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I’m not one of them.
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‘You’ve got a lot of problems Minister,’ agreed Mick Darby. ‘But, I’m not one of them.’ 

‘Yet.’ The Attorney-General said. Darby had interrupted her litany of problems. He’d had the temerity to suggest she distance her office from her Pastor. 

The Attorney-General and the Intelligence Assessment chief had been meeting every ten days or so now for months. At the PM’s insistence the Attorney-General was to dull the independence of the Intelligence Committee. And, at his boss’s insistence, Darby was to hone its edge.

‘Yet?’ They were still to get each other’s measure.

‘I don’t see you as a problem Mick,’ said the Attorney-General. She leant forward, elbows on the desk, right hand nestled in her left, thumbs to her chin. ‘As we work more together, well, some boundary issues are sure to crop up. Unavoidable.’ She opened her hands, fingers spread. ‘But you’ve trampled one.’ She put her hands flat on the desk, ‘I wouldn’t have thought your role as Intelligence Assessment chief would go to personal attacks on my faith. Perhaps I misread your job description?’

He wasn’t answering this question.

‘No, I thought not,’ she said, smiled, turned her left-hand palm up, ‘we’ll find a solution I’m sure.’

‘I’ll say it again. We are yet to receive any security clearance paperwork for Hudson and Phoebe Lang from Asher Ministries,’ said Darby.

‘Pastor. Pastor Phoebe,’ corrected the Attorney-General.

She smoothed an already immaculate skirt, brushed an imaginary hair from her forehead, squared her shoulders and rested her elbows on the desk, hands together again. ‘That’s because they are not a risk. Not involved in any security issues, fraud nor corruption. Many Australians are happy to confuse thrills with news, and a left-wing media is keen to amplify any sensation about the right. I would have assumed that beneath you.’

Darby leaned forward, suit sleeves riding up, exposing bespoke cufflinks, ‘without a clearance, they’re to be escorted at all times in Parliament House and government offices, it doesn’t matter what their titles are. They visit the House frequently, so a pass would make it easier for everyone.’

‘I agree. But...’

Darby sat back, annoyed, security clearance errands beneath him.

‘No need for any security paperwork,’ said the Attorney-General, ‘they have both signed confidentiality agreements, witnessed by me. Passes, issued by me.’

‘Confidentiality agreements? I’m sure,’ said Darby, ‘that would ease any discomfort.’

‘It was Hudson’s idea.’ Missing the sarcasm. ‘He thought that a confidentiality agreement made more sense than a security clearance. He is gearing up the next phase of remote monitoring of people in aged care; commercial-in-confidence, confidentiality, a much better fit than a clearance. After all, Mick, I doubt he was ever a terrorist.’

‘You worship at Asher Ministries, Hudson and Phoebe share the leadership; Phoebe is your pastor...’

‘Not just mine, the PM’s too, and Phoebe leads the Parliamentary Choir, multi-party, you know. The choir is open to the public service too, something to think about?’

‘Not sure my voice would want to be heard there,’ said Mick. ‘So, Hudson and Phoebe must be seen to be and actually be, above and beyond. It has to mean cleared, security cleared, above and beyond.’

‘I drafted the confidentiality agreements.’

Mick interrupted. ‘Minister, do I need to explain the difference between a confidentiality agreement and a security clearance, to you?’

She sat back, elbows resting on the arms of her chair, leather, ergonomic, ‘they are above and beyond. All right?’

‘But not security cleared!’

Darby opened his brown leather folio, empty save for a single piece of newspaper, and the smell of new leather.

‘From an admirer Mick?’

‘One you admire,’ said Darby, putting the paper on the desk between them, facing the Attorney-General. The clipping was from a magazine for senior Australians and featured the beaming Minister for Aged Care under the headline “Robots for Seniors”.

‘Well, they’ve captured his personality,’ said the Attorney-General. ‘I suggest you take it up with him, he’s got oversight of the Commonwealth’s spend on aged care.’

‘Him,’ said Darby, his fingers on the paper, ‘he’s quoted on the cost savings, his only interest reported here.’

‘His only interest, other than promotion; and the savings will be so far into the future, they’ll not materialise.’

‘So, saving money in aged care,’ said Darby, ‘that’s down to him. Minister, he’s an economist working with a scientist; technology and cost savings, that’s all they can see. Why not consider a working group to review the wider issues? In the nursing homes, residents interacting mainly with robots, minimal human contact, other than visitors?’

‘Are you worried about moral issues?’ She shrugged. ‘Moral issues covered. We can leave that to the Langs can’t we? Seems to me that a church is well placed to consider moral issues, and out of that we can look at any legal implications. At implementation.’

Have to hand it to her thought Darby, but not willing to let it go.

‘The detect and alert devices and the sensors in the current trial,’ said Darby, ‘were designed and made in Australia. What of phase two, outsourced? China?’ He tapped the magazine clipping. ‘We do have an interest in where they are made.’

‘Slave labour part of your remit now?’

‘Technology. And who may have access to the data collected and stored. Phase two is a security issue. Part of your remit.’ Mick had a near photographic memory, could see the words dancing across the page of the magazine clipping. ‘Socially assisted robots, Bluetooth enabled,’ said Mick, seeking confirmation in the Attorney-General’s face, ‘integrating facial recognition and DNA of older people with location,’ maybe over-reading her even expression, ‘add Zoom or Skype for audio and video recording. Unregulated, yeah. We’re interested.’

