring intently into a mirror.


Okay, he thought as he got out of the car. Showtime!


—


One of the last thoughts Bryan Jones entertained was to wonder if the newspapers would spell his name correctly. His Baby Boomer parents had named him after Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones, but that was totally too ordinary a name and so, contrarily, they’d replaced the I with a Y.


It could have been a worse Jones: Davy of the Monkees, for instance. Or Tom. At least Brian Jones was still hip, with or without a Y. Bryan used these thoughts to calm himself as he watched the stocky, dark-haired female cop help a befuddled woman in her eighties try to master the intricacies of a parking machine. He savoured the police-issue combat fatigues. There was something about women in uniform – proper, battle-ready uniform – that lifted Bryan’s heart rate a notch or two. But he was trying to focus, specifically on her holstered Glock automatic pistol, and even more on the little leather tab that held it in place.


He’d done his research. The Glock was perfect. Its internal safety mechanism meant it could be carried with a live round in the chamber. That in turn meant it could be fired quicker. Or sooner, Bryan thought, being a stickler for precise language. The internal safety catches were there in case the gun was dropped, but a deliberate squeeze of the trigger would override all those hidden precautions. This was a gun made to fire as soon as you wanted it to, but not before. All Bryan’s internal safety catches were also switched off.


His research into the gun had been conducted on his computer, and the thought of that made his stomach twist and loop like the blob in a lava lamp. His computer, the perfidious PC, had made him, and now it would betray him. Having contributed to his success as a writer, like a Shakespearean malevolence, it held the seeds of his destruction and would prompt a most theatrical exit. The unforgiving pit of malice called the internet had brought him to this.


The old woman, Edna Sandford, pecked at coins arthritically as she pulled them from the depths of her purse. She handed them one by one to the cop, who fed them into the slot. Bryan smiled: she was fully distracted. Then he sighed. This was the hard part. He didn’t want to hurt the young woman, but now that they had tasers he had no choice: they shocked before they shot these days.


Edna Sandford couldn’t grasp the idea of the numbered parking bays and wanted a ticket to put in her windscreen. The cop, Jodie, as the next day’s newspapers would correctly identify her, tried to explain the difference with apparently infinite patience (a virtue that would be tested to breaking point in the ensuing days of interrogation by her superiors and weeks of enforced stress leave). So she didn’t notice the thinly haired, pale, weary and stooped man in his early forties edging towards her, a sheen of sweat forming on his top lip. Jodie’s partner, Val, did notice him, but she was busy balancing coffee and muffins as she looked for a gap in the traffic through which to cross the street. In any case he looked like just another civilian about to offer help where none was required. You get that a lot as a female cop.


Bryan, whose name would be misspelled by most of the next day’s newspapers, noticed Val approaching and realised he was running out of time. He stepped forward, slammed Jodie’s head into a postbox next to the parking machine and said ‘sorry’ as he unclipped and de-holstered her gun in one smooth movement. His finger had already found the trigger before the Glock was halfway out, and, as expected, by the time he pressed the muzzle to his temple the gun was ready to be fired. Just as Val’s coffee and muffins hit the bonnet of a car that had skidded to a halt inches from her shins, fire it he did.


Jodie, Val and Edna looked at the body of Bryan Jones slumping forward in slow motion, already dead, and dropping at their feet. Jodie, feeling her holster suddenly empty but not yet feeling the pain in her head, was more puzzled than shocked. She, Val and Edna looked at each other, then at the little fountain of blood, first spurting from Bryan’s temple, then slowing to an ooze as his heart got the message to stop pumping.


Then Edna simply said, ‘Fuck me sideways!’


Now Jodie was shocked. So shocked that she didn’t see an envelope Bryan had been holding getting caught and kicked along the street by a breeze. Later it would be dropped in a letter box by a passer-by who didn’t notice that, rather than an address, it bore only the words ‘To whom it may concern’.
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Danny had made it. Well, not exactly made it. He’d made it to the boardroom of The Family Network (aka, The People’s Channel, previously known as YOUR TV Station) with an idea that was all his own. He had pitched it to his agent, who had suggested a couple of changes. He had pitched it to the network’s head of drama, who had suggested a couple of changes, and the head of drama had pitched it to the head of programming, who had … you get the picture.


