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Leanne, thanks for making the call.




MAIN CHARACTERS


(IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)


Christian Fong – Member of Federal Parliament


Pedro Cafasso – Chair of the National Growers and Producers Council


Rob Parisi – Federal Opposition Leader


Ginevra Parisi – Wife of the Opposition Leader


David Perkins – Opposition Campaign Strategist


Frank Clements – Prime Minister


Francis McGuire – Adviser to the Shadow Minister for Health


Pete Blunden – Adviser to the Opposition Leader


Yvonne Freedman – Shadow Minister for Health


Dallas Anastas – Australian Federal Police Close Personal Protection Unit


Alyssa Cole – Australian Federal Police Close Personal Protection Unit


Jacinta Yinger – Member of Federal Parliament


Percy Hodge – NewsTV anchor


Kate Chimes – NewsTV political correspondent


Viv Leong – Friend of Francis McGuire


Maxine Collins – Kitchenhand at Leong’s Korean BBQ House




ABBREVIATIONS


AEST – Australian Eastern Standard Time


AFP – Australian Federal Police


CAA – Conservative Alliance of Australia Party


CHQ – Campaign headquarters


COMCAR – Commonwealth chauffeur-driven car


CPP – Close Personal Protection


Progressives – Progressive Australia Party


QT – Question Time




INTRODUCTION: 
POLITICAL LANDSCAPE


FOR more than seventy years, Australian politics had followed a simple pattern: two major parties trading places, each taking a turn to govern while the other waited in opposition.


For twelve years the Progressive Australia Party, led by Prime Minister Frank Clements, had been in power. But with each election, the margin had thinned, eroded by a public tired of being asked for patience.


At the last election, the Conservative Alliance of Australia believed it was their time to make a triumphant return from the political wilderness.


Voters had other ideas.


Two independents were elected to the House of Representatives and, with their support, Frank Clements and the Progressives clung shakily to power.


The CAA, battered by their fourth straight defeat, knew they needed to change. They chose a new leader with a charismatic public persona: Rob Parisi.


At the next election, Parisi was prepared to do whatever it took – because in politics, you’re nothing if you’re not in government.




PROLOGUE


IN 2022, voters in the federal division of Farrer, a sprawling rural electorate in New South Wales’s Riverina region, elected Christian Fong to the House of Representatives. Fong’s backstory made him a prized candidate. He grew up in a non-English-speaking home in a part of Griffith where expectations were low, money was scarce and opportunities were even scarcer. He spent his youth watching his parents break their backs in low-paying, thankless jobs. From an early age, Fong knew his family lived on the wrong side of the gap between the haves and the have-nots. He was determined that would not be his lot in life.


In 2003, Fong became the first in his family to graduate from high school, dux of his year. University offers poured in – medicine, engineering, law. But he wasn’t chasing prestige, he was chasing money: how it was made, where it moved and whether it could be shared fairly. By the time he graduated, he wasn’t just another smart kid with a degree. He was a student of global financial markets, with an instinctive grasp of the systems that drove them.


Big-city accounting firms clamoured after him, offering six-figure salaries – more money than a kid from the back streets of Griffith could have imagined. He took a job at Horizon Global Advisors, a multinational firm in Melbourne that focused on social impact and economic development. It wasn’t the highest offer, but their mission of lifting communities out of poverty and changing the systems that kept them there drew him in.


He thrived in the fast-paced environment, handling complex projects for international clients. He made the company money. He made himself plenty of money. His reputation grew. It was everything he wanted.


A year and a half in, his father fell at work on a citrus farm outside Griffith. A broken scaffolding pinned his leg, shattering bone and tearing muscle beyond repair. The farm paid little and the compensation was worse. Confined to a wheelchair, he never worked another day. His mother did what she could, but someone had to step up and Fong knew that must be him. A few weeks later, he moved back to Griffith, found a shopfront on Yambil Street and hung out his shingle – CF Accountancy. Now he was just another one-man firm in a town already crowded with options.


The early years were tough. Clients trickled in, mostly looking for cheap tax returns, basic audits and retirement plans. Nothing that used his skill set or brought in more than the bare minimum. He began to feel that coming back to Griffith had been a mistake. He would be destined to end up like his parents – working hard, barely getting by. But frustration turned to resolve. During those lean years, Fong used his time wisely, building relationships, making connections and getting his foot in the door – any door, as long as it paid. He joined every club and association in the region – sports teams, community groups, business chambers – and in 2011, when the New South Wales division of the National Growers and Producers Council put out a call for a treasurer, Fong applied.


That’s when everything changed.


Fong’s first meeting of the council was chaired by Pedro Cafasso, owner of a large mixed farming enterprise just outside Griffith. He was a stocky man with piercing blue eyes and a firm handshake. Like Fong, he was friendly, approachable and sharp in business. They hit it off immediately. Their weekly catchups as chair and treasurer were always efficient, leaving time to linger over short blacks. Conversation usually drifted to Fong’s strengths – skills he’d sharpened at Horizon Global – like international trade, money markets, and the tax structures big firms used to maximise profit.


Fong knew Cafasso was impressed by his insights, but he was after more than praise. The Griffith businessman’s accounts were managed by a firm in Sydney. All Fong needed was for him to step into his office, suggest the switch, and he’d land his first major client.


He didn’t have to wait long.


The call came on a Thursday, the day before their usual catchup. Cafasso suggested a change of venue – dinner at his place. He texted the location and Fong arrived early.


Cafasso owned a sprawling property on the outskirts of town, its modest brick home tucked behind acres of productive land. Fong drove past rows of sheds packed with modern machinery – tractors, combine harvesters, cultivators. Fong wasn’t a farmer, but he knew money when he saw it – millions of dollars, sitting right there. Cafasso wasn’t flashy. It was clear he liked his wealth moving quietly.