‘The trial is working perfectly. Although,’ she continued, ‘the next phase is much more intrusive and designed to include older people needing acute care, so more intensive monitoring. Is that what you’re worried about?’

‘You visit your mother?’

The Attorney General nodded. ‘Every Sunday when I’m in Canberra. She’s in Asher House Reid, a new build, “salt and pepper” they call it, nursing homes sprinkled around the community.’

She thinks her mother’s a fucking condiment. ‘She’s on Facebook?’ he asked, ‘you message her with WhatsApp. Have you thought the bracelet she wears might sync with these apps? Be good to know it’s not possible, wouldn’t it?’

‘Do you think it is being done now?’ She asked Mick. One shoe, balanced on her toes, dropped as she jerked, leaned across the desk.

‘I’d want to be sure it’s not done,’ said Mick, and decided to go back to the start. ‘What we’d want to do is security checks, and, before the next phase, review the specs and the contract. This is not a simple Purchase Order. It also makes sense to review the complaints against Asher House nursing homes.’

The Attorney General opened her laptop, typed rapidly. 

‘The complaints,’ Darby continued, ‘cover tax free status, the traineeship scheme, quality of care, neglect, staffing ratios, access to medical staff. Get some distance, some independence between this office,’ he paused looked about him, ‘and nursing homes run with people whose beliefs you share.’

She picked up her cup and saucer in one hand, the other turned the screen towards Darby. The teaspoon slipped, Darby caught it, put it back. ‘Thanks’, she said, ‘now, look, Mick, you’re overreacting. Asher House, Hudson Lang, the Board of Asher Ministries, they dealt with the complaints. All the complaints were directed back to Asher House to address. They have come back stating the concerns raised had already been addressed. Nothing more for us to do.’

‘Asher House was the sole provider in the trial phase and based on those results; remote monitoring is to be rolled out. Think about this, federal government funding of nursing homes owned and run by a wealthy church counting the Prime Minister, the Attorney-General, other senior government ministers as members. You want to see that as a headline in the national papers?’ He said; resisting the urge to slap the clipping, to startle her.

The Attorney-General sunk into the leather, hands to the chair’s arms.

‘There’ll be public concerns about privacy. Thrills? Sensation? Be much easier to deal with that if you know there’s nothing to hide,’ said Darby.

‘Nothing to hide?’ Raising her voice, the Attorney General continued, leaning across her desk, ‘Ian Sturgess, the Aged Care Chief Scientist, personally, has oversight of the clinical trial; I thought you said you’re not one of my problems! The people running Asher House are beyond reproach. Their work needs to be respected. Now, if there’s nothing else.’

Mick Darby continued sitting, hands resting in his lap, thought to pass the time he might count the dust motes caught in the afternoon sun. The Attorney-General crossed her legs, one shoe slipped off, she put her foot to the ground wriggled it back into the shoe. Soon, thought Darby; anytime now. He glanced around the room; took in the photos, all taken with people more famous people than her, for this was Canberra, so, an aspirational office. 

Suddenly he wanted to protect her.

‘Minister,’ he said, ‘there are a couple of things you don’t want conflated...’

‘I think you might mean inflated?’

He turned away from her, afraid he’d lose it. Had a sudden memory of a boy he’d saved from drowning. The kid had nearly drowned him as the teenage Darby struggled to shore. Later at the hospital a nurse had told him many drown fighting their rescuer. He realised he’d go down with her.

‘Nursing homes run by Asher Ministries, federal funding. Nursing homes with sole access to expensive technology trials; again, federal funds.’

‘Look, I know what you’re going to say,’ she interrupted.

But not what I mean thought Darby. ‘Hudson and Phoebe,’ he said, ‘personal friends of Cabinet members, oh, who, decide federal funds. Hudson and Phoebe roam the corridors of Parliament House with their tithing app. You, you need them to have security clearances.’

She checked her watch. ‘You are not my last appointment.’

‘Purchase Order? Security clearances? Working party?’

She stood and came around her desk, escorted Darby to her door. ‘I’ll consider it, in due course, the trial has a month to go, there’s more to do after that concludes; so, we’re two months away.’ They shook hands.

‘I’ve a window tomorrow,’ she said. Darby thought it would not be a Johari.

Darby thanked her for her time, and about to open the door, was beaten to it by the Attorney-General’s EA.

‘Goodbye Mr Darby,’ she said, dismissing him, ‘Minister, your next appointment is here. She was a little early, but she’s been wonderful about it.’

Darby nodded at the EA, nodded again at the woman who got out of the chair, oddly placed beside the EA’s workstation. Dr. Pastor, Phoebe Lang, smiled at Darby, who wondered what the two of them had been looking at on screen.
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An aviary of parrots.
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A Commonwealth car was no stranger to Canberra’s most exclusive suburbs. Like residents of exclusive suburbs, the world over, Yarralumla owners were equipped with gauges forensically attuned to evidence of stature; mere wealth, a given. Being collected by a Commonwealth car, especially the armoured luxury used for the Attorney-General, now, that was clout. Yarralumla residents, twitching behind partly drawn curtains, were not surprised to see the vehicle draw up to the expansive courtyard of the Lang mansion.

The Attorney-General had sent the car to pick up Phoebe Lang. The two of them were to visit an Asher House nursing home. Phoebe had talked the minister into the visit a week earlier; ‘you have a couple of hours free next Wednesday, come with me,’ Phoebe had said, ‘these people are inspiring; wealth, health and faith, they have had it all, now calmly waiting their turn to claim victory with Jesus.’

