
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“Had we not pursed the hydrogen bomb, there is a very real threat we would all be speaking Russian. I have no regrets.”

-Edward Teller. Father of the thermonuclear hydrogen bomb.
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CHAPTER ONE​: Alice Springs, Central Australia 1996

* * *
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MY MOTHER HAD SWITCHED OFF everything that used electricity. The fridge. The dishwasher. The radio that she loved so much on Sunday afternoons while she sat in her easy chair and spun Merino wool into long curly skeins. The tall clock that demanded attention at the end of the hall stood proud but no longer ticked. There was no whirring of the Whirlpool from the laundry. There was no scent of freshly baked lamingtons or vanilla slices from the kitchen. There were no songs by Hi-Five from the television in the living room. There was no laughter. There was no happiness. There was nothing. And everything was dark.

After pulling down all the blinds, my mother scurried around the place, and with her hands visibly shaking, she reached with her trembling fingers, clawing at power points and switches. She raced methodically from one switch to another, muttering to herself as though somewhere in her mind there was a method in the things she was doing. But I could see it on her face. Her skin was sweaty. I was just old enough to recognise panic. I was old enough to feel brewing terror that made my skin feel incredibly hot. I remember as my mother scampered around the place; I kept telling myself it was just a game. It was, of course, no game at all. “Quickly, Angelique. We have to hide,” my mother said with a voice that crackled and quivered.

My mother’s eyes darted here and there. Was she trying to decide the best place in the house for us to hide? We had no basement or attic. There was only one place inside the house which had a lock behind the door — the bathroom. I recall as a child; there were so many times I got into trouble if I stayed in the shower for too long. The door was locked. Nobody could do anything about it. My mother decided to hide in there as soon as she grabbed me tightly by the top of my arm. She pulled me forcefully into the cold darkness behind the shower curtain. In the bathtub, we both quietly sat down facing each other. My mother’s facial expression was steady as she appeared to listen for signs of movement from the outside of our house.

“Mum?”

“Shhh. We’ll be safe in here,” my mother told me while she held her finger up to her lips.

“But Mum, Dad will know we’re home. Our car is at the end of the driveway. He’ll come looking for us as soon as he gets inside.”

“He can’t get in. He doesn’t have a key. I’ve changed all the locks. And he’ll think we’re at Maggie’s house.”

If my father knew we were at Maggie’s house, he’d never go looking there. Maggie’s husband was an Alice Springs police officer. And not only that, he was a sergeant, I recall thinking. My father and Theo were always at each other. Theo sometimes brought my drunken father home late at night and dumped him near our front door. My young mind began to put things together. What my mother was trying to achieve was to give my father a decoy. He’d turn up at our house and find he wasn’t able to enter. He’d put his ear up to the door and listen for anything inside. My father would then most likely choose to meet with his mates at the pub. Or maybe an afternoon betting on horse races at the TAB. That’s how my mother had explained it. She said it to me in plain words and sentences like I was already an adult. Then after she was done, she began to cry. 

“Mum, you’re scaring me.”

My mother pulled me into her chest and wrapped her arms around me. I remember feeling nothing could ever hurt us. Any ten-year-old would be comforted. But I was also cautious. I was also vigilant. Why did Uncle Scotty have to show up and ruin everything?

* * *
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AS I SAT IN THE COLD and darkened bathroom with my mother, who seemed to be thinking of ways to get us out of danger, I reflected briefly on the horrible things that had happened. I remembered the blue, square, object that Uncle Scotty had given her after he arrived so urgently on our front porch. My uncle’s tone of voice said he was hopelessly in a mad flap. “You need to get this to Maggie,” I heard him say. “I’d do it, but I can’t, love. You know I’m on the grid. If I approach Maggie, I’ll blow my cover.”

I recall as I stood and peered through the living room window, my Uncle Scotty gave my mother something else. It was something that looked like a handkerchief—a piece of cloth with something printed on it. He took it from his pocket and thrust it into my mother’s hand. “These are the decryption codes for the computer disk,” he said.

“So, what am I supposed to do with them?”

“Alisha. Get them to Maggie. Find a way. She’ll know what to do next.”

“And Franco? Any ideas where he is right now?”

Scotty immediately answered without a breath. “He’s most likely down the pub gettin’ plastered. Maybe . . .  I’m not sure.” 