Dinner began with rock lobster and business chatter – farming, local trends, a bit of politics. By the time the Wagyu beef arrived, and their wine glasses had been refilled for the third time, Cafasso started opening up.


He was a poor man made good – a story Fong understood. He’d started farming with a few acres of vegetables and built it into a much larger operation. Diversification was the key to wealth, he said, and Fong agreed. But Cafasso’s version of diversification was layered and complex, more than Fong expected from a vegetable farmer. He made a joke about creative accounting. Cafasso didn’t laugh.


By the time they were finishing with cheese and cognac, Cafasso had offered Fong the job managing his business finances.


Fong was ambitious, desperate for a decent wage, and accepted on the spot.


There were signs he should have noticed – offhand remarks, questions left unanswered – but he was too eager to impress. Too caught up in the promise of it all.


That was the night Christian Fong unknowingly began his descent.


Fong would look back years later and still not know when he should have seen the signs. Everything had felt like a natural progression. Cafasso would present an accounting challenge, and he’d solve it. Then came another – more complex – and his appetite grew. Somewhere along the way, the line between what was a creative solution and what was legal began to shift. Eventually, he stopped noticing it was there.


As the tasks became more intricate, so did the transactions. Cafasso’s ventures involved multiple accounts, offshore entities and a dizzying array of transfers that spanned continents. Fong crafted seamless structures that made everything look clean. Money moved through shell companies, trusts and layers of subsidiaries, all meticulously designed to legitimise the transaction. Cafasso would hint at regulatory hurdles or cash flow issues and Fong would respond with a perfectly legal workaround.


The work fascinated Fong. Each problem was a puzzle and he solved it.


Cafasso’s businesses had never been more profitable and Fong was taking his cut.


For years, Fong compartmentalised his life. He told himself he was just the accountant – nothing more. He was paid to keep the books clean, smooth over the messes and look the other way. But he knew. And when Cafasso let him see the real ledger, he didn’t flinch.


The farms and shopfronts around Griffith were just the window dressing – cool stores, transport depots, irrigation suppliers, packing sheds and rural finance brokers. On paper, they moved fruit, grain and cash crops through the Riverina and across the country. In reality, they were only the first link in a chain that ran much darker. The Hategan Group was a vast underworld enterprise with tentacles across Australia and beyond. Its business: drugs, illicit tobacco, laundered cash and human misery.


In the years that followed, Fong wouldn’t admit he’d become one of them. He just kept the books, signed off on transfers, released the funds when told. His paperwork was spotless. It would never show the blood on his hands, but the evening news often did.


He remembered the night every news channel covered the funeral of Terry McGuire, a much-loved high school principal from a small town in Western Australia.


McGuire had been successfully disrupting Hategan’s drug operations for years – getting ecstasy out of teenagers’ hands. The impact was small-scale, but symbolic. If one man could stand up to them, others might try. Fong was told to transfer money to a local bikie chapter to scare him off, but McGuire stood his ground.


The Hategan Group ramped up the pressure. Fong was told to triple the next payment – enough, he assumed, to finally intimidate McGuire into submission. Ugly threats, a smashed window, maybe a midnight visit to make him back down. His job wasn’t to ask questions. He never imagined how that payment would come back to haunt him.


Two weeks later, the news broke. Terry McGuire was dead. The coverage showed the solemn march of mourners, grieving a man who’d stood up for his community. It broke Fong to see the shot of McGuire’s widow and teenage daughter at the gravesite. He wept.


Not long after, Fong met Jen – a Year 4 teacher at a Griffith primary school. She was grounded, kind, and had a sense of humour that put Fong at ease. He knew right away she was the one. He also knew they had no future while he was tied to Pedro Cafasso and The Hategan Group.


After months of rehearsing the conversation in his head, Fong knew it was time to tell Cafasso he wanted out. It was time to move on, start fresh and build a life with Jen.


That was Christian Fong’s optimistic plan.




ONE


THE winter air in Griffith carried a sting after sunset. Christian Fong sweated beneath his tailored wool coat all the same. The heat wasn’t from the short walk across Pedro Cafasso’s drive.


Tucked under his arm was the folder he hoped would be enough. Inside, two sets of The Hategan Group’s end-of-year results. One would be sent to the tax office; the other was for Cafasso. In those pages were eight years of spectacular growth and record profits, and he was counting on them to earn Cafasso’s thanks – and his understanding that it was the right time for him to change direction.


Cafasso met him at the door with a slap on the back and a wide grin, flipping the folder open before they’d even reached the dining room. His eyes lit up as he ran his finger down the pages, scanning the figures.


‘Outstanding, Christian. I knew it had been a good year, but this – this is something else. The boss will be pleased.’


Dinner passed easily, Cafasso talking numbers, opportunities and what their next move would be.


Fong let him enjoy it. But when the plates were cleared, he set his glass down.


‘Pedro, I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. I’ll always be grateful, and I’m happy for the company’s success, but it’s time for me to move on. Jen and I are moving to the Mornington Peninsula, closer to her parents. We want to start a family. I’ll take a break for a while and work out what’s next.’


Cafasso smiled as if he’d expected it.


‘Completely understand, Christian,’ he said, gesturing to the leather armchairs by the fireplace. ‘How about we have a chat over a drink?’


Fong followed him towards the chairs, some of the tension easing. Cafasso always knew how to lower his guard. Were they friends? Maybe – but after all these years, he wasn’t sure where the lines were anymore.


