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For Tilly Lowes






‘Bigotry tries to keep truth safe in its hand

With a grip that kills it.’

RABINDRANATH TAGORE

FIREFLIES (1928)








PROLOGUE

He hit the guy’s number and heard a phone ringing on the other side of the apartment door.

No answer.

Trying again, he stared at the flashing screen as it rang out for a second time.

‘You in there?’

He thumped the door. Harder. Louder. The noise echoing down the hall.

Nothing.

John Bailey had been standing in the steamy corridor for the last five minutes. Calling. Knocking. Waiting. Where the hell was he? Why would he leave his phone behind?

Pressing his ear against the door, Bailey thought he heard footsteps. A chair dragging. A tapping sound. Then it stopped. It could have been next door. Downstairs. They packed the apartments tightly in this part of Sydney. Doors only a few metres apart. Windowless corridors, trapping the heat. Warm air, laced with smells of spiced cooking and smoke, difficult to breathe. Especially on the top floor, outside apartment 1023.

During his years as a war correspondent in the Middle East, Bailey had been stuck in worse places for a lot longer. The boot of a car. That bedroom in Mosul with the bloodstains on the wall. The house in Fallujah that had been cut in half by a mortar round while Bailey was hiding inside. Those places were much worse than the humid hallway of the rundown old apartment building where he was standing right now. But the heat was getting to him. A sheen of sweat had formed on his brow, sending a salty trickle into his eye. His throat was dry, his lungs heavy. Bailey looked at his watch: 9.28 pm. He decided to wait outside.

An elderly woman with a box of wine was walking in off the street just as Bailey was walking out. He offered a half-smile. ‘Hot one again tonight.’

‘Tell me about it,’ she said. ‘Don’t mind the heat so much, bloody smoke that gets me. Are they ever going to put out those fires?’

‘Rain’s the only thing that’ll fix them.’

The woman stopped beside him, squinting and laughing, like he’d just uttered one of the stupidest things she’d ever heard. ‘Rain? Can’t even remember what it sounds like.’

Bailey sat down on the front steps, the warm breeze feeling surprisingly cool as it tickled the sweat on his neck, his stubbly cheeks. He thumbed through his phone. Checking his messages. Killing time. Anything to distract him from the sinking feeling in his gut.

He heard a voice, someone calling out in the distance, followed by a loud fluttering of birds.

Bailey looked up just in time to see a body falling from the sky.

Leaping to his feet, he fell backwards into the wall, hands hugging bricks, seeking shelter from the arms and legs flailing in the air until, almost in slow motion, the body landed with a loud thud on the footpath.

Bailey froze. Heart drumming against his chest. Arms shaking as he watched the pool of blood spreading across the concrete, gathering in cracks.

He took a step towards the dead guy on the footpath, kneeling down beside him, catching the moonlight on his broken face.

Bailey knew exactly who he was.






CHAPTER 1

    TUESDAY 
ONE WEEK EARLIER

It was the summer Australia burned.

A nation stricken by drought, reduced to a giant tinderbox. Hundreds of fires burning since spring. Thousands of homes destroyed. Dozens of people dead. Cars. Sheds. Shops.

Incinerated.

Farm animals. Wildlife. Pets. Even the insects that would have devoured what was left of the smoking carcases.

Gone.

Vanquished by fires so powerful, so aggressive, they created their own weather systems, sending embers leaping through the air, starting new fires in places that couldn’t see them coming.

And the smoke.

Acrid, lung-burning, eye-stinging smoke.

It was everywhere, in everything.

Including the warehouse in Surry Hills where Bailey was slowly making his way through the crowd, head bowed, avoiding eye contact with the mostly white men with fashy haircuts, tattoos and ill-fitting stone-washed jeans. Some of them with Australian flags tied around their necks. All of them with hard faces. The patriots.

‘Excuse me, brother.’

Bailey felt a heavy hand on his shoulder, turning to see a tall man with a square jaw looking down on him. He had a web tattoo inked into his neck and a spider climbing the side of his shaved head. Thug art.

‘Me and my boys are up front,’ he said, motioning to get past.

‘No worries.’

Bailey stepped aside, nodding at the trail of men with crew cuts and union jacks plastered on their blue t-shirts. He recognised them instantly. The Blue Boys. A far right nationalist group that had recently had its Facebook page shut down after they were caught praising the gunman who had shot up those mosques in Christchurch, killing fifty-one innocent people.

Bailey checked his ticket on his mobile phone. Thankfully, he’d been seated up the back where he could make a quick exit, if things turned ugly. He stared at his ticket a moment longer, shaking his head at the price tag – a thousand dollars to listen to Augustus Strong. The race-baiting doyen of America’s alt-right movement and favourite among Neo-Nazis and far right nationalists. What a rip-off. At least Bailey hadn’t personally paid for his seat. The magazine had picked up the bill because he was there for a story. Different from the ones he’d spent years chasing in the Middle East. His first article for Enquirer Magazine. A feature about Augustus Strong’s visit to Australia.

The warehouse reminded Bailey of an old mechanic’s garage. Grease stains on the floor. Corrugated iron roller doors tarred with paint and rust. Brick walls chipped and scarred. There were dozens of old warehouses in this part of Sydney. Most of them had been converted into trendy apartments, cafés and restaurants, clothing outlets, or function spaces for parties and events like the one Bailey was attending tonight.