And now Danny was seated in the inner sanctum with an idea for a TV show that was still, to all intents and purposes, his (notwithstanding an age reduction of ten years for one of the leads, the complete disappearance of another and the arrival of a character designed to suit some splinter demographic like twentysomethings who didn’t have iPads or men over thirty who lived with their parents and weren’t gay). But every hurdle had been cleared and every hoop had been jumped through.


He was so close he could taste it … and the taste was chocolate. In this particular network, deals may have been signed with names on contracts and cheques, but the pre-deal ‘welcome to the fold’ was sealed with Arnott’s Chocolate Monte biscuits, a stack of which lay untouched on a plate in the middle of the huge oval table. The table, made from ridiculously expensive and probably endangered Javanese timber, wasn’t quite the round table of Arthurian legend, but it was a Holy Grail for television writers. The boardroom was decked out in muted pastels and sound-softening (make that scream-absorbing) fabrics. One door led to a corridor lined with executive offices, another was the entrance to the Big Boss’s lair.


Huge windows across from where Danny sat were shielded from the afternoon glare by hideously bland vertical blinds. Clearly the usual occupant of the chair at the head of the table liked to be backlit. The other wall was occupied by a concealed wet bar and award-cluttered shelves, built from the same rare, honey-toned wood as the table and the leather-cushioned chairs around it.


A few minutes earlier Danny had been introduced around the table to an impressive array of network executives. There were several heads of department: programming, drama, comedy, reality (bizarrely) and publicity. The last was an encouraging sign, unless they planned to issue a press release about the death of Danny’s writing career. He tried to dismiss the thought, but it nudged at him like a determined dog sniffing his crotch.


The buzz around the table was that the Big Boss himself, Jeff Neumann, had decided to sit in on the meeting. This was great news. This meeting – which should have been just to rubber-stamp Danny’s comedy–drama cop show development proposal – would be graced by the presence of the man with the golden chequebook. There was no downside to this, Danny had told himself. Don’t screw up and it will all be fine. Smile, look as grateful as you feel, don’t think, whatever you do, and all will be well. Neumann would not come to commissioning meetings just to say no, however much he enjoyed seeing the tear-filled eyes and quivering lips that signalled another crushed dream.


Everywhere he looked around the table, Danny’s glances were met with smiles. The reality department was represented by a small round man with a dress sense that hinted at Target, while the veins on his cheeks and pre-bulbous nose screamed ‘problem drinker’. He studiously read Danny’s pitch document – not for the first time, judging by the coffee and red-wine rings stamped on it. He knows he’s going to be asked something, thought Danny, and he’s terrified he won’t know the answer.


Drama was a middle-aged, middle-class, middle-sized woman who had clearly abandoned any attempts at corporate couture and embraced ‘Bohemian Creative’ as her signature style, no doubt hoping this would allow her to identify more closely with her writers (who tended, in any case, towards Tommy Hilfiger knock-offs from the Saturday markets). Wreathed in swirls of silk scarves and gypsy jewellery that seemed to be constantly tangling in her greying bubble-perm hair, her eyes were clear and bright. But the bags under them and the lines beyond betrayed sleepless nights and a level of stress no true bohemian would ever have endured.


Comedy was a worried-looking man who shaved his head to disguise his baldness. Thin as an Italian clown and twitching like a cat in a flea epidemic, he looked as if he lived in constant fear of being asked to say something funny. Clearly having had a weight problem at some time in the recent past, his clothes (Tommy Hilfiger knock-offs) and the loose flesh on his face were both two sizes too big. Being an extreme pessimist, in complete empathy with all his comedic writers and performers, he doubtless thought that despite his best endeavours, his clothes would be fitting him snugly before too long.


Programming looked like an accountant because, somewhere in a previous life at this station, he had been one – and not one of those nice ones on TV ads who give you a hug when it’s tax time. He dressed smartly, including collar and tie, but efficiently, like someone who wouldn’t open their wardrobe until they had read the weather forecast. Necktie and short sleeves, Danny noted, wondering if he wore socks and sandals on the weekend. Programming’s hair, face, eyes and mouth were neutral, as if they were not required to be any more expressive, so why make the effort? He pored over an impressive array of A3 pages. Schedules, Danny hoped, with a big juicy gap for his show, although he admitted to himself it was more likely to be Q scores – the measure of a TV personality’s popularity – demographic breakdowns, focus group results and advertising projections, any one of which could kill a project with the click of a calculator.