Cafasso settled into the armchair across from him, leaning back with an air of calm authority. He set his glass on the side table.


‘I get it, Christian, I really do. I know where you’re coming from. This life … it’s not for everyone.’


‘I’m glad you understand,’ Fong said.


Cafasso’s mouth curled into the faintest smile. ‘But you know as well as I do, it’s not as simple as just saying you’re done.’


Fong shifted in his seat and rubbed his palms against his thighs. ‘It’s just … I’ve got Jen now. I want something …’ He paused, searching for the right word.


Cafasso’s blue eyes fixed on him, silence dragging out.


Fong kept his composure, but it gnawed at him inside.


It was Cafasso who stepped in. ‘You’ve been a great asset to us, Christian. We don’t like to see talent like yours walk away. Maybe you’d be interested in … let’s say, a different opportunity.’


Fong frowned, then attempted a moment of lightness that didn’t quite land. ‘I hardly think I’d make a good farmer.’


‘No, I don’t think you would,’ Cafasso said easily. ‘But politics, Christian. You’d be a natural. Federal Parliament. You’ve got the smarts, background, the look. I’ve got connections, and we’re always on the lookout for … how do I put this … the right kind of people. You fit the bill. It’s legitimate work – if you call what politicians do either legitimate … or work,’ he added with a laugh.


Fong blinked, stunned. ‘That … that —’ He shook his head. ‘How would you even do that?’


Cafasso was unhurried in his reply. ‘You should know by now, Christian. I can do a lot of things.’


He outlined the pathway – party endorsement, funding streams, favours to call in. His words rolled past Fong without settling. All Fong heard was the leash tightening. Another way to keep him in service. He wanted out, not a new title.


‘So, what do you think?’ Cafasso asked.


Fong blinked again, buying a few seconds. ‘What would you want in return?’


Cafasso leaned back in his armchair with a dry chuckle. ‘You’d be a politician, Christian. What could I ever need from you?’ Then he stood, picking up the folder of financial data. ‘How about I give you a moment to think about it?’


He walked out, leaving Fong alone.
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When Pedro Cafasso returned, the folder was still in his hand.


‘Do we have a deal?’ he asked.


Fong gave a polite smile. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t think politics is for me, Pedro. I really appreciate the kind words, but Jen and I are set on moving south.’


Cafasso swirled the brandy in his glass, his voice dropping.


‘That’s a shame, Christian. A real shame.’


‘If you’re concerned about the handover, don’t be. I —’


Cafasso cut him off, pushing the folder across the table.


‘Christian, I’ve just spoken with the boss and there’s only one way The Hategan Group will accept your resignation.’


Fong opened the folder. His financial statements were gone – replaced by a police report lying on top of a stack of documents. He leafed through. His name, date of birth, the Griffith address. Then the line naming him as owner of Riverina Haulage, the company that employed the driver who killed Terry McGuire. The driver’s record came next – drug and alcohol convictions. Behind that, a ledger of payments designed to be untraceable. And at the back, email correspondence showing requests for the driver’s charges to be quietly withdrawn.


‘I don’t understand,’ Fong said.


‘You’re a smart kid, Christian. I’m sure you do.’


Fong’s voice barely made it to a whisper. ‘But it’s all fabricated.’


‘We’ve got plenty of coppers on the payroll who’ll swear it isn’t. Enough to reopen the case into Terry McGuire’s death if I need to.’


The look on Fong’s face told Cafasso all he needed to know.


‘Always have a fallback option, Christian. This is mine. I assume yours is a tilt at federal politics?’


The knot in Fong’s stomach tightened. He knew there was no way out.
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When the CAA Party's New South Wales secretariat issued a media release in mid-2021 announcing Christian Fong’s intention to seek preselection, the news barely made a ripple. Only the local Griffith paper, The Regional, picked it up. Their story questioned why the party would hold a competitive preselection when the seat was already held by one of their own. The editorial took aim at Fong’s candidacy, asking if running a young male against the popular sitting member, Helen Lockett, was just another example of the party’s lack of commitment to gender equality, and even hinted at reverse ageism. When pressed for comment, the party’s State President issued a neutral statement, saying:




We welcome Mr Fong’s nomination, which demonstrates the strength of the party’s democratic processes. Ensuring the best representative means that even sitting members should not take the privilege of service for granted. While we have full confidence in Ms Lockett – a fierce advocate for her community – the preselection committee will make the final decision.





They chose Christian Fong.


Outside the political bubble, few paid attention to the decision. Inside party circles, it caused a stir. The message was clear: Fong had influential backers. Rob Parisi, the Opposition Treasurer, and his high-profile wife, opera singer Ginevra, had taken a particular interest. Both made repeated visits to his electorate, drawing donors out of hiding and packing the room at every fundraiser. Rob brought the political popularity, but it was Ginevra who kept them there. She made donors feel part of something larger, turned fundraisers into occasions and gave the campaign a glamour that unsettled old party hands. For Fong, this was the kind of help money couldn’t buy.


At the 2022 federal election, Christian Fong became the Federal Member for Farrer, adding his name to the ranks of the CAA Party in opposition.


Cafasso gave him space during those first few months – to find his footing as a new member of Parliament – and when he did reach out during the spring recess, he said he was just checking in. ‘Nothing in particular, just making sure everything’s running smoothly. Let’s have dinner at the farm, like old times,’ he’d said.


The food was fine, the wine carefully curated and their conversation wandering from politics to old stories. With dinner over, and both comfortably planted in the leather armchairs, Cafasso leaned forward, reaching for the bottle. ‘Another drink?’ he asked, already pouring.


Fong waved him away. He’d caught the shift – Cafasso’s easy warmth had been replaced by something more deliberate.