“You can’t be sure? This place is so much better when you’re both away on work. The two of you should’ve stayed at Pine Gap!” My mother sucked back a big gulp of air and paused a beat. “How much time do we have before he shows up?”

“You’ve got as much time as it takes to grab a few things and get out, I reckon. Grab your kit and go. Right-bloody-now.”

After Scotty launched himself from the porch, ran to his car and drove away, my mother slowly closed the front door. She turned and looked down at me. I’ll never forget her face. Her skin was paper white. Her eyes had become glassy like they were full of fear and sadness. I knew she tried her best to hide her true feelings from me. I could see straight through her. I knew what was really going on. 

“Angelique, we have to pack a bag and get ready to go. Quickly now, kiddo.”

I sprinted into my room, thinking about the things I needed to pack. I slid open my wardrobe door and grabbed my rucksack from the hanger. My mind immediately thought about my camera and photos. They were up on a high shelf. I often wondered why my mother had placed them up so high that it was difficult for me to get to them. My toes almost broke with my weight as I reached up to grab them. I jumped and missed. I jumped and missed again. It was no good. Then, I used the bed as a trampoline. That worked amazingly well, and I had my camera and all my photo albums, all at once.

After ramming my most precious items into my rucksack, I grabbed some of my clothes from my dresser and quickly formed them into a tight ball, shoving them in so hard I swore they were going to burst through the bottom. My mother stepped inside my room as I was finishing up. She brought the objects in that Scotty gave her. She showed them to me. “If anything bad happens, make sure Maggie gets these things.” My mother then slipped the blue computer disk and codes into the top pocket of the rucksack. As soon as she was done tightening the straps, she held out her hand to me. “Let’s go,” she said. “Fuck this place.”

We were only five footsteps from my bedroom door when that sound of someone pushing a key into a keyhole, punched through the silence. My mother instantly crouched and pushed me down next to her. She put a finger up to her lips. I knew what it meant. Not a sound. Not a movement. Just like the game we used to play called ‘quiet as a mouse.’

As we both crouched, whoever it was at the front door continued to scratch away at the lock. Then, the Mad Man made himself known.

“Alisha!”

My mother looked at me with terror sitting in her red-rimmed eyes. She again pushed her finger up to her lips. When she removed her finger, she tried to give me a comforting smile. But the corners of her mouth refused to cooperate.

“Alisha! Open the bloody door!” My father bashed the door a couple of times.

“Don’t say anything,” my mother said to me in a whisper so low, it was difficult to hear. But then she physically turned me around and gave me a gentle push toward my bedroom. “Go. Quietly,” she whispered.

“Alisha. Open the door. My key won’t fit the bloody lock!”

I couldn’t be sure how many times my father had yelled out and demanded to be let inside. Each time he yelled out, his voice raised in obvious frustration. His bashing at the door became louder and heavier. Then, there was no sound at all. He was gone. And my mother immediately began shutting things down and switching things off.

* * *
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IN THE DARKNESS OF the bathroom from behind the shower curtain, we both waited in the cold silence. I could feel the steady beat of my mother’s heart through her chest as she held me tightly in her arms. Sometimes her heartbeat picked up and raced race as soon as she heard sounds from outside. But through it all, it occurred to me; we could’ve easily used the time to exit through the back door and get far away. It might’ve worked out better than being boxed in. We could’ve already arrived at Maggie’s house. And after having arrived there, we could’ve been safe from the rage of my drunken father. Things and events could have been drastically different than they turned out. It was a moment in time that has stayed with me for my entire life. I keep asking myself the same question. Why didn’t we go? In that precise moment? Why? All through my twenties. All through my thirties. Even to this very minute, it still causes me heartache. It still causes nightmares and chills me awake. Why can’t I go back and change anything? Why?

It was as though my mother had the same thought as me, and at the same time. She let go of me and looked down into my eyes. She seemed so much better without any panic. I was even able to breathe long breaths again. “Time to go, eh kiddo?”

I nodded my happiness, but my moment of joy shattered with the sound of someone scraping at the lock in the back door. My father was back from wherever he’d gone. He was angry. I could hear it in his tone. “Alisha! You’ve bloody-well changed the back-door lock too? What have you done? Are you doing this to make me angry? Alisha, this is my house too. Let-me-in!”