The Prime Minister and the Attorney-General had discussed the visit, ‘best to diarise it as a facilities tour, relate it to the complaints you have referred back to Asher House,’ the PM said. ‘Phoebe is an excellent candidate for the upcoming Senate vacancy. NSW is set to nominate her. She’s popular, good with people and we need one more vote to wind back Ethics Australia’s powers, make some changes there, other places. Phoebe has her heart set on it. I doubt she’ll raise the vacancy, but you need to support her.’ 

The car was back at the Attorney-General’s offices with Phoebe, it was time to leave. ‘I’m never quite sure what to wear when I’m with Phoebe,’ she confided to her Chief of Staff, ‘I feel I’m either overdressed or underdressed.’

‘Never Goldilocks,’ said Molly, ‘maybe you could call her and check before you meet?’

‘And tell her about the boy I like while I’m at it,’ she said.

Molly Lavandar rolled her eyes, ‘has it occurred to you that Phoebe Lang may feel that she’s the one ill-dressed to hang out with the Attorney-General? You are the most powerful woman in government, other than the PM, of course; what you wear sets the tone, not your Pastor. The flats with your Zampatti suit? Perfect.’

‘Molly thanks, you always know what to say. Something Mick Darby mentioned has been on my mind,’ she said, ‘he was quite excited about robots in aged care. Anything I should know? I felt out of my depth a little when he rattled on about them being socially assisted.’

‘Socially assistive,’ corrected Molly, ‘the robots are socially assistive. It’s early stages, very risky. They’ve only tested prototypes, only over six months at best.’ Then Molly served an ace, ‘the Aged Care Minister is very keen, sees them as just the sexy new thing he needs.’

‘Him,’ snorted the Attorney General, ‘he sees himself as the sexy new thing everybody needs! You see the project failing?’

‘If it gets that far. You’d have to approve it,’ said Molly.

‘Tell me more.’

‘Robots talking to people, interacting; just a few moral, ethical, even psychological hurdles don’t you think? You’d have to approve the legal end. What if older people trust what the robot says more than their carers, nurses, doctors even. The robot’s programmed to suggest a change in medication...some legal implications there. The media will eat it alive, and anyone who touches the idea.’

‘Now,’ said the A-G, allowing herself a discreet smile, ‘that would be awkward.’

––––––––
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Phoebe sat in the back of the Commonwealth car, closed her phone when the driver opened the door to admit the Attorney-General.

‘I’m blessed,’ said Phoebe, ‘thanks for arranging the driver for me.’

‘Oh, no bother, I thought it would make it easier for both of us.’

‘Good to see you dressed for performance then, I wasn’t sure I’d mentioned it last week.’

The Attorney-General was sure it hadn’t been mentioned at all; Phoebe’s so busy, she thought to herself.

‘Oh this,’ she said sweeping her hand along her thigh, ‘this is just...’ And, remembering Molly’s gentle admonition, stopped talking, gently squeezed Phoebe’s wrist. ‘I am looking forward to this, and not going to Reid to see my mother.’

‘We are praying to Jesus, so her spiritual channels may be unblocked. She’ll be ready to claim victory with Jesus. We have no end, no beginning,’ said Phoebe, ‘sure, our bodies end; but your mother, she doesn’t end.’

‘Bless,’ she said, ‘it’s a great comfort,’ withdrawing her hand, resting it in her lap; Phoebe commanded the centre armrest.

Phoebe was ready for activity, all Camilla’d up in a silk pantsuit, the softest of white chunky leather sneakers, striking rather than tasteful, to the Attorney-General’s more conservative eye, like an aviary of parrots on the move she thought.

They were on their way to Asher House Ainslie; even with the address in his sat nav the driver nearly missed it, so carefully orchestrated with the Ainslie streetscape was the tenure blind build.

Phoebe’s EA greeted them as they walked through the Gate into Asher House Ainslie. ‘I’ve got a staff of three,’ Phoebe had confided on the drive, neglecting to mention one was a stylist, another a social media acolyte; the third, who greeted them was her EA, organiser, researcher.

‘While Pastor Phoebe will do some spiritual work with our friends,’ said the EA, ‘some of the carers will show you around, I’m sure they’ll be able to answer any questions you may have.’

‘Some of our friends can be a bit difficult with those unknown to them,’ said the carer standing with Phoebe’s EA, ‘some are yet to gain the insight of what they’re meant to bring through as they age, struggling to learn to get out of themselves, they can get a bit worked up. That’s why Pastor Phoebe, and the other pastors are such an important part of our ministry here.’

The carers chatted to the Minister as they guided her around the sanitised, durable, and easy-to-clean Asher House Ainslie; the only uneasy-to-clean surfaces here would be residents’ skin. Aircon a soft hum, faint murmur of voices puzzled her.

‘So,’ explained the carer, ‘coming along to Pastor Phoebe’s session is a choice which some are yet to make, those more consumed with what suits them. They prefer to stay in their rooms, and we broadcast the Pastor’s sermon to them, that’s what you can hear. May we show you the gardens? Our naturopathic healing uses all the herbs organically grown here.’

The Minister spoke to an older woman in a kimono, sitting in the garden, ‘Do you have a favourite plant?’ She asked sitting down beside her.

The older woman looked at her, said, ‘blue...’