‘The government’s coming after us, Christian. From Canberra down. New laws, new powers. They’re beefing up every agency in an effort to crush operations like ours. I won’t let that happen – no matter what or who it costs.’


Fong felt his stomach tighten.


Cafasso left no room for misinterpretation. ‘If The Hategan Group is threatened, I need to know what the government’s planning before it can hurt us. I know you see the intelligence before anyone else does. You’re on committees, right? National intelligence and security? Anti-corruption? You’ll be my eyes and ears, Christian.’


Fong knew he was trapped.


The monthly dinners resumed. Confidential information flowed. In-confidence documents were passed across the table. Each meeting chipped away at what remained of Fong’s integrity, dragging him deeper into the murky undercurrent he’d never really escaped.




TWO


AS Christian Fong was finding his feet in Federal Parliament, Opposition Treasurer Rob Parisi was working tirelessly on his leadership aspirations. He’d been elected in 2016 – the CAA’s second straight defeat. He won again in 2019 – another loss for the CAA. In 2022, he received more first preference votes than any other candidate in the country – and still he sat on the opposition benches.


Rob Parisi had one goal – to be Prime Minister. That meant the CAA had to win government, and he was done waiting on others to deliver it. The time had come to make a move. He was forty-one, smart, easy on the eye, ambitious and electorally popular. The current CAA leader carried the stench of failure that would never wash off. It wasn’t a hard sell.


Some of Parisi’s colleagues had also considered a challenge, but the numbers never stacked up. They backed off fast, slipping away before the press turned their humiliation into headlines.


When the vote was held on a Tuesday morning at the CAA’s regular party room meeting, there was only one nomination. Parisi thanked the room, and promised unity and victory as his mind turned to the next step.


The campaign wouldn’t be won on hope. It would be won on control. And Rob Parisi knew exactly who to call – someone whose work stayed hidden, but whose results spoke for themselves.
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David Perkins was stocky, pasty and had aged poorly. He spoke with an upper-class British accent he’d spent years trying to perfect, but the East London vowels still slipped through. His suits were tailored and expensive, but somehow always looked like they belonged to someone else. More catfish than catwalk. Yet behind the ill-fitting polish was one of the most sought-after minds in international politics. He named his price, and campaign financiers queued up to pay. Not for charm or polish, but because he won. Canada, Germany, the States – he’d claimed them all. And the sweetest was his last. The UK. His own backyard. The Conservatives had been dead in the water. One term later, they were back in government. Commentators called it a miracle. The UK Prime Minister thanked the party loyalists, the volunteers, the machine behind the win. He made no mention of the man who got him there.


That was the deal – no name, no credit, no trace.


Perkins retired to his Majorcan villa soon after the UK election, claiming well-earned rest. His professional world was one of unpredictability – problem-solving, crisis management, messy relationships, constant pressure. Long ago, he decided his private life would be different – controlled, orderly.


Before boarding his flight at Heathrow, the man who managed his estate, his staff, his movements – everything but his political strategy – confirmed his instructions had been followed to the letter.


‘There’ll be nineteen on site, including yourself,’ the manager said. ‘No one enters or leaves during your stay. Contracts and non-disclosures are signed. Vetting completed – identity, education, Interpol, financial history, digital footprint. Medical clearance from two independent doctors. The site’s been swept for bugs and hidden cameras.’


The chauffeur met Perkins at Palma de Mallorca Airport. The Bentley Mulsanne passed through security gates and climbed the winding drive through manicured gardens, stopping outside a three-storey, dusty-pink mansion. A concierge opened the rear door without a word. A striking blonde in a strappy silk dress gave Perkins a passionate kiss.


‘Welcome home, darling,’ she said.


The estate manager stood to the side. Behind him, half a dozen uniformed staff waited for direction. Perkins walked past, hand in hand with the blonde.


‘I’m not to be disturbed. I’ll dine in my room tonight.’


The blonde kissed his neck as they disappeared through the grand wooden doors.


[image: ]


Days at the villa unfolded exactly as Perkins designed them. Meals prepared to perfection. Wine chilled to his liking. Every need met.


On his second day, he lounged under a white umbrella by the glistening pool, the morning sun warm on his skin. The blonde, in something barely there, stroked his thigh. To an outsider, it looked like love. That was the point. Perkins lived by design, not chance – in control of everything and everyone.


His gaze shifted from the brunette cavorting with the pool attendant in the spa to the phone that pulsed in his hand. Once. Then again. Encrypted. A message from Rob Parisi, Leader of the Australian Opposition. Perkins had a decent read on Canberra politics. A minority government, just re-elected, clinging to power, hostage to two independents on every vote. Messy, fragile. Easy pickings for an opposition. Parisi, it seemed, wanted to leapfrog the queue for his services.


He turned to the blonde. ‘Enough. Piss off and take them with you.’


Her face snapped from lustful devotion to blank compliance. She gathered her things, walked to the spa, and within a minute the pool area was clear. The game had been suspended.


Perkins didn’t know what time it was in Australia and he didn’t care. If Parisi answered, they’d talk.


As luck had it, it was just after 6 pm in Canberra when Perkins’s name lit up Parisi’s phone. The Opposition Leader answered on the first ring.


‘I’ve studied your results,’ Parisi said. ‘You’ve got an impressive resume … most impressive. I’d like you to come to Australia and head up our campaign. The next election needs to be ours. Majority government. Name your price.’


Perkins knew he’d take the job. Whatever figure he named, Parisi would pay it. The win was inevitable, and another trophy never hurt his name. He could run this campaign in his sleep. Still, no need to let Parisi know that. Not yet.