I shrunk from my father’s rage. “Mum!”

My mother pulled me into her arms again. “It’s okay kiddo. But I want you to understand something. Whatever happens, run. Run as fast as you can. Take the rucksack and run to Maggie’s. Don’t look back. Don’t worry about me. Just run. Do you hear me? Just run.”

I nodded, hoping my mother could feel my answer on her chest.

“That’s good. You know what you need to do. That’s good.” It was as though my mother had said those final words to herself rather than to me. It was after she’d said it, I noticed for the first time how badly she was trembling.

But then, silence ensued once again. We both waited. We both listened out for the slightest of sounds. It was as though my father had finally left. Each moment felt more like hours, and we waited. 

SMASH!

I heard a window somewhere near the back of the house, cave in and shatter.

“MUM!”

My mother pulled me in tighter. Much tighter than before.

I heard my father stomping with heavy footsteps around the house. “Alisha! Where are you? Are you home? Angelique?”

My mother immediately got out of the bathtub and went to the window. She used both her hands to push the ages-old window up, but it wouldn’t budge. She put her entire weight behind it. It was no good.

“Smash it, Mum. Just smash it.”

“No good, kiddo. The glass has got wire inside it.” 

Then, my father’s footsteps stopped at the bathroom door. I could hear him breathing as though he’d pushed his face up close to the door jamb. My mother put her hand over my mouth. She placed her lips right next to my left ear and whispered, “Not a word, kiddo. Shhh.” 

“C’mon Alisha, I know you’re in there. Angelique. I know you’re both there. The car’s outside, remember? I’m tired, and I need a lie-down. C’mon out and we’ll chat a while. Maybe, I’ll put a few snags on the barbie. What do ya reckon?”

For some reason, my mother took her hand away from my mouth. Perhaps it was a moment of weakness. Maybe she was about to get up and let my father inside. I couldn’t let her do that. I had to stop her. I seized the opportunity, and I shouted, “Just go away and leave us alone!” 

“Kiddo! What have you done? Didn’t I say not a word?”

“Ya see? I knew you were both at home. Now, c’mon out, the two of ya. This is being silly; don’t ya reckon?”

“Go away, Franco. Take the car keys; they’re on the kitchen bench. Go away and leave us in peace.”

“Peace? Do’ya want peace? I’ll show ya fucking peace!” It was like my father’s rage came rushing up from wherever he’d put it last. This time, he beat heavily on the door. “Don’t make me break this door in, Alisha. I will break it if I need to. Come out! Come out now!”

I screamed as loud as I could. I hoped my high pitch squeal was enough to grab anybody’s attention who might be in range. Perhaps the people from next door would hear. Maybe they’d call Theo Mack, and he’d rush down here with his siren blaring and his lights flashing. But even for someone as young as I was at the time, I knew it wasn’t likely. 

Then it was like a miracle. Suddenly, my father’s footsteps walked away. I heard him walk through the kitchen, grabbing at the keys that my mother had told him were on the bench. I heard him a couple of minutes later start the car. The car reversed up the driveway, and my father was gone.

It was like a weight had lifted from my spirits. Even my mother looked happier than she was only a moment ago. We both cautiously exited the bathroom. I ran straight for my bedroom and picked up my rucksack. “Come on Mum; we need to get going to Maggie’s. Let’s go.” I was happy that I could make a suggestion. My mother even laughed a little under her breath. “Oh, I see. You’re making all the calls now, huh?”

“Let’s go, Mum, let’s go.”

We were about to leave.

We were both about to exit our house of horrors, and I couldn’t have cared less if it was for the last time in my young life. I was happy to be away and to be safe. But just as we were at the back door, my mother suddenly stopped her forward momentum. I grabbed her arm and pulled her. “What’s wrong? C’mon Mum. We’re running out of time.”

“No, kiddo. We’ll stay here. Your father already knows where we’re going, and he’ll be waiting for us somewhere.”

I watched in dismay as my mother closed the back door, then grabbed a chair from the dining room. She brought the chair back with her and wedged the chair under the doorknob. “I’ll make a phone call to Theo Mack, and he can sort this out; once and for all.”