And then there was Publicity, a little bubble of sunshine in her slightly outdated but colourful corporate suit: a living testimony to the power of surgery and creative matrimony. Over her twenty years with this network she’d had an affair with, married, then divorced a senior executive, and each stage in their deeply flawed romance had entrenched her even further in the structure of the company.


She and Danny had been at daggers drawn a few years earlier while promoting the teen soap that had marked Danny’s return to television. She’d consistently misspelled his name ‘MacLay’ in a series of press releases, and when he made his fourth request to get it right, she suggested he change his name to MacLay because ‘the show is bigger than you, darling’. Now Danny smiled at her and she smiled back warmly, clearly having no idea who the hell he was.


Then everyone looked up and smiled when Neumann, the network Head of Everything, strode into the room, proposal in hand, clearly trying not to look as if he had just read the document all the way through for the first time. Danny only just resisted the temptation to stand, as if it were a courtroom, and turned the movement into an exaggerated lounge that almost had him sliding under the table. Neumann watched him arrest his slip to oblivion then nodded at Danny and said, ‘Love this. Fucking great!’


Danny tried to project a mixture of delighted surprise and cool confidence, but gave up and nodded and smiled the way you do when the restaurant wine you have just tasted turns out to be better than you had hoped.


‘One thing though, mate,’ Neumann continued. ‘Don’t put funny made-up names in proposals. Okay? It’s amateur-night and it shits me.’ He smiled benignly at Danny as he sat down. It should have been a passing moment where Neumann asserted his authority and everyone else acknowledged it.


Danny was completely blindsided but, thanks to his car-park practice session, kept his confusion to himself. Made-up names? Me? Funny names were a basic error only the try-hardest writers ever used, and Danny was a few years past that stage. Even so, he nodded, shrugged and smiled apologetically, trying to look as if he was making a mental note of the point – anything to get past the potential quicksand of this moment.


Neumann sat back, suddenly all smiles, and nodded again. ‘I’m feeling very good about this, Daniel,’ he said. ‘Very good indeed. We all are.’ Heads around the table nodded dutifully. ‘We have a couple of names for the lead roles that we think will get you excited.’ Danny tried to look enthused, showing more excitement than was justified by the predictable pool of soapie himbos and bimbos, clip show hosts and retired sports stars they doubtless had in mind.


Neumann beamed, shuffled some papers and frowned, presumably because that’s how he thought people looked when they were thinking. He wasn’t made Head of Everything for nothing. He was tall, slim and lightly muscled with a swimmer’s shoulders and a surfer’s tan. He was in his mid-forties but his hair was way ahead of him, with grey appearing like an advance party from a highly stressful future. He was clearly good enough at his job not to need to spend all day doing it – or at least doing it in the office – when he could be at the gym or on the golf course.


Danny was suddenly feeling pretty good about this too, even though, disturbingly, he caught sight of Reality studying the proposal in great detail with concern creasing his forehead.


‘All that remains now is for us to nail you to the floor and screw you out of every last cent you have any chance of making out of us.’ Neumann laughed. Danny laughed. Everyone laughed.


Everyone except the idiot Reality, who asked, ‘What made-up name?’ Neumann squinted at Reality, who repeated the question. ‘You said there was a made-up name. Which one?’


Neumann scowled and picked up the proposal, flicking through the stapled A4 pages with clear irritation until he found it.


‘Ex-anth,’ he finally spat. ‘Who the fuck is called Ex-anth?’


Danny nodded solemnly as he silently conceded his non-mistake. ‘Won’t happen again,’ his entire body said. ‘Sorry,’ his downcast eyes concurred.


‘It’s pronounced Zanthy,’ said Reality, correctly but, in Danny’s eyes, idiotically.


‘What?’


‘Zan-thy,’ the network programmer pitched in, smiling supportively at Danny. He was the second-most important person at the table, and Danny allowed himself the slightest flicker of a response in the hope the matter would drop there. ‘I’ve got a niece called Xanthe,’ he added. Unnecessarily, Danny thought.