The carer interrupted, ‘blue, it’s unusual, a rare colour for flowers,’ she looked around her, ‘but there are none here. Not that colour.’

The older woman persisted, ‘I had my daughter bring forget-me-nots from her place, but I don’t see them.’

The carer took the lady’s elbow, helped her up and away from the Minister, ‘you’re always in the garden aren’t you love?’

The Minister wondered if her mother now enjoyed the luxury of finishing her own sentence. Were things done to her, for her, with her or by her? Did her mother have a preposition of choice, did her carers bother? She shrugged, ‘do they all like the garden?’

‘Really, our naturopath is not so keen on having the friends here in the garden, she grows herbs and some flowers for her treatments; but some of them calm down in here.’

Phoebe was winding up; twenty minutes here was long enough for her, and probably for the friends if she thought about them.

‘Friends. My friends. Friends of Jesus. Allow me to finish up with two reminders of his love for you. I know the best tablets are from Moses; Jesus enabled doctors too, so bless them, and you and I, you, and I; we pray, we believe health for each other, and take your tablets! Remember, Moses asked ‘why me?’, still, he took the tablets. So, for you, why me? Well, some of your prayers will be answered through the work of doctors.’ Phoebe had been alerted to residents, friends, refusing their medication, sedatives mostly. Faith and tranquilizers, Phoebe spoke both tongues.

Her second reminder, her final words, were about money. ‘Before you claim your final victory with Jesus you still have the opportunity to let others emerge through you, to allow others to live victoriously. Give Jesus first place in this,’ she opened her arms, ‘carers will help you with the app.’ The carer crew moved as one to arm devices and cross check tithes.

‘So, you wanted to know more about the bracelets, some wear anklets, their choice,’ said Phoebe, ‘let’s take a look at one.’ Phoebe led the Attorney-General to a table at which a few friends were sitting, they each greeted Phoebe, ‘bless you Pastor.’ 

‘We’d be blessed if you could tell us a little about your bracelets,’ said Phoebe. They found out the bracelets were no bother at all, they hadn’t caused them any problems wearing them and they had managed not to set off any alarms. They wore them all the time as they had heard what had happened to a friend at another place who had the bracelet but didn’t wear it.

‘Should we try one out Phoebe, leave a fridge door open?’

‘Oh no,’ said Phoebe, ‘you’d have the first responders here in a flash, and we’d be fined for a false alarm! How would that look on your desk? Oh, joke right,’ laughed Phoebe.

The Attorney-General was not sure whether she was joking. She would like to see the system in action, ‘would you mind if I had a closer look?’

Phoebe nodded her head to the carer standing just beside the group, ‘I’m sure there are some packs in the office?’

‘I’ll be right back,’ said the carer.

Phoebe and the minister moved away from the group, followed the carer.

‘It would be best if these remain sealed,’ said the carer presenting the clean, smooth blue box, the words ‘detect and alert’ in black, embossed on the lid. She opened it. ‘You can see the bracelet, and the sensors for the appliances. This pack is to be activated for a new friend we’re onboarding later this afternoon.’ The carer handed over a USB too, ‘this holds a short video demonstrating how our system helps our friends retain their independence, for longer. The systems monitor friends’ use of appliances; they detect a problem and alert the call. It’s such a comfort to relatives too.’

They were guided out of Asher House, the carers and their charges had all moved to recreation areas, uplifting music playing softly. 

Settled into the back of the Commonwealth car, Phoebe tweeted a picture of the Attorney-General in deep conversation with a group of older residents of Asher House, ‘she knows who she is’, read the caption. By the time the car was out of Ainslie the tweet had nearly five hundred likes. 

‘You sure are popular, ‘said Phoebe, ‘I’m so blessed you came. Now, I can’t wait to get home and change, shower,’ she said, ‘and have this silk,’ she swept her hands down, over but not touching her thighs, ‘I need to get it hand washed.’
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Square that circle.
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Mick Darby was twelve when his mother hit him for the first, and the last time. She called to him from the kitchen as he crashed through the back door, ‘how was school today? Don’t let the door bang, the spring’s busted.’

‘OK,’ he said, and speaking the universal language of the soon-to-be teen, ‘starving.’

‘There’s nothing to eat. You’ll have to wait for your tea,’ she said, ‘your father’s pay’s late again. And tea is only an apple and a piece of bread, it’s all we have for the four of us,’ she said continuing with the washing up.

Mick made sure he closed the back door, slouched into the kitchen. Dirty plates, cups and saucers, saucepans and cutlery were to the left of the sink, breadboard left to dry standing up behind the taps to rest against the windowsill. As his mother finished washing a plate, a cup, she put it in the drying rack to the right of the sink, carefully, she didn’t want to chip the crockery. She was the only one in the house left-handed, but his father and Mick dare not alter her regime. His mother had been home with his granny all day, like every other day, Mick wondered why there was so much washing up to do?

‘Father Vincent was here, so your grandma and I won’t be needing any tea tonight. So, there’s tea for you and your father.’

Mick Darby knew what he had to do. From each pay envelope his father handed five dollars to his mother who would fold it and keep it in the collection’s envelope for Sunday Mass. Darby figured if the priest had come for a free lunch, then the priest could afford to buy their tea. He returned from the corner shop with four meat pies, a loaf of bread, tin of jam, strawberry his mother’s favourite, biscuits for his granny.