The location of the warehouse had been kept secret, with a message sent out to ticketholders an hour before to let them know where to go. Bailey had made it with plenty of time to spare because the Darlinghurst end of Surry Hills was next door to Paddington, the suburb where Bailey lived in a single-storey townhouse. The warehouse was so close that Bailey had decided to leave his car at home and walk.

The protesters hadn’t taken long to get there, either. On his way in, Bailey had counted at least a dozen people holding placards on the footpath outside, and he knew the number would swell. Before Strong had arrived in Australia, he had been front page news after it emerged that the home affairs minister had personally intervened to grant him a visa, despite warnings from intelligence officials that the controversial figure’s visit could incite violence.

‘Everybody, please take your seats. The event will begin in five minutes.’

A woman’s voice echoed through the hall.

‘And a reminder to audience members, no photography or recording equipment is permitted. Anyone found to be taking photographs or recording tonight’s event will be ejected.’

Bailey plucked his phone from the inside pocket of his jacket, subtly activating a video recording before bringing his ticket back up on the screen so that he had a good reason to be holding his phone, should anyone ask. Steering his way through the crowd, he walked past the row of temporary chairs where he was supposed to be seated so that he could keep filming faces. If he was going to write about Augustus Strong, he needed to know about the people who had paid to hear him speak. How far the tentacles of the alt-right movement had spread in Australia.

When Bailey was done filming he returned to the back row, shuffling past the knees of the people already sitting down, and settled in his seat. Checking that he wasn’t being watched, he stopped the video and activated the voice memo app, beginning an audio recording, before slipping his phone back inside his jacket. Out of sight. The sound would be slightly muffled, but it would pick up most of the speech and the crowd’s reaction. Experience had told him that.

‘Best keep that phone in there, mate.’ A bloke in a sharp suit and a fashy haircut was backing into the empty seat beside Bailey, pointing at his jacket. ‘Heard the Blue Boys belted some guy for taking pictures at Strong’s talk in Melbourne the other night. Ended up in hospital.’

‘Probably a reporter from some commie newspaper like The Journal,’ Bailey said, knowing that his sarcastic dig at the newspaper that had employed him for thirty years would be lost on the bloke beside him. ‘Just making sure I’d switched it off.’

‘All media’s the same these days. Leftist mafia. Out of touch. No idea about what real people want. What we think.’

We.

Bailey had met his first real person for the night.

‘Tell me about it,’ Bailey said. ‘World’s going to shit. Thank god for truth-tellers like Augustus Strong, eh?’

‘Amen to that.’

The lights dimmed as the woman’s voice echoed throughout the hall again.

‘Please take your seats. Tonight’s program will begin in two minutes.’

‘I don’t agree with everything Strong says, mind you, but by god I’ll defend his right to say it.’

The guy beside Bailey kept talking as the last of the crowd hurried to their seats. More men with slogans plastered across shirts and singlets, declaring their allegiances to one group or other. Freedom Front. Real Australia. National Action Coalition. Some of the groups Bailey recognised, some of them he had never heard of before. In any other place he would have had his notebook out, scribbling observations. But not here. Not with a hostile gathering of far right nationalists, including the bloke beside him.

‘…not really a fan of the outfits and makeup. He’s a weird cat. All about the performance, I guess. But he’s not afraid to speak the truth. He knows that conservatism is about maintaining a traditional way of life, right? Keeping out not just immigrants but also corrosive influences that eat away at our Aussie values, right?’

He paused, waiting for a response.

‘Yeah, mate.’ Bailey nodded. ‘Strong’s good on that stuff.’

The room went dark and the crowd erupted in a loud cheer. Bailey followed everyone else by getting to his feet, cringing at the backslaps he was getting from the man beside him.

‘Here we go, brother!’

‘Yeah.’

Bailey pumped his fist in the air, feeling like he was betraying every rational thought in his head. The price of fitting in.

Electronic music was blasting from the two large speakers positioned on either side of the stage. A song that Bailey had never heard, heavy with synthesiser sounds. He wondered whether it was one of those fashwave bands. The alt-right’s own brand of music.

A cloud of artificial smoke blew across the stage and out strode Augustus Strong, spotlights beaming rays of light like he’d been transported down from heaven. Wearing sunglasses and a bright red blazer, Strong was pumping his arms, revving up the section of the audience chanting his name.

‘Strong! Strong! Strong!’

It didn’t take long for the entire hall to catch on. An earthquake of excitement for their man.

Bailey had to remind himself that the guy on stage was merely someone who wrote opinion articles for right-wing online publications. He wasn’t a politician. He wasn’t a businessman. He hadn’t starred in movies or had a hit song. He hadn’t even written a book. He was just a guy who found an audience through social media by being a contrarian. A self-declared culture warrior who liked to boast and offend. And his targets were always the same. Feminists. Muslims. Socialists. Politicians. The mainstream media and basically anyone who disagreed with him about anything.

During the ninety-minute sermon that followed, Bailey didn’t hear anything that would change his view that Augustus Strong was nothing but a great pretender.

When the cheering finally stopped and the house lights came back on, Bailey just wanted to get the hell out of there. But there was one more thing he needed to do.