They talked election strategy at length – mostly Perkins. The Opposition Leader appreciated his frank, no-nonsense assessments.


‘If you’ve got any self-esteem, opposition’s the most miserable existence you’ll ever encounter,’ Perkins said at one point. ‘You call yourself Opposition Leader, but really, you’re a total nobody. It’s a title you cling to so you can feel good about yourself, and let me tell you, you shouldn’t. You should feel miserable every single day, embarrassed even, until you’re in front of a media pack announcing you can form a majority government, because you know what? You’re nothing if you’re not in government. The question is, where’s your line in the sand? What are you prepared to do?’


‘Whatever it takes,’ Parisi shot back, before adding sheepishly, ‘Within reason, of course.’


‘Then you’re fucked. Reason gets in the way of winning.’


Perkins paused, inviting Parisi to rebuff him.


Parisi stayed silent and, in doing so, passed Perkins’s first test.


‘You’ve obviously accepted a life in opposition like every other dimwit who’s gone before you. Why did you even bother calling? This … you, me, winning … it only works because there’s one set of rules and I make them. So, I’ll send you the invoice for wasting my time. Oh, look – ring, ring – it’s South Africa on the line. Got to go, chump.’


‘Hang on, hang on,’ Parisi cut in, desperate, knowing exactly what it meant if Perkins ended the call. ‘You’re right. I get it. Tell me – where would you start?’


Perkins smirked. Parisi had taken the bait. They all did.


‘There’s only one place to start,’ he said. ‘Shut down those two independents. Control them and you’ve got the Prime Minister by the short and curlies. Without their votes, Clements is running a lame-duck government – and I’ll have that splashed all over the media for the next two years.’
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A week later, David Perkins left the estate to prepare for his relocation to Australia. The villa staff of seventeen received their generous payouts, just as their contracts promised. Four chefs, three cleaners, a concierge, two gardeners, a masseuse, a chauffeur and five escorts returned to their lives. That would be the last of it for them. Perkins never employed the same people twice.


He touched down at Canberra Airport in March 2023 as the CAA’s new campaign strategist. He ripped the band-aid off quickly. A decade in opposition was ten years too long. It signalled gross incompetence from the top down.


Now he was in charge, that would change – fast.




THREE


THE minifridge kicked in with a metallic rattle, then eased into its familiar hum.


Francis started counting.


Three hundred and twelve before it clicked off. Sixty-two longer than last time. One hundred and ten less than the time before that.


That was one.


The air conditioner was another. Hissing on and off. On and off. It was on its fifth cycle.


The room service cart had rattled past nine times, but had stopped. Too late to eat now – or was it too early?


And the soft, even snore of the man beside her. Constant.


She lay on her back, staring into the pre-dawn dark. The counting helped. At least it stopped everything else from rushing in.


She’d tried plenty of strategies, and over the years a revolving door of well-meaning experts had talked schedules and sleep hygiene – that’s what they called it. But they always circled back to the same point: maybe it was time to talk about the root cause. She’d agree, pay at reception, and promise to check her calendar for the follow-up psychologist appointment she never booked. Pragmatism was cheaper and easier. Maybe some people didn’t deserve to sleep peacefully.


Waving the white flag, she slipped out of bed and crossed the hotel room to the ensuite. From under the vanity, she pulled out her backpack and grabbed sandshoes, running shorts and a sleeveless tee. She dressed quickly, tied her hair into a rough bun and shoved everything back into the bag. When she opened the bathroom door, a faint glow lit the room.


‘It’s four-thirty, Francis,’ Pete Blunden mumbled from the bed. ‘What are you doing?’


‘I need to do some work before Yvonne gets in.’ ‘This early?’


Francis walked back towards the bed and shrugged. ‘Couldn’t sleep. You know, a bit going on.’


Pete was an advancer, responsible for handling the Opposition Leader’s campaign stops – lining up venues and making sure things ran to plan. He shuffled to a more upright position, rearranging the pillows behind him. Broad across the shoulders, his bare chest showed the discipline of a well-kept forty-seven-year-old. ‘Hey, that’s right. Stepping up. Senior adviser. Suits you.’


‘Not for long,’ Francis batted off. ‘Lenny’s only away four weeks.’


‘Well, maybe he’ll find fatherhood too much to resist, pulls the pin and this becomes a permanent arrangement. We can live in hope.’


‘Why would you even say that?’


‘Honestly? Because he shouldn’t have gone on leave in the first place. Not this week.’


‘What, the opposition’s against people having babies now?’


‘People, no. Political staffers, yes.’


‘Where’s this coming from?’ Francis asked, knowing Pete was rarely the source of his opinions.


‘Perkins.’


Figures. David my-way-or-the-highway Perkins.


‘He went ballistic when he heard Markovich was checking out this week. The most important day in Yvonne’s political career and her senior adviser can’t be bothered showing up.’


‘He’s had a baby. She was three weeks prem,’ Francis said, making no attempt to hide her frustration. ‘You might just have to admit there are some things even David bloody Perkins can’t control.’


‘When we win government in a few months, we’ll owe it all to him. You can’t deny he’s the best thing to happen to the party in a decade.’


Francis shook her head in disbelief. ‘Well, for the record – and I’m happy for you to feed this up the chain to Perkins if you want – I think the leader’s office should have more faith in the shadow ministers and their staff.’


Pete leaned into the pillows. ‘Really? You’re not annoyed he left you with all the responsibility this week?’


‘What responsibility? The work’s done. It’s been done for months and that’s thanks to Lenny, not me.’ Francis stepped back from the bed. ‘My only job while he’s away is to make sure today runs smoothly. A little support from you would’ve been nice, but obviously, that’s asking too much.’