His mother cried when he returned, hit him once, and told him to go back to the shop and get the money back, ‘just wait til your father gets home,’ he heard as he fled. His father heard the story, gave Mick a slap, a light one, which together with his tousling of Mick’s hair sent a message of male solidarity.

––––––––
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Mick graduated from police recruit training six years later and was posted to an inner-city Brisbane station. His father retired that year and took his wife on a Mary Rossi spiritual tour of the holy sites of Italy. The tour included an audience with the Pope, and a tour of the Vatican. It was the trip of their lifetime.

Mick met them at the airport when his parents landed back in Brisbane six weeks later. His parents were very quiet in the car, Mick put it down to jet lag.

When they got home, he retrieved their bags, while his mother put the kettle on.

The three of them sat at the kitchen table over a cup of tea. Mick asked about the tour and got nothing, not even one-word answers, not even from his mother. His father finished his tea, sat back, and said, ‘you know Mick, I wish we’d never gone, your mother’s the same.’

It turned out that the tour of the Vatican had ruined their trip. Now both of them talked, ‘we only saw a fraction of what’s there Mick,’ said his mother, ‘it broke our hearts.’

Years of doing without so that money could be on the collection plate every Sunday, additional money when the missions came to their suburban church, extra collections for the Holy Father in Rome. To then, at age sixty-five, to see the Aladdin’s Cave of the church, riches beyond their imagination. It was too much. They never spoke of the trip again, never went to church again.

‘Lose my faith?’ His father spat the answer to his elder brother’s question, ‘mate, I threw it away.’ 

A month later the local parish priest was moved. Mick’s mother said he was transferred to ‘remove him from temptation’. The gossip mill, from which his mother never strayed far, spoke of anonymous phone calls to the Bishop, hinted at an affair. Mick’s father told him that ‘sometimes God needs a helping hand to set things right. Mick,’ he advised him, ‘no doubt you’ll find in your career that justice also sometimes needs a helping hand to reckon things, set things right.’

Mick took his dad’s advice. When he saw the blatant corruption of some of his colleagues, his bosses, the money made from not seeing, the framing of innocent men and women, ‘well, at least they were innocent of the crimes for which they were framed,’ he said, struggling with the syntax better to impress counsel, he lent a ‘helping hand.’ He informed on corrupt colleagues to a police integrity inquiry, even giving the inquiry a ‘helping hand’ where the evidence against police or suspects wasn’t strong enough. It’s how he began to see himself.

––––––––
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Now, in his mid-forties Mick Darby was with the Intelligence Committee. The government’s response to more complex security challenges was to create more security agencies.  The agencies had so far joined battle with each other and only occasionally with security threats. A small group of high-ranking professional intelligence officers formed the Committee out of their despair with government. The irony of the name undetected. The worn oxymoron belied its official status, unchecked power, but, limited funds.

‘Unchecked?’ Mick interrupted his boss.

‘Unchecked? Yeah, last time I looked, means don’t get caught. Now funds; short, limited, not much of. So don’t break anything of ours. Right?’

Mick read aloud, ‘...matters pertaining to...assessment ....intelligence ...Boss, the schedule, is there more to this?’ He held the document up.

‘I expect you’ll let me know if there is,’ said his boss, ‘anything not covered by Intelligence Assessment? Fill in the blanks Mick, join the dots, your secret power.’

The Committee concentrated on those few critical, cross-agency security briefs too important to be left to those who bickered. For some time now Mick Darby’s sole focus was countering the capture of federal government by the religious right. He and his team hid behind the title of Intelligence Assessment.

Mick had reached almost to the summit of what he viewed privately as the Department of the Helping Hand. The current Attorney-General had restricted the powers of oversight committees to review security policy not operations. Members of parliament, senior advisors, and bureaucrats met; lunched heavily, pored over abstruse policy capability frameworks, argued about the application of style guides and legal citation guidelines, and congratulated themselves on their contribution to keeping their country safe. It was a con. Bowing to some public pressure, parliamentary oversight committees had doubled in number at the same time as their facility to hold security services to account for anything other than poor grammar shrivelled. 

It was a circle to be squared; increased security threats, competing security agencies granted more powers which they had not the funds to exercise, governed by watered-down regulations, badgered by politicians, but not held to account. It suited Darby. He and his team, and other Intelligence Committee teams were free to act with no operational accountability to government. He knew it couldn’t last so he was always in a hurry. Darby wore silver cufflinks; round with an open square inscribed inside the circle. His colleagues thought it was of Celtic design.

Darby was challenged by how the conservative government and the religious right intersected internal security. The result was a kind of bilingualism; where the government spoke the language of strengthening security, and in the same sentence slipped into another language: freedom, curbing security powers. His response to his confusion was paranoia. Asher Ministries, because of their infiltration of government, was a weekly agenda piece.

‘Security and freedom,’ said Mick, ‘we’re dealing with a government, illiterate and cynical, in both those languages,’ ending his explanation to his lead team.

‘Maybe it’s what they mean by speaking in tongues,’ said one.

‘Hmm,’ said Mick, ‘I know there’s little to report, but I want to keep Asher Ministries  on our agenda,’ Mick said, introducing the item. ‘Complaints about their aged care services to the Attorney General have all been referred back to Asher House to resolve. What else do we have? Updates?’