During his lap of the hall before Strong’s speech, Bailey had noticed Chrystal Armstrong loitering by the side of the stage. The publicity queen of Sydney who’d been ignoring his emails and phone calls for the last week. With the event now over, she was gliding down the brick wall towards the exit, where Bailey was determined to catch her.

‘Have a good night, mate.’ Bailey tapped the chatty man next to him on the shoulder. ‘I’ve got to run.’

‘No worries, brother. Good to talk. What did you think of Strong?’

‘Solid, mate. Solid.’

Bailey pushed back his chair and slipped through the gap, walking quickly towards the back of the room.

‘Chrystal Armstrong,’ Bailey said, holding out his hand. ‘John Bailey.’

She gave him a blank stare, ignoring his hand, keeping one eye on the security guard nearby.

‘I’ve sent you a couple of emails this week about possibly getting some time with Strong?’

‘Sorry, who are you?’

Chrystal had had so much Botox that Bailey wasn’t even sure that the words had come from her swollen lips.

‘John Bailey,’ he said, letting his hand flop by his side. ‘I emailed you about an interview.’

‘Who are you with?’

The crowd was starting to build around them and Bailey was conscious about not drawing too much attention, especially knowing that journalists like him were not welcome.

Grabbing his notebook, he scribbled down his phone number and email address, tearing out the page and handing it to Chrystal. ‘Enquirer Magazine. It’s new. First edition comes out in six weeks. I’m doing a story on Strong.’

Chrystal’s face moved, miraculously, with her smile. ‘Jock Donaldson’s magazine?’

Jock fucking Donaldson.

Of course Sydney’s PR queen knew about Jock. The billionaire financier who had grown a conscience in later life, deciding to bankroll Enquirer Magazine as some kind of vanity project to ‘save journalism’.

‘That’s the one.’

Chrystal took the slip of paper out of Bailey’s hand. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

‘Hey! This guy’s a fucking reporter!’

A hand landed on Bailey’s shoulder and he turned around to see a face he knew well. Benny Hunter. The leader of the Freedom Front and Australia’s most notorious racist.

‘I’m just leaving, mate.’

Bailey tried to move towards the exit, where Chrystal had just done a runner, but Benny had a hold of his jacket. He pulled Bailey close, their faces only inches apart.

‘What did you think of our boy Augustus?’ Benny said, nodding his chin. Testing Bailey. ‘Impressive, huh?’

‘Yeah, clever guy,’ Bailey said. ‘Loved his simple solutions for complex problems.’

Benny took a moment to process Bailey’s words. ‘Are you getting smart with me?’

‘No, mate. Just sharing observations.’

Benny clenched his jaw and Bailey noticed the size of his pupils, guessing that he was on something more than a nationalist high.

‘You’re a fucking smartarse, y’know that?’

‘It’s been said.’

Benny pulled Bailey even closer so that their heads touched, momentarily, before letting him go. ‘I’m an avid reader, Mr Bailey. I look forward to your article.’

Unnerved by the fact that the leader of the Freedom Front knew his name, Bailey took a step back. ‘Glad to hear it.’ But he was determined not to be intimidated, despite the posse of skinheads gathered around him. ‘You have a good night, gents.’

Bailey started walking towards the exit, adrenalin pumping, bracing for Benny, or one of the other men, to stop him. To finish their conversation with fists.

He made it outside without incident and when he reached the top of the stairs he stopped, turning briefly to check that he wasn’t being followed. He was met by a push in the back that sent him tumbling down the half-dozen or so steps to the street. He landed hard on the concrete. Right shoulder aching. Ears ringing. An all too familiar taste of blood in his mouth, reminding him of darker times when he’d been made to understand the meaning of violence.

‘Next time watch your manners.’ Bailey looked up to see Benny Hunter leaning over him, patting his cheek. ‘You never know what might happen.’

‘Everything all right there?’

A policeman called out from his position in a cordon that was separating Augustus Strong’s supporters from the protesters across the street.

‘Poor bloke slipped on the steps.’ Benny waved at the cop, pointing at Bailey. ‘You’re okay, aren’t you, buddy?’

‘Yeah. Yeah. I’m fine.’ Bailey reached into his jacket for his phone, turning the camera towards Benny, who was already walking away. ‘Hey, Benny!’

Benny turned around.

‘Smile!’

Bailey snapped a picture.

‘That’s a beauty,’ he said, holding up the screen.

Benny took a few steps back towards Bailey, fists clenched, before changing his mind when he noticed the police officer still watching him.

‘Cunt!’

He opted to give Bailey the finger instead, before walking in the opposite direction with his gaggle of disciples.

‘You all right, mate?’ the policeman called out.

‘Yeah.’

The policeman turned away to yell at a lone protester who had broken away from the picket line and was trying to cross the road.

‘Stop! Stay where you are!’

Bailey couldn’t see the protester because the policeman was in the way. But he could hear his voice.

‘I know him. That guy on the ground. John Bailey. I know him,’ he shouted.

The mention of Bailey’s name seemed to be enough for the policeman, who stepped out of the way to let the guy cross over.

‘I see you’ve been making friends.’

The man dangled a bottle of water in front of Bailey.

‘Here. Take this.’

‘Jonny?’

Jonny Abdo. The former refugee from South Sudan, now a lawyer. It had been so many years since Bailey had seen him that he almost didn’t recognise him. A boy back then. A man now.