‘Never heard of it,’ said Neumann. Danny looked at him apologetically and empathically, a complex notion to express in a half-smile, a nod and a semi-shrug, but he gave it his best shot. The moment could pass now and they could get on with the bit where he got to have a glittering career.


‘My best friend’s called Xanthe,’ said Drama. Danny shrivelled inside.


‘Yeah. I know a couple of Xanthes – it’s Greek,’ said Comedy, as Danny contemplated setting fire to something in the hope of creating a distraction.


‘Didn’t we used to have a Xanthe in publicity?’ asked Reality. Everyone nodded their heads except for Danny, who was shaking his ruefully, and Neumann, who was gradually turning red. Shut up, Danny screamed internally. Could you all please shut the fuck up?! Then he realised everyone had stopped talking and was looking at him. He had his thinking face on. He was angry-Xing.


‘Look,’ he said, trying to force a benign smile onto his features. ‘It’s just a name. I can change it in seconds with a search and replace. It’s not a deal-breaker.’


But there was something in his tone, a sense of suppressed exasperation, that seemed to rankle Neumann even more.


‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ Neumann said. Danny laughed but it was clear from his expression that Neumann wasn’t joking.


‘It’s no big deal,’ Danny added, between a mumble and a whisper, forgetting that the first thing to do when you find yourself in a hole is to stop digging.


‘Really?’ asked Neumann, who had decided to feel insulted. ‘So why didn’t you get it right first time? Why is it even there? Why are we talking about it?’ Neumann rapped the document with a calloused knuckle to emphasise each question, then flicked through the pages and sighed. ‘You know what? I still think this is a great concept,’ he said, smiling at Danny. ‘But I’m beginning to wonder if you are the best person to write it.’


Neumann slid Danny’s proposal across the table to Drama. ‘See if you can get some fresh writers to make something of that,’ he said. ‘No rush. Unless, of course, Danny here just wants to take it back and file it in his desk drawer …’


And with that he got up and turned to exit, then paused and fixed Danny with a glare that spoke of unemployment queues. Danny was thinking desperately hard about how to rescue the situation. Too late, Danny realised he was angry-Xing again.


‘And don’t dare give me that “fuck you” look, matey,’ bellowed Neumann. ‘Fuck me? Fuck you!’


He left, slamming the door of his office. There was an embarrassed silence as everyone sat immobilised by the startling turn of events, then began gathering up their notes. Danny took his bag and coat from the empty chair where he’d parked them.


‘That’s weird, he told me yesterday that he loved your writing,’ the programmer said. ‘Had only read ten pages, but loved it.’


Drama patted Danny on the shoulder and said, ‘Hey, you did nothing wrong.’ To his credit, Danny didn’t say, ‘Great, that really makes up for the nine months of my life I wasted working on this thing for no money.’


‘Xanthe Walker,’ said Reality. Everyone looked at him. ‘The publicist.’ They all smiled and nodded as they filed out of the room. Xanthe had been duly remembered, but Danny was already forgotten. He vaguely remembered Xanthe Walker but, in fact, had named his character after his next-door neighbour: a friend, muse and brutally helpful script editor. He was just about to steal a consolatory Chocolate Monte when a secretary appeared and whisked them away. No show, no biscuit. That was the rule.


‘Xanthe,’ Danny mumbled to himself as the glass-walled lift grumbled its way down the outside of the building. It was the slowest elevator in the world, and he was in full view of all the offices, so the bastard suits got an extra few seconds to savour his pain. ‘Fucking Xanthe!’
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The sweet acidity of indigestion rose in Paddy Rosenberg’s throat and nibbled at the back of his tongue. He shouldn’t have had those biscuits and gravy with his breakfast. Shouldn’t have had breakfast. How the fuck could they call that comfort food? Discomfort food was what it should be called. He burped into his hand.


Paddy adjusted his chair. Too low. Aw fuck, too high. What’s this lever? ‘Aiiee!’ He nearly smacked his head on the almost-empty trophy display cupboard that had been left behind when his predecessor was promoted. ‘It was getting kinda crowded anyway,’ that blow-ass had said.


Wasn’t crowded now, that’s for sure, apart from a framed picture of a 22-year-old Paddy in costume as his hilarious former alter ego, Paddy Fields the Oriental Irishman, receiving his award as runner-up in Best Original Solo Comedy Act (Non-stand-up) at the 2002 Reno Nevada International Cabaret Festival. Alongside was the trophy, a silver jester’s head on a stick. Paddy had thought the comedy award would launch his career, but that was just before they invented political correctness. Even so, he thought, show business was like prostitution. It didn’t matter how you started, once you were in, you were in for good.