‘Lawsuits,’ said one of the team, ‘you mentioned the complaints, of the ones we know about, four are anonymous. Lawyers acting for Asher Ministries have threatened litigation against the other complainants unless they withdraw. Freedom of Information requests have been lodged to get the names of the four anonymous complainants, and the word is the Asher lawyers will get access.’

‘Anonymous complainants? They’ll find out who they are? Do we know who’s ruling on that?’ Mick asked.

‘Minister for Aged Care.’

‘Asher Ministries’ member?’

‘Yeah. Coincidence.’

‘Do we have any other coincidences?’ Mick asked. ‘What have you got?’ Darby said to an investigator who’d nodded.

‘I’ve been digging around the complaints. They’re all different, that’s unusual. Usually, providers get complaints about a common item; medication, falls, or neglect typically. It’s rare for one provider to get a bunch of different complaints.’

‘There’s one bloke, wants to talk to someone about his complaint,’ said another of the team.’

‘Make it quick, I’m on a roll here,’ said the operator who’d been interrupted.

‘Bloke says his father was billed for the bracelets and sensor kit, but Asher House reckons he never had one, the bill was a mistake. Only the son reckons he has photos of his old man wearing it.’

‘Forget it,’ said Darby, ‘we’re not interested in the bracelets, or any of that detect and alert piece. Seems legit. So,’ he turned to the guy on a roll, ‘rare for providers to get different complaints?’ 

‘Yeah. Asher House is the exception, each complaint is about a different feature of service, for example, staffing levels, food quality, medication error, falls, access to medical practitioner, money. These are only the complaints lodged externally. We have no records of complaints made directly to any of the Asher House facilities, internally. Doesn’t mean there aren’t any.’

‘Thing is,’ said Mick, ‘no matter what we think, the A-G’s handling these the way they should be handled, first thing to do is refer the complainant to the service provider. She’s done that.’

There were two more pieces of information. One of the team reported that next-of-kin of Asher House residents had been emailed by Hudson and Phoebe Lang, global pastors and directors of Asher Ministries, owner of Asher House. The email had assured them their relatives were blessed to live in Asher House, were provided the highest level of care, asked for donations, and, reminded of the confidentiality clauses signed on admission agreements.

‘I thought this might be interesting,’ said one of Darby’s lead team, ‘it’s less than a minute, a bit loud.’ 

The screen along the back wall of the meeting room burst into life, with the sound muted the light was an assault, even the guy who knew it was coming winced. A sombre Phoebe Lang appeared in the radiant circle of one powerful spotlight; suited, tanned, coiffed.

‘Friends, friends,’ opening her arms wide, ‘who among us has not been misunderstood? Who among us doesn’t know how it feels to be misunderstood? Some of us have our loved ones in our nursing homes, calmly waiting for Jesus to reveal himself. Their vulnerability naked, they are being misunderstood! The evil one, you know who he is,’ drawing loud shouts from the crowd, ‘telling false and shameful stories of the care your loved ones receive from us.’ Some in the crowd wailed now as Phoebe confessed to not understanding how people could spread mischief about the wonderful carers looking after our loved ones in Asher House.

‘We will not run from these mischief makers.’ The crowd roared approval. ‘Like David, we will attack this Goliath threatening your loved ones.’ The crowd now warlike, feet stamping. The stamping stopped and Hudson joined Phoebe in the spotlight.

‘Friends,’ said Hudson, ‘do not be distracted, we are in need of you now. Now it falls to giving, help us join battle with Goliath...’

The segment finished, Darby looked around the room, ‘David and Goliath,’ he shook his head, ‘so, what’s taking shape here? Anything? What do we do? Any of this change anything?’ 

‘What about chasing up who is leaking the information? It’s a serious breach of security if it’s coming from inside.’

‘Forget it,’ said Darby, ‘it’s a distraction right now. For all we know it’s just the local backbencher playing local member. Put your mind at ease and call him. Going after the leaks gets in the way of going after Asher Ministries. And, it’ll get noticed. You’d have to talk to people, that’d attract attention. Remember, we’re just driving desks for now. We’ll find the leaks by going hard on Asher, information about the source of the leaks will emerge the more we investigate Asher Ministries. The Langs are up in arms about it. The pollies are shouting about it. We will find the source eventually, then we can decide if it’s important.’

‘Just pollies being pollies,’ said one. ‘Happy-clappers are always thin-skinned.’ 

The group agreed no changes in the priority attached to Asher Ministries, it stayed on the agenda and attracted no additional resources. 

Mick was left in the meeting room alone with Alex Briggs, his offsider, rolling a Ford/Holden coin across his knuckles. They leaned back in their chairs, carefully. The office furniture was at best unreliable, hastily assembled from the warehouses of ex-government goods which didn’t sell at auction, mismatched, worn, not to be trusted.

‘Mick,’ said Alex, ‘I don’t get the interest in Asher.’ He nodded towards the door, ‘bloke had it right. It’s just business as usual, isn’t it?’

‘Mate, I’m not so sure. Might be nothing in it. The Langs are a divisive couple, so you’d expect naïve loving and naïve loathing.’

‘Which is what we’ve got,’ said Alex.

‘Which is what we’ve got,’ said Mick. ‘The A-G warned me off, told me the Langs had signed confidentiality agreements and so don’t need to have security passes for Parliament House.’

‘Our guys won’t let them in. What should I tell them?’

‘Treat the Langs the same as everyone else without a security pass. They need to be signed in and escorted. I’ll email Parliament House security so they can quote me as authorising it,’ Mick said.