‘Are you okay, Bailey?’

Bailey stood up, rotating his shoulder, a sharp pain pinching his neck.

‘I think so.’

‘You’re lucky that policeman was there. Benny Hunter’s a violent man.’

‘So I gather.’ Bailey accepted the water, shaking Abdo’s hand. ‘It’s good to see you, Jonny.’

‘You too.’

‘What the hell are you doing here?’

‘I came with my students. I’m leading a demonstration against Augustus Strong. He should never have been allowed in the country,’ Abdo said, watching Bailey roll his shoulder. ‘Sure you’re okay?’

Bailey took a mouthful of water, rinsing the blood from the cut on his lip. ‘Yeah, thanks. Few bruises. I’ll live.’

‘Plenty of witnesses if you want to press charges?’

‘All good, mate. Good fodder for the article I’m writing.’

Abdo laughed. ‘It’s always about the story with you, Bailey.’

‘It’ll get more traction than some drawn out assault case that probably won’t go anywhere.’

‘I was joking,’ Abdo said, frowning.

Bailey realised how defensive he’d just sounded. Standing alongside Abdo took him back to the first time they’d met. A refugee camp in Egypt. Little Jonny Abdo clinging to his mother’s legs while Bailey interviewed her about the civil war that had claimed the lives of her husband and three other sons. Getting her reaction to the news that she and Jonny had been granted asylum in Australia. The Abdos had a powerful story to tell. Bailey had written it. But he didn’t like the insinuation that newspaper headlines were all that he cared about.

‘All good.’

‘I’d better get back over there.’ Abdo pointed at the people holding placards across the street. ‘Make sure this doesn’t get out of hand.’

‘Hey, Jonny?’ Bailey stopped the younger man as he made to walk away. ‘You doing okay? How’s your mum?’

‘Good. We’re both good. Mum’s retired now, she’s…’ Abdo stopped speaking, distracted by the sound of a glass bottle smashing on the road. ‘This country has been good to us. I don’t want people like Strong messing that up. I’ve got to go.’

‘You got a card, Jonny? We should catch up.’

Abdo dug his hand inside the pocket of his jeans, handing Bailey his business card.

‘I’d like that.’






CHAPTER 2

WEDNESDAY

Bailey liked to start his day with a walk. A lap of Centennial Park and a takeaway coffee on the way home. It always cleared his head after a restless night dreaming about his former life as a war correspondent. The faces of the dead.

This summer Bailey had another reason to walk. The dog.

‘She’ll be good for you. Keep you company,’ his daughter, Miranda, had said on the day she dropped her off. ‘And look at her, isn’t she beautiful?’

Bailey had watched in horror as Miranda ruffled the ears of possibly the ugliest dog he had ever seen. A greyhound. Skin and bones. Narrow head. White fur not thick enough to hide its pink, spotted skin. Beady eyes staring at him like he was the one who needed help.

‘Are you serious?’

Still plagued by guilt from all the years of Miranda’s childhood he’d missed, Bailey could never say no to his daughter. Like it or not, he knew the dog was staying.

‘What do I call her?’

‘Dixie Chick,’ Miranda had said, not bothering to hide her smile. ‘She’s a rescue. Retired race dog. They named her in the shelter.’

‘I’m not calling her that.’

‘Dad, it’s her name.’

‘I’m going to call her Campo. Keep it simple.’

‘You can’t name your dog after a rugby player!’

‘Not just any rugby player, sweetheart. That’s David Campese you’re talking about. Greyhounds are fast. Campo was fast. Makes sense to me.’

‘Campo’s a man.’

‘He was graceful on the field.’

‘You’re incorrigible.’

Miranda knew her father too well to argue the point. Rugby was Bailey’s game and not only did he think that Campese was the greatest winger to ever play, he was also part of the Wallabies’ golden era that Bailey would talk about with anyone who’d listen. The name was perfect.

It was still eerily dark when Bailey finished his lap of Centennial Park. The blood red bushfire sun that had been haunting Sydney all summer was nowhere to be seen, hidden by a toxic smoke haze that was irritating Bailey’s nostrils and stinging his eyes. The air so thick he could taste it. Or maybe it was the tiny specks of ash blowing in from the fire grounds circling the city.

‘Come on, Campo.’

Itching for a coffee, Bailey yanked on the leash when Campo stopped to do one last sniff inspection of the tufts of grass at the Paddington Gates. For an animal that used to race at the track, Campo wasn’t much into exercise but if sniffing was a sport, no other dog would have come close.

‘Let’s go. Come on.’

Although he might struggle to admit it, Bailey had grown fond of Campo. She may have been stubborn but she was otherwise easy. She slept on the end of his bed, never went to the toilet inside and hardly ever barked. Now that he thought about it, Campo spent most of her days curled up in a ball close to him. His four-legged mate. Miranda had been right. It was good not to be alone.

Crossing over to the eastern side of Oxford Street, Bailey stopped when he noticed a man hosing the footpath outside the White Lion Hotel. One of Bailey’s old watering holes, when that was his thing.

‘What happened here?’

Bailey pointed at the crack in the window and the glass door that had been temporarily repaired with a large square of plywood.

The guy killed the hose, plucking his earbuds out. ‘What’s that?’