The younger Paddy in the photo had more than a passing similarity to the trophy: neurotically stick-thin with a manic grin on his oversized head – all that was missing were the cap and bells. These days his body had caught up with his cranium, and then some. Short and tubby – stubby, his ex-wife had called him – Paddy bemoaned the lunches and dinners he was compelled to attend. While his peers were pumping iron or pedalling spin bikes, he was on the frontline, wining and dining the ‘talent’.


The door to his office flew open.


‘Paddy, are you all right?’ said a panicked Jasmina Hernandez, who, in a strange synchronicity, was Paddy’s fifth associate producer that year, while he was her fifth boss. The votes were still being counted on whether they were doomed or destined for greatness.


‘What?’


‘I heard a scream.’


‘What scream?’ He looked around his sparsely furnished office to see where a scream might have come from, then realised. ‘Oh, this chair. Someone has been messing around with it.’


Jasmina’s right eyebrow started to rise but she quickly got it under control.


‘Probably the cleaners,’ she said.


‘Yeah. These fucking Asians. Makes you long for the days when we had Mexicans.’


‘Paddy …’ her voice carried just the right level of disappointment.


‘Oh, sorry about the foul language.’ He smiled. ‘And by the way, as my PA, it’s probably better if you call me Mr Rosenberg. Only my friends call me Paddy.’


He laughed. Jasmina didn’t, wondering where he got the idea that she was his PA, rather than his AP. It was something she would straighten out with him later.


Jasmina also wondered if he was aware that she was half Mexican, or if he just didn’t care. It wasn’t out of the question, since she often thought she’d acquired the worst physical traits of both her European and Latino stock. Straight brown hair rather than the lustrous blue-black tresses of her cousins, no butt to speak of and no boobs worth mentioning. And unlike her blonde, blue-eyed peers, who would forcefully express their opinions on anything and everything, regardless of the topic or their level of knowledge, she often lacked the conviction that she deserved to be heard.


‘I need you to sit on the chair …’ she said, wondering if acting like a PA was just reinforcing his misconception.


‘What?’


‘The chair, it needs your weight …’


The ridiculously expensive and spectacularly complicated office chair was one of a job lot, bought cheaply after the GFC had sent the spendthrift twentysomethings scurrying away from their start-ups and back into their parents’ homes. It had six principle settings – height, angle, pitch, firmness, lumbar and tilt – so it offered an almost limitless number of combinations. Surprising then that Paddy couldn’t find one that suited him. Currently the seat was as high as a bar stool, which, despite being Paddy’s favourite piece of furniture, meant he could barely reach his desk with his hands or the floor with his feet.


Paddy sat on the chair as Jasmina leaned over him to fiddle with various knobs and levers. His desk was modern, steel and frosted glass, unencumbered by anything more work-related than an Apple computer and two scripts that Paddy hadn’t read (although he had produced one of them). 


A framed poster for Barb Wire, the Pamela Anderson comic book sci-fi remake of Casablanca, adorned one wall for no other reason than the all-too-obvious – and the fact that Paddy had an assistant to an assistant credit that only cinema cleaners would have seen rolling up the screen. An uncomfortable Bauhaus-lite chair in white leather and chrome was positioned on the other side of the desk, defying anyone to sit on it.


The fourth wall of the Century City office had a fantastic view of the Fox lot, and Paddy spent an inordinate amount of time – at least for a showbiz professional – using binoculars to scan the car parks and throughways for anyone famous.


‘Your Australian visitor will be here soon,’ said Jasmina, leaning across Paddy to reach the tilt dial, the cloth of her shirt accidentally and not quite imperceptibly brushing the lap of his predictably khaki pants.


Paddy felt a stirring, despite his anxiety over his next meeting. The Australian was on his way to seal the deal on Redneck Airlift, the movie Paddy had bought in Cannes. This was going to be his crowning achievement, the deal that would elevate him to the ranks of the great movie producers like … well, he couldn’t actually think of their names, but those guys. In any case, he was both anxious and excited.