‘How about we do the background security checks anyway?’ Alex risked a grin, unsure of the relationship Darby had with the A-G. 

Darby nodded.

‘One more thing,’ said Alex. ‘I know you’re not keen on pursuing “detect and alert”, but the language has changed, makes me suspicious.’

‘How so?’

‘Well, when they started it was a pilot project. Now it’s talked about as phase one, with a phase two planned. I’ve got rumours coming from Aged Care about their interest in further phases. Maybe it was never a trial or a pilot, maybe it was always about the later phases. The name, Ian Sturgess, Chief Scientist, pops up as well. Phase one was tested only  in Asher Ministries’ places. Aged Care and Asher Ministries acting together again?’

‘What do you think we should do?’ asked Mick.

‘To change from calling it a pilot to phase one, there must be more money. More money from the department, maybe through Sturgess, into the Asher nursing homes, from there to the Langs. We need to find and track that money.’

‘So, phase one is legit, a way to get into the next phase, caring robots? That may be one of the reasons they’re so pissed about the leaks. Nice work mate.’

‘Robots,’ said Alex, ‘what’s this about robots? Security, complaints, sensors, I get all that, but robots? Where’d that come from?’

Mick leaned forward, ‘Hudson Lang, has a plan to bring them into aged care homes, nursing homes.’ He read from a sheet of paper, ‘socially assistive robots, surveillance robots.’

‘Mick, where’s the evidence for that? Hudson as a hustler, yes. Cyber crim, mate.’

‘Mate, I’m telling it as it is. I know it. He gets these things into aged care, old people get attached to them, as bad as your kids with their phones. And then what, picture this old lady, the robot talks to her, wakes her up, reminds her to take her pills; she trusts it, sees it every day, her kids on Mother’s Day. Then, bingo, her best friend the robot suggests she change her will.’

‘Mick,’ said Alex throwing wide his arms.

‘That bloke Sturgess, scientist with the sensors, he’s behind it, that’s the second phase. Very clever, first phase, benign. Second phase, malign.’

Alex sat, leaned back, his chair warned him not to go too far. ‘Sturgess?’ he said.

‘Get your blokes to hack him at home and at work, I want the specs for those robots. Now, can you broaden the search for the money, they’ll have to secure funds for phase two?’

‘It’ll be a stretch,’ said Alex, ‘but you’ve freed up guys from the leaks and now we can leave that first phase alone?’

‘For now,’ said Darby thumbing his phone, ‘I’ll get you an email to get the security checks started.’ 

‘Do I need that?’

‘Yes,’ said Mick, ‘best to have it authorised, you never know.’
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Detect and alert.
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The lead up to the detect and alert monitoring research had begun a few months earlier by Nigel Blakeley. Ian Sturgess had met him in the bar of the Kurrajong Hotel in Canberra. Nigel made sure they got on well. 

A week later, after a long day for Ian at Senate Estimates; he had spent all day there waiting to not be called, they met again. A fake English pub in Kingston. Nigel explained that a business partner of his was doing government procurement. Procurement of major government IT contracts in aged care was outsourced to this consultant. 

‘Hang on – are you seriously telling me that a consultant – not a public servant – has a contract to procure services and equipment, technology?’

‘Not a consultant,’ said Blakeley. ‘It’s a company, Polonius, does IT procurement. Not for everything, just special projects, speed things up. You know what it’s like, you want a printer, a phone, a laptop for a new researcher starting. You have to order it before you start recruiting, and that takes long enough!’

Ian nodded, ‘so slow,’ he added, ‘speed of a glacier.’ He’d had to lease laptops for two of his staff, disguising the payments as lab equipment maintenance.

‘It’s just an expansion of outsourcing,’ Nigel said, ‘part of the government agenda to get more value for the public dollar, get the best expertise there is around procurement. You only need look at some of the fuckups in Defence, Centrelink, and Tax to understand that the private sector does procurement better than the public service – leave public servants to do what they do best – play to their strengths. Polonius is efficient, pays those who deal with it very well, and still saves the Commonwealth money.’

Ian pushed back weakly – like putting your thumb to a steak cooked rare on a barbecue, resistance soft. ‘I’ve never heard of government procurement outsourced to a consultant. Surprised they could even think of it’.

‘Ian, mate, you’ve done the courses on how we’re wired to reject new ideas, biased. You’re allowing your mind to hijack you with one word here. What about Prime Contractors, it’s just the same – different scale that’s all. There’s not been a parliamentary inquiry into Primes has there? Into the private sector mismanaging government money? No! But there’s a room full of inquiries and reports of investigations into government buying gone wrong. Ian, democracy doesn’t buy excellence, it buys compromise. The Minister gets it, Secretary gets it...’

Ian felt fogged in, like flying into a Canberra winter. Thoughts were trying to land only to veer off and try again. Fog induced by alcohol and Blakeley’s bullshit.

A moment of clarity.

‘Why are we having this conversation? What do you want from me?’

‘Well, it’s not what I want from you’, said Blakeley. ‘It’s what you want, for yourself. Not for tonight mate, let’s get you an Uber, back to that small flat you have here because all your money’s in the house at Dalmeny. Pity, after all the years of diligent service, that medal...still, let me get this.’ Blakely handed over a card to the server, nodded and said, ‘tap’s OK.’