‘I was just asking what happened?’

Bailey could see the mess on the footpath now. A dried puddle of black, purple and red. Blood.

‘Fight, apparently. Bloke ended up in hospital.’ The man knelt down, giving Campo a pat on the head. ‘Was she a racer?’

‘Yeah,’ Bailey said. ‘Wasn’t any good, apparently. Not surprising. She’s as lazy as hell.’

The guy laughed, getting back to his feet. ‘Heard that about greyhounds.’ He pointed at the dried blood that was clinging, stubbornly, to the concrete. ‘I’d better get back to this. They want it done before the foot traffic starts.’

‘No worries.’

Bailey grabbed his black coffee from the café on the corner of his street, copping a frown from the waitress with the dreadlocks for not bringing a reusable cup.

‘Next time,’ he said with a wink. ‘Promise.’

‘You better. Or I’ll make you buy one.’

She had only been working there for a couple of weeks but she wasn’t afraid of laying on the guilt.

‘That any better for the environment?’

‘It will be if you bring it back each time.’

Everybody seemed to have their own personal crusade these days. But she had a point.

The houses in Bailey’s street all looked almost identical. Rows of Victorian terraces, each with steel fences, groomed hedges and garages out back too small for the expensive four-wheel drives parked, bumper to bumper, by the kerb. The huge dust storm that had barrelled through Sydney the week before had left a coat of scum on almost every vehicle in the street. It was probably the closest thing these four-wheel drives had come to an off-road experience.

Bailey’s townhouse was the black sheep in the street. Overgrown hedge. Rusty gate. Dead fern frowning at the footpath by the front door. The house could have done with a lick of paint too, not that he cared. And the greyhound? Campo was the icing on the cake. Utterly out of whack in an area more prone to the yapping sounds of French bulldogs, cavoodles and pugs.

Bailey dropped a cup of dog biscuits into Campo’s bowl in the kitchen and then flipped the lid on his laptop computer, eager to find out more about what had happened at the White Lion the night before. If the victim had been unconscious when he was taken to hospital, he figured there must be a story online. A few clicks of the mouse and he found it.


MAN IN COMA AFTER VIOLENT PUB ASSAULT

A 19-year-old Sudanese man is fighting for his life at St Vincent’s Hospital after a brawl at a popular Sydney nightspot.

The Bankstown man was out drinking with friends at the White Lion Hotel on Oxford Street when they were allegedly set upon by a group of men.

The victim suffered serious head injuries and has been placed in an induced coma.

A source close to the police has confirmed that a racially motivated attack was one line of enquiry.

The incident happened at around 11 pm and police are appealing for any witnesses to come forward.



There wasn’t much more to the story other than the fact that the victim’s identity had not yet been released.

Bailey wanted to know more.

A man of Sudanese background attacked not far from the warehouse where Augustus Strong had been revving up a crowd of far right nationalists. It seemed like too much of a coincidence.

He grabbed his wallet off the bench, sifting through the pile of cards and receipts, eventually finding what he was after. Jonny Abdo’s business card. Bailey knew that the Sudanese community was tight in Sydney and Abdo had set up his own law firm specialising in immigration. There was a chance that he would know the victim, or at least know something about him.

Abdo answered after three rings. ‘Hello?’

‘Jonny, it’s John Bailey.’

‘Bailey, I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. How’s the shoulder?’

Bailey instinctively touched it, wincing at the bruising.

‘A tad tender.’ There was no point lying, even though he’d been ignoring the pain all morning. But he didn’t want to get into it. ‘A nineteen-year-old Sudanese kid was bashed up on Oxford Street last night, wondering if you know anything about it?’

‘What?’ Abdo’s voice sharpened. He didn’t know.

‘Can’t tell you more than what I’ve read online. Kid’s in bad shape, apparently. Induced coma. Police are investigating a possible hate crime.’

‘Got a name?’

‘Not yet. Where’d you and your group go after the protest last night?’

Abdo went quiet on the other end of the phone. He had muzzled the receiver with his hand and Bailey could hear him talking to someone, although he couldn’t make out the words.

‘Jonny?’

‘Sorry, Bailey. I hadn’t heard. Let me make some calls. I’ll call you later.’

Click.

Before Bailey had a chance to respond, Jonny Abdo was gone.






CHAPTER 3

Benny Hunter was a turd of a man.

Bailey had arrived at that conclusion the night before and he was even more certain of it now, having spent the last hour perched on a stool at his kitchen bench digging around on the internet for any stories he could find about Hunter and the Freedom Front.

They were not hard to find. And none of them were good.

The self-styled far right nationalist had first garnered attention from the media about five years ago for his heavy-handed approach to his job as a union organiser in the construction industry. The first reference to the Freedom Front that Bailey could find dated back to a demonstration against the Australian Government’s offshore immigration detention centres at Sydney’s Town Hall in 2016. Hunter and his supporters had turned up to disrupt the protest. Punches were thrown, batons swung. Hunter and his crew were taken away in police vans and the media coverage about the protest turned into a series of articles about the newly formed Freedom Front, a hard line nationalist group that espoused the view that ‘Australia must rid itself of foreign elements that undermine it from within’. A message that was plastered across its Facebook page.