‘Don’t be like that. I’m just saying Yvonne shouldn’t let her staffers walk all over her. Public servants make terrible campaigners. They’re institutionalised. Not committed to the cause. Who even takes paternity leave? It’s the luxury of entitled public servants.’


Francis let out a sound somewhere between amusement and disgust. ‘Great. Let’s make that a campaign platform, shall we? The CAA will legislate to withdraw paternity leave. Sounds like a winner.’


‘Come on, you know what I mean. Markovich has messed up priorities and Vonnie shouldn’t have fallen for it. Lack of political judgement on her part.’


‘You’re questioning Yvonne’s political judgement? Are you kidding me? She’s a third-term member, has turned a 326-vote win into a fourteen per cent margin. She got the second biggest swing of any politician in the country last election. What more does she have to do?’


Pete raised his hands. ‘Fine. You win. I’m just saying, there’s a lot riding on today’s announcement. Our entire campaign rests on it.’


‘Thank you. You’ve made your point. You don’t think I can handle it.’


Francis walked to the door.


‘Don’t twist my words,’ Pete called after her. ‘I’m not saying that. I’m saying you shouldn’t have to. Come back to bed. Come on.’


Francis stopped. ‘I won’t be around tonight. Campaign fundraiser. Probably won’t see you until Thursday.’


‘I’ll be in Adelaide Thursday, but I’ll see you this morning, at the pre-brief.’


‘Sure,’ Francis said, and left Pete’s hotel room.


The elevator took her down to the marbled lobby. She pushed through the glass doors and jogged into the crisp pre-dawn air. The Allara Street footpath was deserted, too early for anyone but die-hard fitness enthusiasts. By the four-minute mark, she exited Commonwealth Park and made light work of the stairs to the Commonwealth Avenue bridge. Her pace quickened as she neared the towering steel flagpole flying over Parliament House. Like most Canberrans, the flag lay listless, refusing to wake until dawn broke over the capital.
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The graveyard shift at the House of Representatives security checkpoint unfolded like every other. Paulo and Tom watched as the overnight cleaners swiped in and out, logged names, sipped coffee and killed time. It was easy work if you liked staying up all night and had a knack for looking busy.


Paulo was midway through booking a long weekend away, when a young woman in running gear appeared on the monitors waiting for the House’s automatic doors to part. She didn’t wait long, slipping through before they were fully open. She crossed the marbled foyer at pace and was at the screening point by the time Paulo looked up. They exchanged quiet good mornings. She swiped her pass and her photo flashed on his screen. Well groomed. Smiling. Francis McGuire.


Francis handed over her backpack and Paulo placed it on the conveyor. Without breaking stride, she stepped through the metal detectors, grabbed her bag, mouthed the word ‘thanks’ and disappeared into the building. She followed the eucalyptus-green carpet, laid over jarrah floors, along corridors lined with the white walls and white doors of backbenchers’ offices. A final right turn brought her to RG111 – the office of Yvonne Freedman MP.


She was tapping her security pass against the reader when her mobile buzzed in her pocket. Unidentified caller. ‘Good morning,’ she said, nudging the door open with her shoulder as she listened to the overfriendly female voice.


‘Francis, it’s Jade from the leader’s office. Sorry for the super-early call. Hope I didn’t wake you?’


The suite was small enough for Francis to be in the back office by the time Jade finished speaking. ‘No, not a problem,’ she said, not matching Jade’s enthusiasm. Experience had taught her that this kind of forced cheer usually came with a sting in the tail.


‘Oh, great. You’re subbing for Lenny Markovich this week, right?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Amazing. Perkins just messaged – there’s been a bit of a pivot overnight. Rob’s adjusted his focus for this morning’s event. Nothing major, but the speechwriters have gone back over Vonnie’s draft. It’ll need a tweak for consistency.’


Francis paused, wondering just how big a tweak the media team had in mind.


Jade used the opportunity to plough forward, upbeat tone still intact. ‘We just need to make sure Rob and Vonnie are on the same page, that’s all.’


‘Of course. Can I have a copy of Rob’s revised speech?’


‘Sure, I’ll send it now. Sing out if you need anything else.’


‘Actually,’ Francis managed to squeeze in, before Jade ended the call. ‘Just checking, has anyone spoken to Yvonne about this?’


Jade gave a thoughtful ‘hmmm’, as if she was considering it, but her answer was exactly what Francis expected. ‘I don’t think so. Can I leave that with you? Look forward to seeing you in a couple of hours. Big day.’


Jade ended the call.


Francis dropped her backpack, sat at her desk and placed her hands on the paperwork she’d meticulously laid out the night before. Runsheet, policy document, one-pager, speech, joint media release. It was all there – and now most of it was obsolete.


She lowered her head onto her hands. Panic rose from her stomach, burning across her chest and arms. She breathed in and out deliberately.


‘What a start to the day, Francis,’ she muttered.


She took a few more deep breaths, then sat upright again.


‘Okay. One step at a time.’


Francis let Yvonne’s phone ring four times before hanging up. If she could pick up, she would. A missed call from her usually triggered a return, but to be safe, she fired off a quick text to make sure Yvonne was in the loop.


She stared at her screen, waiting for a reply and the leader’s revised speech to drop in. Nothing. Directionless, she took the chance to shower and change. Less than five minutes later, she re-emerged – patterned pencil skirt, white silk blouse, flawless makeup, hair in a low, slick bun. Barefoot for now, she kicked her stiletto slingbacks under the desk, leaned over to refresh the screen before sitting and was relieved to see Jade had sent the speech. She hit print, then checked her phone. No missed calls. No text.