––––––––
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A week later Ian called Blakeley, they met over coffee and Ian invited him to Dalmeny. Hope you like fishing he’d said to Blakeley, who’d rather watch Question Time in slow motion, said he loved it, but his fishing gear was still in Brisbane. Ian had more than enough gear for him. Of course you do thought Blakeley.

Blakeley arrived the next day, too late for Ian to cook anything, they ate at the Bowling Club and walked back up the hill. Up early the next morning to fish with another bloke who had the boat. Usually Ian used a fishing kayak, but Blakeley wasn’t up for that. 

Back at Ian’s after a few hours fishing and nothing to show for it, they shared a kilo of king prawns and a bottle of white. And got to the point.

Ian wanted to finish the Dalmeny house as designed, and to move out of Queanbeyan, into a better suburb. Blakeley said there was no cap, it would all happen gradually. He would provide instructions on how to account for a change in circumstances. 

Blakeley asked Ian, ‘You get some cash, what’s the first thing you’d do?’

‘How much?’

‘Forget how much – cash in hand, what’s the first thing? Who would you tell first?’

‘That’s easy,’ said Ian. ‘My plumber! The bathroom. You saw it this morning – having to stand in that kid’s plastic swimming pool so the floor doesn’t get wet, the walls don’t get wet. It’s nearly enough to stop me coming down here.’

Ian’s rebuild had begun, thought Blakeley – on a drip feed. Blakeley handed Ian a flash drive. ‘What you’ve got here,’ said Blakeley, ‘this will save the lives of older people, and cut the costs of caring for them. Detect and alert, that’s how it works; detect when something is wrong and alert a carer to go and fix it.’ 

They read it over together, a proposal to implement the first phase of remote monitoring of seniors in aged care, combining electronic sensors with an electronic bracelet, or anklet. 

Ian fidgeted, tapped a pencil, saw a phase two with more intrusive e-monitoring and socially assistive robots in nursing homes. He’d recruit doctoral students, saw a whole field of research, guided by technology developments, and research on the social acceptability of the technology - would seniors talk to robots? How would they feel about video?

Ian would have to approve the remote monitoring proposal, socialise the innovation through Health, and get the Purchase Order to Polonius, who would handle procurement. Ian just had to get it to Polonius. 

‘Hang on,’ Ian was confused, ‘Polonius? How does that work again?’

‘Mate – here’s how I see it; you might have a better idea. You get your research team to rewrite this,’ he pointed to the screen, ‘as your idea, approve it as head of the research committee. Then it goes to Polonius, as they do IT procurement for Aged Care. Then Polonius buys the gear. Any improvements on that?’

‘That’s it? This is perfectly legit, great innovation, practical too – I’ve got a research team looking at Artificial Intelligence in aged care, way down the track before anything practical comes out of that. Is there a catch?’

‘If you find one, let me know. Keep the research group going, and why not distribute this proposal to a small team to prepare the paperwork. Put someone you trust to it, label it commercial-in-confidence. Keep an eye on it, like you’d do with any other project mate - just business as usual.

‘What about your business,’ asked Sturgess, ‘what do you do? I thought you worked for Polonius, but you don’t do you?’

‘No mate, they just buy stuff. I’m with ElderTech. We’re a bit like a think-tank. Bunch of people from everywhere, interested in using technology to help people age safely, with dignity. We research ideas, get the evidence, introduce advances to people like you; innovative, scientific, keen to make a difference. No fuss. We’re like chips in your laptop, no-one knows the name of the chip company.’

‘How do you make money?’

‘We’re in for the long haul, relationships. If our clients value what we bring we hope they’ll advocate for us, take us into new opportunities. Long-term also means patents, royalties, licensing agreements; where there’s no government conflict.’

––––––––
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The purchase order for sensor equipment and the monitoring bracelets was raised with Polonius, exempt from the procurement rules; therefore, exempt from government oversight.

Nigel canvassed providers for interest in the trial. The most promising phone call was with Hudson Lang of Asher Ministries. They agreed to meet over lunch at a quiet Canberra restaurant. Asher Ministries provided a suite of services to seniors living at home, in retirement homes and to those in nursing homes. Hudson was interested. 

First to the Boat House, Nigel waited at the bar, watched Phoebe and Hudson walk through the carpark into the restaurant. Phoebe was all business, black suit over a white shirt, silk. High heels: he wondered if one heel was a little higher than the other, the way her hips swayed, at odds with the no-nonsense tailoring. Hudson wore a suit over a collarless shirt, silk too, white. They walked together, hand in hand and although he took small steps, Phoebe seemed to be rushing.

Escorted to their table, they all ordered the set lunch, eager to get to the point.

Hudson explained that Phoebe was the more recognised face and voice of Asher Ministries. Hudson, as the empire grew, was more across their aged care business, Asher House. They were on the lookout for innovation in service delivery, wanted to realise in looking after “our most vulnerable” what they had achieved with music.

Hudson and Phoebe looked at Nigel, sitting opposite. Their starters arrived and Hudson asked Nigel about the sensors project, ‘you didn’t give away much over the phone.’ Nigel felt flattered at the undivided attention of the Langs. He was aware too of the many glances at their table, all admiring. He knew they weren’t for him; unremarkable looking Nigel sort of snuck up on people, if he was noticed at all. The Langs arrived with a marching band.

So, Nigel struggled to keep his explanation low-key, fed them boring details of the sensors fitted to domestic appliances, bracelets and anklets, a call centre. He took out of his coat pocket a smooth blue box about the size of a cigarette packet. 
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