‘Have you ever met an Aborigine?’ Paddy asked, trying to divert his thoughts.


‘Aborigine?’ she queried, pushing a lever. ‘Sit.’


‘People of colour from Australia,’ Paddy explained, shifting his weight from his feet to his seat to facilitate the downward height adjustment.


‘Can’t say I have,’ she replied. ‘Knees down.’ As she reached and twisted the angle control, Paddy was sure he could feel the squish of a boob on his upper thigh.


‘I thought they were all like that “shrimp on the barbie” guy … what was it? Paul Brogan?’


‘Hogan,’ Jasmina muttered through gritted teeth as she wrestled with the lumbar control and tried to ignore the swelling in Paddy’s pants.


‘Yeah, him. White bread, lightly toasted. Anyway, it turns out they have black people there too.’ Why was she leaning over him like that? Were they on the train to Blow Job City?


‘What I want to know is, why did the slave traders take them to a place where nobody lived? Huh? Does that make sense to you?’


‘Not really.’


‘So I have to deal with this guy who is a chromosome away from the Stone Age. I mean, they don’t tell you that in the movie course at USC.’


‘No, they don’t,’ said Jasmina who, unlike Paddy, had actually graduated in Film Production from the University of Southern California. Another thing they didn’t teach you was how to deal with an unwelcome tumescence in your boss’s pants. 


‘Jesus,’ Paddy said, silently congratulating himself as he gently but unmistakably put his hand on Jasmina’s neck and pushed.


Jesus, she thought. What a creep! Four bosses down and this one wanted her to toot his flute. Her tactical error was trying to help with the chair. She’d been warned about Paddy. He was a serial sleazebag who was so blatant about it that he had gone ballistic the one time the studio had given him a male PA. Jasmina really deserved better. It was just her luck that she had been paired with a succession of high-flyers and no-hopers. Their rapid ascents and descents had left her stuck in the revolving door before she could establish herself (although she was glad not to have been too close to those who got the Don’t Come Monday). Realising she might just have hooked up with another loser, and one who had skipped the sexual harassment classes, Jasmina groaned.


Paddy moaned.


Get your fucking hand off my head, she was about to say when a voice in rich, chocolatey tones – redolent of the subcontinent, rounded by English education and edged with an antipodean twang – asked, ‘Am I interrupting something?’


‘It’s the Aborigine,’ hissed Paddy, standing so abruptly that he bumped Jasmina’s head against the edge of the desk.


‘Just getting comfortable in my chair,’ Paddy said, wincing.


‘So I see.’ The tall, dark-skinned, impeccably dressed visitor tweaked a diamond stud in his left earlobe as he entered from the outer office. ‘So I see.’


‘Can I get you a coffee … or maybe some water?’ Jasmina asked as she emerged from under the desk, rubbing her head.


‘I’ll have what he’s having,’ the visitor said, and laughed uproariously.
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THERE WAS a police car parked near Danny’s unit block on Surrey Street, little more than a tree-lined lane that meandered between two of Kings Cross’s busiest roads. It was mostly once-elegant terrace houses, gradually having their abominable filled-in balconies ripped out and the iron lace balustrades restored as money moved back into the area and replaced the need for living space with a hunger for style.


Danny and Xanthe, aka Zan, lived in adjoining flats in the slightly better of only two apartment blocks in the street. This was a rare slice of the old Cross, tucked away and forgotten until the yuppies with their interior design magazines and ugly little pugs came to breathe new life into it, God bless ’em. Danny knew the street had changed forever when the laundrette closed and a cheese restaurant opened. A whole restaurant for cheese?


Danny plodded up the steps hoping Zan had already heard the news about Bryan, if only so he wouldn’t have to be the one to break it to her. He’d learned about it in a perfunctory voice message from his agent, Rob, but the creative community’s jungle telegraph would be running hot, given that most of its members had little better to do than gossip on the pretext of keeping each other ‘in the loop’. He could hear voices in her flat, so he tapped on the door. Zan opened it, red-eyed, and threw herself into a hug, sobbing.


‘He died,’ she said into Danny’s chest. ‘I can’t believe he died.’


That answered the first question, Danny thought. When Zan finally released him she led him to the lounge, only a metre or so inside the front door, where a young woman sat on the sofa.