Francis sipped green tea as she read through the Opposition Leader’s revised speech, highlighting parts of Yvonne’s that might need a rethink. By six-thirty, she was scanning the major news sites, looking for anything to add to the morning brief. The front door clicked open not long after. Yvonne stepped in, phone to her ear, her voice carrying through the suite. She gave a quick wave before heading straight into her adjoining office.


Dr Yvonne Freedman MP was fifty-one, not overly tall, petite, with light grey hair cut in a bob. She represented the West Australian seat of Tangney and served as Shadow Minister for Health. True to form, she wore a flowing midi dress, belted at the waist, with a blazer and pumps. No fuss – just like her.


She ended the call with ‘Love you, too,’ as she stepped into Francis’s office. ‘I hope you’ve been home,’ she said, though her tone suggested she wasn’t sure.


‘I’ve been home,’ Francis replied, leaving out details on how long she’d actually been there. ‘Did you get my message about Jade’s call?’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Tweak’s their word, not mine.’


‘Yes, it appears the inefficiency machine has spared no one this morning. Honestly, sometimes I shudder at the incompetence of this place. If it were a business, it would’ve gone broke years ago.’


Yvonne walked into the kitchenette, still talking. ‘Cuppa?’


Francis declined, only for Yvonne to reappear with two mugs.


‘You wouldn’t believe it. I got a call from Lenny at some ungodly hour this morning,’ Yvonne continued, handing over another green tea. ‘That imbecile Perkins had just rung him. It was about five here, so around two back in Perth. Who makes a call at that time, for goodness’ sake?’


Francis took a sip.


‘The baby’s a bit of a crier, so Lenny was up,’ said Yvonne. ‘But still, I wouldn’t have taken it.’


‘Anything I can help with?’ Francis asked, trying to hold on to what little relevance she might have left in the day.


‘No. Rob’s keen to emphasise preventative health, which I get. Half our problems are preventable. We’re our own worst enemies. But changing behaviour, that’s complex. Long game. You’d need a run of sympathetic governments to pull that off, so —’


‘Let’s get into government first?’


‘Exactly.’


Francis handed her a manila folder. ‘The leader’s speech – if you haven’t seen it. I’ve marked up a few places that you might need to revisit to be consistent with Rob. The morning talking points aren’t out yet, but nothing major’s broken overnight. Just the usual domestic stuff you’re across.’


Yvonne waved it off. ‘Honestly, I think I’m fine. Spoke with Rob after Lenny. We’ve sorted it. I’ve scribbled some notes on my old speech. I’ll just wing it. If I can’t talk about health for twenty minutes, I don’t deserve to be the alternate health minister. Anything outside my portfolio – Rob can handle that.’


Yvonne disappeared back into her office. Francis checked emails.


At 7 am, Francis heard Yvonne’s voice through the closed door. ‘Ready to go?’


They retraced their steps through Parliament House, back through security, and out into the early morning light. A black COMCAR idled at the kerb. The driver stepped out and opened the rear door for Yvonne. Francis walked around to the other side and let herself in. The car eased forward, paused as the bollards dropped, then rolled out through the gates, leaving Parliament House behind.




FOUR


THE CAA’s health policy launch at the National Press Club sold out within hours. From 7 am, 280 guests began streaming into the National Room. They mingled beneath its high ceilings and polished timber walls, shook hands, swapped business cards and drank their beverage of choice. The more ambitious among them sought strategic connections beyond their standing. Photos were taken. Posts went up.


At 7.25, the room was packed with industry representatives – lobbyists, media and handpicked members of the opposition. The best performers. Perkins had personally reached out to them with the invitation to host a table of VIPs. They knew it was a directive. They cleared their schedules.


At 7.30, staff in black trousers and white button-ups guided patrons to their assigned tables. Waiters moved through the room with trays. By 7.50, the muesli, yoghurt and blueberry parfait glasses were cleared, replaced with sourdough topped with eggs, spinach, mushrooms and tomato. By then, the room hummed with expectation.


Down the hall, the Randall Room had been reserved for Rob Parisi and his senior advisers’ pre-brief. Before they arrived, the AFP worked through their final security sweep. Close Personal Protection wasn’t standard for opposition leaders, but Parisi had made enemies. His hardline stance against organised crime – bikie gangs, drugs, illicit tobacco – kept the death threats coming. Now he and his wife lived under round-the-clock security.


Their AFP team was led by Dallas Anastas, an Afghanistan veteran with three tours. He was a mountain of a man, his custom-made shirts and suits barely containing his biceps.


Inside the Randall Room, he moved with quiet purpose, scanning each surface with practised precision. His partner, Alyssa Cole – in her fourth week on the job – swept the windows and doorways and checked behind the furniture.


‘Clear,’ she said, taking her place outside the room.


‘Good. Now double-check the corridor and the adjoining spaces,’ Anastas ordered.


Cole gave a sharp nod and disappeared down the hall.


The moment she was gone, Anastas crouched by the narrow wooden table just inside the door. Quick and practised, he slid a listening device under the edge and pressed it firm. The bug had a range of ten metres – more than enough.


Straightening, he gave the room one last glance.


‘All clear,’ Cole called from the hallway.


‘Confirmed,’ Anastas replied.
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Pete Blunden led Rob Parisi and his entourage into the Randall Room just after seven-thirty, held the door for them, then disappeared to grab coffee.


Anastas’s AFP detail held their position outside.


Parisi’s team got to work. Their task: to mimic a hostile press pack, firing likely questions at the Opposition Leader. Every answer had to be accurate. Staying on message was non-negotiable. One slip – a wrong inflation figure, a mispronounced town, forgetting the price of eggs – was political suicide. The media backlash would be instant and costly.