Crashing other people’s demonstrations and intimidating protesters was a tactic that Hunter would deploy again. And again. And again. Protests about climate change, public sector wages, Indigenous recognition – it didn’t matter. They were all fair game for Benny Hunter because all he was looking for was a camera to broadcast his racist, Islamophobic, homophobic views.

I’m an avid reader, Mr Bailey. I look forward to your article.

Bailey should have been researching Augustus Strong, but Hunter’s sinister comment at the warehouse in Surry Hills had been preying on his mind. It was true that Bailey was a well-known journalist, but he wasn’t exactly a household name. He’d always shunned offers to be an ‘expert’ on television. He wasn’t the type of person who got stopped in the street. He was an old-school print man with a name that rang bells but a face that barely anyone knew. For chrissake, the girl at his local café only knew him as the guy who didn’t own a keep cup!

Deciding that he had discovered all that he was going to through a search engine, Bailey picked up his phone, looking for a contact he hadn’t spoken to in years. Someone who, he hoped, would take his call. He knew she was back working for the Australian Federal Police in Sydney. Only problem was that the last number he had for her was from Kabul. He took a punt and called the AFP switchboard number he found online.

‘I’m trying to get in contact with Commander Harriet Walker,’ he said to the woman who answered the call.

‘The reason for the call, sir?’

‘I have some information for her. Information for an investigation she’s working on.’

Bailey had mastered the art of bullshitting very early in his career.

‘And what is your name, sir?’

‘Kenny Baker.’

The woman went quiet on the other end of the line.

‘Trust me. She’ll know who I am.’

Quiet again.

‘Hold the line.’

The call was eventually transferred and Bailey could hear a muffled conversation in the background.

‘There’s a guy on the phone who says his name’s Kenny Baker.’

Laughter.

‘You know who it is, then?’

‘Yeah. I do.’

‘Well. Well. Well.’

Walker was on the phone now.

‘I’m guessing that this is a cranky bastard that I used to know, but you’re going to need to confirm that it’s really you.’

Commander Harriet Walker. Special investigator with the Australian Federal Police.

‘The one and only,’ Bailey said, suppressing a laugh.

‘How the hell are you?’

‘I’m good, Hat. Really good.’

Bailey regretted the double emphasis and he could almost hear Harriet thinking on the other end of the phone. Wondering whether or not to go there. In her job with the AFP, she would have known more than most about what had happened in London and Bailey’s role in disrupting a terrorist attack and the murder of the woman he loved.

‘Glad to hear that, Bailey,’ she said. ‘Now, to what do I owe the pleasure?’

Harriet was a class act. If she was ever going to rake over the past with Bailey, she’d do it when they were sitting opposite each other. Face to face. Like old friends.

‘I need to talk to you about a thing.’

She laughed. ‘Of course you do.’

‘Are you at city headquarters?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Can you do a quick coffee?’

‘What’s it about?’

A person with a job like Walker’s didn’t just drop whatever she was doing for a catch-up without knowing what it was about. Bailey had to give her something.

‘I’m having a dig into far right nationalist groups. Thought you might know a few.’

Bailey could hear Walker tapping away at a keyboard, probably checking her diary. Or doing a quick search on what Bailey was up to. Whether he had already written something that might make meeting him a bad idea. There was always a tension between journalists and cops, even the ones who were friends.

‘Martin Place at one o’clock. Lindt Café.’

‘Lindt. Really?’

Bailey knew the café she was talking about. Everyone knew the Lindt Café. The place where an Islamic extremist had taken eighteen people hostage in a siege that lasted for sixteen hours.

‘It’s my local now. And I like the chocolates.’

‘Done.’

Bailey checked his watch. It was almost ten o’clock in the morning and he was still dressed in a pair of shorts and a t-shirt from his walk with Campo. He decided to take a shower. By the time he’d shaved and dressed in his trademark jeans and flannelette shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbows and an extra button undone to combat the heat, there were four missed calls on his phone. All of them from Neena Singh. The editor of Enquirer Magazine.

He called her back.

‘Morning, Neens.’ Bailey made an effort to sound cheery. ‘Four missed calls. What’s happening?’

‘What’s happening?’ She sounded angry. ‘What’s happening is that our new boss is sitting in a café at Bondi Junction alone waiting for us because you find it impossible to keep a fucking appointment.’

Bailey remembered. He had agreed to a ‘meet and greet’ with the guy who was bankrolling Enquirer Magazine, Jock Donaldson. Evidently, Neena was also still pissed at him for being an hour late for lunch with her last week.

‘Oops.’

‘Oops? What are you, five?’ She really was irate. ‘I’m parked out front. Hurry up.’

Neena Singh had been a journalist for even longer than Bailey, mostly in places like New York and London, where she had worked on Fleet Street, when it was still a thing. Despite being a good reporter, she had made her mark as a skilled editor who knew how to reverse the fortunes of struggling magazines. She had a sharp wit and an even sharper tongue.

‘Good to see you dressed up for the occasion.’ She frowned at Bailey’s attire as he climbed into the car. ‘You look like a fucking hobo.’

He leaned over and gave her a peck on the cheek. ‘What are you on about? This is my “number one”.’

‘It looks like something you’d find on a rack at a charity shop.’

For someone who was usually quick with a retort, Bailey couldn’t argue. Because it was true.

Neena glanced across the car, eyes squinting. ‘You shop at the bloody Salvos?’