‘Hi, Danny,’ said the woman. It was only then that Danny realised he knew her. ‘You’ve heard, huh?’


‘Hi, Laura.’ Danny nodded. ‘Awful. Just … awful.’


Police Sergeant Laura Revell made room for Danny on the sofa. She was in her mid-twenties with full but natural lips, dark but definitely not natural eyelashes and boyishly short blonde hair that somehow only made her look even more feminine. She was out of uniform, so he assumed she was working a shift in victim support or family liaison or some other non-frontline department that didn’t involve occasional hand-to-hand combat with members of the public.


‘So you didn’t know the guy?’ she asked Zan.


Zan was small, even for a Vietnamese woman, but right now she looked tiny, fragile and withdrawn, as if she was trying to disappear inside her own skin. ‘Not really. Only to look at in passing.’


Danny chanced a small WTF? raised eyebrow in Zan’s direction. She responded with a tiny what’s your problem? shrug.


The exchange was not unnoticed by Laura. ‘Am I missing something?’ she asked.


Danny and Zan both shook their heads while looking at each other accusingly. Again Laura noticed, but this time said nothing. She was there as a friend more than anything, and the notes scribbled in her Moleskin flip-up were clearly for appearances’ sake. She closed the notebook. Danny was surprised; he’d expected to be asked some questions too but wasn’t about to volunteer – that’s another thing you learn in the army.


‘I think I have enough to go on with,’ Laura said to Zan as she got up to leave. ‘It’s been a tough day for you. I’ll call you if I need any more.’ She hugged them both briefly – more of a shoulder bump, really – and headed for the door. Danny noticed Laura had taken off her shoes when she came in, something he’d been too distracted to remember.


Zan murmured something, and with that Laura was gone, leaving Danny to process what he’d just heard. Zan came back in and slumped on the sofa beside him. They sat in silence.


‘Why did you say you only knew Bryan to look at?’ Danny asked finally. ‘You’ve been working with him for years.’


‘I wasn’t talking about Bryan,’ she replied. ‘Why would I be talking about Bryan?’


Danny was puzzled. It seemed fate hadn’t let him off the hook after all, but he wasn’t sure how or why.


‘So you haven’t heard?’ he stated the obvious as he tried to concoct a way of telling her that wasn’t too brutal. Eventually the expectant look on her face, turning into a worried frown, was more than he could bear. ‘Bryan shot himself this afternoon,’ he said. ‘Took a gun off a cop and did it right in the street.’ Danny squeezed Zan’s arm. ‘I’m sorry. I thought you knew. And Laura. Rob called me earlier and left a message.’


‘Bryan …? He did what? Oh my God. Bryan!’ Zan was holding tightly onto Danny’s sleeves and staring into his eyes, tears already filling hers again.


A pile of rags, incongruously dumped in the corner of Zan’s otherwise uncluttered and sparsely furnished room, suddenly moved and revealed itself to be a large, hairy and unkempt man. ‘What did you say?’ said the man, staggering to his feet, his voice cracking. ‘What happened to Bryan?’


‘Hello, Poet,’ Danny said, his voice laden with disdain. ‘Bryan committed suicide.’


‘Suicide? Are you sure?’ The Poet demanded.


Danny nodded. ‘He did it front of half a dozen witnesses – two of them coppers.’


The Poet sank to his knees and started to moan. ‘No, Bryan, nooooo,’ he wailed. Zan reluctantly reached out and gave his shoulder a squeeze, while scanning the room for her bottle of hand sanitiser.


‘I could use a drink,’ the Poet mumbled.


‘So, no change there, then,’ Danny said under his breath. Zan hesitated for a moment then went to the kitchen.


‘Bryan? Are you sure?’ the Poet said. He shook his head, answering his own question.


Zan stood in the doorway with a bottle of Monkey Shoulder whisky and a glass. She poured a nip and gulped it down then filled the glass almost to the brim and handed it to the Poet, who took it without thanks and slurped at it greedily.


‘Medicinal rather than recreational,’ he said between gulps.


‘Hey, Zan?’ Danny asked. ‘If Laura wasn’t here about Bryan, why was she here?’


Zan gave a grimace that told him more than he wanted to know. ‘I’ll get another glass,’ she said and disappeared into the kitchen.