‘Unemployment rate?’


Parisi didn’t flinch. ‘Four-point-one per cent. Underemployment six-point-six per cent.’


‘Inflation?’


‘Five-point-eight per cent.’ ‘


CPI?’


‘Rose zero-point-eight per cent in the December quarter. Six-point-zero per cent annually.’


‘Victorian towns impacted by the summer bushfires?’


‘Areas around Bruthen, Gelantipy, Mount Bogong, Marthaville and Tambo Crossing.’


‘It’s Marthavale,’ a minder corrected him. ‘Not ville, Rob, vale.’


Parisi stuck up an affirmative finger. ‘Marthavale, got that.’


‘The detention of Australian national Chen Jie in China?’


‘Very concerning. A competent government would have called China out immediately. Keeping Australians safe should be priority one – yarda yarda yarda,’ he said, prompting a few laughs.


A gentle tap on the door broke the grilling. Yvonne Freedman breezed in, scanned the room and spotted Parisi at the head of the board table. She slid into a chair between two advisers and quick good mornings were exchanged. Francis followed her in and took the last seat at the far end of the table. Only Perkins remained standing, leaning against the wall near the door, phone in hand, one eye on the room, indulging the exercise with visible boredom – housekeeping being well beneath his pay grade.


‘Ready to go, Vonnie?’ Parisi asked, once the final question was done.


‘Absolutely. Couldn’t be more excited.’ Yvonne moved her gaze around the table. ‘And, in case I don’t get another chance – thank you everyone. This has been a team effort. Be proud of what you’ve done.’


Heads nodded in agreement and appreciation.


‘Oh, does everyone know Francis?’ she added.


There were a few half-hearted mumbles as Francis forced a smile, wishing the attention would move on.


‘I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure,’ Parisi said, leaning forward.


‘Rob, meet Francis McGuire,’ Yvonne said. ‘She’s covering for Lenny while he spends some time with his new baby. A girl, Holly, in case you hadn’t heard.’


Parisi glanced at Francis, holding it a fraction too long for her comfort. ‘You’re not one of the McGuires from Arpenteur?’


Francis hesitated. She thought of saying no.


‘Yes, I am,’ she said, adding quickly, ‘but I haven’t been back for … well … ages.’


‘Huh. Right. Then of course I know Francis. We call the same town home. It’s been a long time.’ His smile faltered, just for a moment, then he continued. ‘How long have you been working with Vonnie?’


‘Nearly two years.’


‘Two years and you haven’t dropped by to say hello? Well – belated welcome.’


‘Thank you.’


‘How’s your mother? Still in Geraldton?’


Francis fidgeted with her pen, willing the questions to stop. ‘Yes, she’s fine, thanks.’


‘I’m glad. No one should have to go through what your family suffered. Lunatics, drunk and drugged out of their minds, driving, taking innocent lives. Your father’s death was an enormous loss to our community.’


At the mention of her father’s death, every eye turned to her – except Perkins’s.


‘Well, anything I can do for you, Francis, just ask. My door’s always open.’


Parisi shifted back to the business at hand. Francis was relieved.


‘Okay, good people,’ he said briskly. ‘We have a health policy to launch.’


The head of media handed out a one-pager and ran through the day’s plan. Wall-to-wall coverage for the next twenty-four hours – TV, newspapers, radio, socials. Every opposition member and senator to keep low profiles unless reposting approved content. Today was all about Rob and Yvonne. No one else.


At ten to eight, the boardroom door opened again and Pete stepped in.


‘It’s time. Full house,’ he said, looking to Parisi. ‘You’ll walk in with Yvonne – straight onto the stage. There are two chairs stage right and the lecterns are in the middle. Zara Wilmot as MC will be seated stage left. Any questions?’


None.


The meeting broke up quickly. Parisi’s suited staffers, flush with self-importance, filed out of the Randall Room to take their spots at the function. Policy advisers moved to their assigned tables, nurturing stakeholders, answering technical questions and reinforcing key messages. The media team melted into the crowd, listening and quietly feeding questions and concerns into the group chat.


Yvonne and Francis tailed the procession, then waited by the door of the National Room for Rob Parisi as directed.


‘I didn't know about your father, Francis,’ Yvonne said sympathetically. ‘I'm so sorry that happened to you and your family. I know it was a while ago, but still, that sort of loss … Well, you never really get over it, do you?’


Francis gave a small nod. ‘Thank you. That’s kind.’ She glanced towards the room. ‘Is there anything you need before you go in?’


Yvonne shook her head.
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Only Rob Parisi and David Perkins remained in the Randall Room. Parisi’s tone was flatter now, the edge unmistakable.


‘Any updates?’


Perkins walked across and joined him at the table. ‘As planned,’ he said. ‘Anthony Fromberg from The National will ask the question.’


Parisi drummed his fingers against the wooden surface. ‘So, we’re watertight?’


‘Not my first rodeo.’


The drumming stopped abruptly. Parisi stood and paced a few steps, raking a hand through his hair. ‘You’re sure this will work? We could pull the pin. It’s not too late. I know I agreed – and it made sense when you pitched it – but now.’ He sighed. ‘Christ, Vonnie’s put so much into this. She’s produced something special.’


‘I couldn’t care less about Vonnie’s policy work. And you’re more naive than I thought if you think standing up there and promising billions for health is going to get you elected.’ Perkins stood and walked towards him. ‘If you’re baulking at the first hurdle, then you’re right – we should pull the pin and I’ll head straight to the airport and catch the first plane back to London.’
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