‘Only when there’s a sale on.’

Neena was still laughing when she swung her sleek BMW onto Oxford Street, ignoring the speed limit as she raced through the back streets of Woollahra towards Bondi Junction. She found a park opposite the bus depot, tapping the clock on the dash as she clicked open her door. ‘You’re lucky we had a good run in the traffic, we’re only ten minutes late.’

‘He’ll get over it.’

‘Bailey.’ Neena grabbed his arm, stopping him from climbing out of the car. ‘I know you don’t like Jock. Just remember though, he’s the one paying the bills.’

Bailey knew all about Jock Donaldson. The hedge fund billionaire who had mastered the art of not paying his taxes. Back in the early 2000s, Bailey had done an investigative piece about a law firm in the Cayman Islands that specialised in helping wealthy individuals funnel their millions through offshore companies to minimise their tax. Donaldson was one of them.

‘As long as he doesn’t interfere with editorial, Jock and I will get along just fine.’

Neena still had a hold of his arm. ‘You seriously think I’d let that happen?’

‘No,’ Bailey said.

‘Then cut this shit out.’

‘Okay,’ Bailey said. ‘I just prefer writing stories about guys like Donaldson, rather than having coffee with them.’

‘We won’t stay long.’

Donaldson was seated at a round table by the window, a copy of The Australian stretched open beside a half empty cup of coffee. Dressed in a pink polo shirt and a pair of beige chinos, he looked like he’d just finished playing eighteen holes at Royal Sydney.

‘Sorry we’re late.’

Jock rocked forward on his chair, using the table to help himself to stand, legs stiff with age. ‘Not a worry.’ He gave Neena a peck on the cheek. ‘I didn’t even realise you were late.’

‘Jock, this is John Bailey.’

Donaldson locked eyes with Bailey, unloading a charming smile.

‘Call me Bailey, everyone else does.’

‘Well, Bailey. It’s great to have a journalist of your calibre on the team at Enquirer Magazine.’ He held out his hand and Bailey shook it. ‘It’s all very exciting, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah. Thanks for throwing your dosh at it. Tough market, these days. Good to see people investing in journalism.’

‘Please, take a seat,’ Donaldson said, arms outstretched. ‘And let’s get you some drinks. The coffee blend is remarkably good, we bring it in from Costa Rica.’

We. Jock owned the café too. Of course he did.

‘This your place, Jock?’ Bailey asked.

‘My daughter’s in the hospitality game. It’s her place.’ Jock waved at a young woman behind the counter and waited for her to come over. ‘Katie, this is that reporter I was telling you about. John Bailey. He’s part of Neena’s team for the magazine.’

Katie couldn’t have seemed less interested in meeting Bailey as she wiped her hands on her apron. ‘Good to meet you all. New magazine sounds exciting.’

Jock grabbed hold of his daughter’s arm, obviously keen for her to stay. ‘Katie’s just returned from South America where she’s been meeting with our suppliers.’

‘For the café?’ Bailey said.

Katie smiled a rich girl smile. ‘We supply over two hundred cafés and restaurants with our imported blends. I try to get over there at least once a year.’

‘Right.’

‘What can I get you all to drink?’

They ordered their Costa Rican blends from Katie and then listened as Jock continued his proud father routine, sharing how impressed he was with the business acumen of his daughter, before the conversation moved onto the weather, the bushfires, and the dire predicament that Australian politics had found itself in over the past fifteen years.

‘No leadership. None,’ Donaldson mused.

‘Is that why you’re throwing your money at a new magazine? To push for better leadership?’ Bailey was testing him.

‘That’s not my role. I won’t be pushing anything.’ Donaldson’s answer was sharp and clear, like he’d been prepped by Neena. ‘I’ve just marked my seventieth birthday and I felt it was time to give a little back. Do something to make our country better. A well-resourced, independent media can be a powerful tool of democracy.’ Donaldson paused, staring directly at Bailey. ‘We’ve had enough meddling by media barons. That’s not who I am.’

Bailey leaned back in his chair, folding his arms. ‘Good to hear, Jock. You picked a good editor in Neena. We’re keen to get stuck in.’

‘Six weeks until our first issue, I hear you’re working on a feature about that American polemicist, Augustus Strong?’

Bailey looked across at Neena, taking a sip of his coffee. ‘That’s right. Trying to pin him down for an interview at the moment.’

‘Chrystal Armstrong’s looking after him, isn’t she?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Chrystal’s a friend of mine,’ Donaldson said, casually. ‘I’m happy to give her a call, if you think that might help?’

‘Come on, Jock.’ Neena laughed, uncomfortably. ‘Cards on the table, please. She’s more than a friend.’

A seventy-year-old billionaire dating a woman almost half his age. What a cliché.

‘Okay. Okay.’ Donaldson smiled, palms up. ‘We were an item for a while. Not any more. I couldn’t keep up!’

‘I can arrange my own interviews, thanks.’

‘Bailey –’

‘It’s all good, Neena.’ Bailey smiled at Donaldson. ‘I do appreciate the offer. I just like doing my own thing, that’s all. Stay in my corner.’

Bailey noticed Donaldson’s face harden – just for a moment – before he clapped his hands. ‘Good, then. Good. Just an offer.’

‘Appreciated, Jock,’ Neena said.