—


Danny, Zan and the Poet sat hunched around her coffee table, the Monkey Shoulder bottle now empty and a companion of Talisker Storm well on its way. They had just watched a TV news report on how multimillionaire property developer Alan Hahn had died of a heart attack, despite the best efforts of a young woman, a visitor to his building, to revive him.


And there she was, Zan. On screen, talking about how she’d learned CPR at her kickboxing class. Alan had suffered a heart attack as they travelled together in the lift and she’d done everything she could, but it was not to be. The reporter said Hahn had previously had a quadruple heart bypass and was involved in several disputes with his apartment block neighbours.


Danny looked at her, the question all in his eyes. She returned his stare, tilting her head just enough to say, don’t go there.


The silent exchange was interrupted when the Poet did several double takes between the TV and Zan before mumbling, ‘I’m ashamed to say it’s true … you all look the same to me.’


Zan blearily returned the Poet’s stare. He reminded her of the illustration on a ’70s rock album she’d once found in her parents’ garage: a tramp, heavily bearded, tall, shabbily dressed and seemingly bent by an age he was unlikely to achieve. Zan shook her head. Between his looking like a demented vagrant and behaving like an understudy for Falstaff, Zan did not particularly want the Poet in her flat. However, not only was he a paying customer for her transcription and formatting services, he was also an acquaintance of Danny’s and, suddenly significantly, a friend of Bryan’s.


‘Shit,’ the Poet said loudly. ‘What a fucking waste.’ Then he gathered himself, lifted the bottle of Talisker in mid-sway and poured with a surprisingly steady hand. ‘As Bertrand Russell said, drunkenness is temporary suicide. I’ll drink to that!’ he roared


‘Aqualung,’ Zan said, remembering. ‘Jethro Tull.’ And then she was puzzled. ‘Which was the album and which was the group?’ she asked no one in particular.


Danny looked at her, then at the Poet, and smiled. He got it. The poet tipped the bottle again until Danny firmly but gently twisted his wrist back 90 degrees and prised the whisky from his fingers.


‘I think you’ve had enough, old son,’ Danny said.


‘Not even fucking close,’ the Poet retorted.


‘You have if you want to sleep on my sofa … and you’re not sleeping here.’


‘Sez who?’


‘I thought you would have recognised my voice by now,’ Danny said, tiring of this drunken buffoon even sooner than usual. He’d decided to stay mostly sober while the Poet and Zan raced each other to the edge of oblivion, and it had been no fun watching them put themselves outside a litre of very decent Scotch.


‘You are going to stop me drinking? You and whose army?’ The Poet’s breath was now ninety per cent Hebridean peat.


‘The United Nations of Fuck You,’ Danny said. ‘Now, let’s get some sleep and we can think about all this in the morning.’


The threat of another day seemed to settle the Poet, who slumped back in his chair and promptly started to snore. Danny had watched these performances a few times too often and was glad when the Poet finally fell silent – or at least stopped declaiming misquotes from Shakespeare and Wilde.


Danny turned his attention to Zan, who sat staring at the table as if willing it to levitate. She suddenly looked up at Danny, but he was ready for her.


‘How’s your mum?’ he asked.


‘What?’ It wasn’t any of the dozen or so questions Zan had been dreading.


‘Your mum. How’s she taking the news? Relieved? Elated?’ Danny paused like a barrister about to nail a witness. ‘Shocked?’


‘All of the above, I suppose,’ Zan said defiantly. ‘We haven’t had a chance to talk properly.’


Danny had met Zan’s mother, Phuong, a couple of times and liked her instantly. She was like an older version of Zan in every way, just one dress-size smaller. However, she had aged terribly under the stress of her battles with Hahn. Danny didn’t know all the details, but it was something to do with Hahn not being allowed to do what he wanted with his apartment and Phuong having said something she maybe shouldn’t have and it all ending up in court.


Danny did know, however, that this woman was a fighter. She hadn’t survived a sea crossing in pirate-infested waters to let an over-privileged bully push her around. She had been working to establish herself from the moment she stepped ashore as a teenage refugee in Darwin in 1979. Six years later Phuong, by then a feisty university student and political activist living in Sydney, married a fellow refugee (and obsessive fan of British rock music) named Jun. Everyone, including Phuong and Jun themselves, seemed to forget they hadn’t lived in Australia all their lives.
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