Donaldson raised his coffee cup like it was a glass of champagne. ‘Principled journalists like you two will be the key to making Enquirer Magazine a success. Here’s to good journalism.’

Bailey followed Neena’s lead, picking up his coffee cup to meet Donaldson’s, hovering over the table.

Clink.

The most awkward toast he’d ever made.



Thirty minutes later, Bailey was getting dropped back at his house, relieved that the meeting was out of the way.

‘Thanks for the lift,’ he said. ‘And Neena?’

‘Yes, Bailey?’

‘I’ll be politely declining the opportunity to catch up with Jock again.’

Neena nodded. She got it. ‘Good luck with the story. I’ll check in with you in a couple of weeks. We hit the printers very early. I still think you’ll get the cover, but let’s see how you go.’

Bailey knew Neena well enough to interpret that as her way of telling him that he’d better deliver a strong story.

‘I’ll get it there. If I get stuck for contacts, I can always call Jock.’

Neena laughed as he closed the door and she sped off down the street.

The conversation about Chrystal Armstrong had reminded Bailey that he should follow up on the numerous emails he had sent her. Augustus Strong wouldn’t be staying in Sydney for long. Bailey’s window to interview him was closing. He checked his messages. Nothing. Time to call.

‘Chrystal Talent Management, Candy speaking.’

‘Candy, John Bailey here from Enquirer Magazine. I saw Chrystal last night and she said she’d come back to me about a possible interview with Augustus Strong. Are you able to put me through to her?’

‘One moment please.’

Pop music started playing through the phone as Bailey was put on hold.

Seconds later the song cut out and Candy was back.

‘I’m sorry, but Chrystal is flat out this morning. She says she’ll get back to you later.’

‘Today?’

‘She just said, “Later”.’

Bailey doubted that Candy had spoken to Chrystal, or that she would be calling him back. ‘Should I leave my number with you again?’

‘I think she’s got it.’

‘Hey, Candy,’ Bailey said, ‘how about I just give you all of my details again, just in case.’

The phone went quiet, but Bailey could still hear breathing on the other end.

‘Sure. What’s your name again?’

Bailey gave Candy his details and politely suggested that a returned phone call today would be preferable.

‘She’ll do her best.’






CHAPTER 4

He still remembers the hostages running down the stairs. Flashes of white light. Heavily armed police rushing in. Windows smashing. Bursts of gunfire. Every second of the chilling finale of the Lindt Café siege captured by a camera at the commercial television studio across the plaza.

Two people died that day, not including the terrorist. Bailey never included murderers in the body count. Not in the countless suicide bombings he’d covered for The Journal in Baghdad. The car bombings in Beirut. And certainly not in the attacks on London’s transport system back in 2005. Terrorists were cowards. They never got counted.

The attack at Martin Place was the first time civilians had died in a terrorist attack on Australian soil after September 11. As Bailey opened the glass doors of the Lindt Café, he wanted to believe that the siege hadn’t changed the city, but he knew that it had. Concrete bollards outside buildings. Tighter security screenings at airports and sports stadiums. Greater powers for police to stick their noses into people’s lives, lock up suspects for longer periods without charge. Terrorism had become the drumbeat of life. It affected everyone. Everything.

Bailey looked at the old G-Shock watch on his wrist. The gift from his father that still meant something. It was 12.55 pm.

Their meeting had been scheduled for one o’clock but Harriet Walker was already inside, seated by the window, picking at a plate of chocolates.

‘G’day, Hat.’

‘Kenny Baker.’ She stood up, pulling him in for a hug. ‘That was a good one, Bailey.’

Bailey sat down, admiring the woman opposite. Tough eyes. Toothy smile. Latin skin that dodged wrinkles and sunburn. The years had been kind to her, made her more interesting.

‘I was impressed that you remembered.’

Walker had been Bailey’s source for a story back in 2011 about how the ADF had tried to cover up the deaths of eight innocent Afghan civilians during a raid by Australian soldiers on a farmhouse in Uruzgan. The ADF had mistakenly identified the farm as a Taliban safehouse. Among the dead were a woman and her five children, ages ranging from eight to fifteen years old. Girls. Boys. Cut down by soldiers with bad information, following orders.

Walker had made copies of the ADF’s internal report about the incident, and subsequent communications that confirmed the cover-up, getting the documents to Bailey so that he could tell the world the truth about what had happened. The war in Afghanistan was messy enough, it didn’t need more lies. Walker had risked everything – career, friendships, reputation – to get those leaked documents into Bailey’s hands. To this day, nobody knew that she had been his source on the inside. Nobody would. Bailey never gave up his sources.

Whenever Bailey had needed to contact Walker in Kabul, he’d leave a message with a fake number and a fake name. The name was always some unrecognisable actor who had played a minor role in the first Star Wars film. Bailey had taken a gamble that Walker would remember their system.

‘Bit eerie in here after what happened,’ Bailey said, tapping the table. ‘Come in much?’

‘All the time. Made an effort to make this my coffee spot. Normalise the place. Reclaim it.’ She pointed at the plate of chocolates. ‘And to satisfy my sweet tooth.’

In those short seconds they’d been talking, Bailey was reminded why he’d admired her. She had principles. Her own personal code. ‘You’re a good egg, Hat.’
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