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. We had the chance to get away, and it was gone. Even if it were only to the house next door, even if that were the case, we’d still be away. But now . . . We were again trapped. There was only one thing left for me to do. And that was to get under my bed as far as I could get and hide. I ran there. I ran to my bedroom while my mother picked up the phone. I heard her jiggle the hanger a couple of times. “Hello?” Another jiggle. Another jiggle. “Hello!” I heard my mother draw an annoyed sigh before she banged the handset hard down. “Shit!”

As I lay hidden under my bed, my eyes began to fill with tears. I was now more scared than I can ever remember. I only hoped the chair at the back door was strong enough to keep my father out. Just as I had that thought, the back door exploded into what I thought must be more than a thousand pieces.

I hurried out from under my bed and raced to the back door to where my father was standing in the aperture; a gigantic sledgehammer dangled ominously from his grip. It occurred to me then that this was his solution to the locked bathroom door. I realised much later in life, had my mother and I still been in there; we would’ve been much more boxed in and vulnerable than we already were. Maybe my father would’ve killed us both.

As I stood, shocked, seeing my father with his face that told of nothing but hatred and anger, I managed to catch sight of my mother as she suddenly burst past me. “Get out! Get out! Get out!” my mother screamed with words that still chill me after all this time. She tried with all her weight to push my father back through the door. He grabbed my mother and spun her around. He locked his elbow around the base of her throat and squeezed. “Now, none of that,” my father said in cold tone. “You don’t have to be all pushy. I’ll go. But you know what I want don’t ya? I want those things my mate Scotty-Blue gave ya. I know you have the disk and codes. Give them to me, and I’m gone, Alisha.”

My mother managed some words through her squeezed neck. “Franco . . . What’re you talking about?” 

“Don’t play games with me. Don’t-you-fucking-play-games-with-me!”

I picked up my rucksack and threw it at my father with all the strength I had in my body. “Leave my mother ALONE!”

“Angelique . . . run. Run, Angelique. RUN!”

My father laughed at me. He laughed hard, and sardonically like he’d seen something so very funny. He let my mother go. But only for a second. It was like he had all the power. He quickly gathered her up and choked her all over again.

“Angelique! RUN!”

“No Mum. I can’t leave you!”

“Just . . .  run . . . Kiddo!”

My father squeezed his elbow around my mother’s throat harder than before. Her face immediately went cherry red. Her eyes bulged, and I saw blood at the corners of her eyelids. She tried to say something, but it never came out. Her body went limp, and after my father let go of her, she slid slowly to the floor. Then, my father turned his attention on me. He reached and grabbed a handful of my hair. I remember the hot pain on my scalp as he picked me up and swung me. I floated only inches above the floor. “You’re going in your bloody room, and you’re gonna STAY THERE!”

After my father had thrown me through the doorway, I again slid under my bed as far as I could get. My cheeks felt raw and wet as I cried uncontrollably. But my father paused, laughing at me like my sobbing was one of the funniest things he’d ever seen. Before slamming my door closed, he shouted, “And don’t come out!”

* * *
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WHILE I LAY THERE, I listened as my father stomped around the house. I heard him rummage through drawers then slam them closed. I heard cupboard doors open, and I imagined the contents thrown across the room. I heard clanging of pots and pans. I heard the smashing of glass. I heard my father racing around the house. “Where is it? What have you done with it?” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Franco. You must be out of your mind. Go back to your mates at the pub. Maybe they know where it is what you’re looking for.”

I was glad I heard my mother’s voice, but I was also terribly afraid for her. I heard my father’s heavy footsteps rush across the floor. Then, the ugly sound of his fist connecting with flesh. 

“NOOO!” I scampered madly from under my bed and ran out of my room. I saw my father standing over my mother. I launched myself onto my father’s back, I began beating him as hard as I could.

My mother pleaded with me; her voice so dry. “Angelique. Stop. Please stop. I’m okay.”

Before I had the opportunity to do more damage, my father peeled me off his back. He again lifted me by my hair and carried me to my bedroom. He tossed me like a pendulum with such force, I flew through the air and landed heavily on my bed. I grabbed my pillow and buried my face as I cried harder than I’d ever known.

Outside my room, I heard them arguing. The bickering went on and on and on. He wanted whatever he wanted, and she wasn’t about to let him have it. Back and forth, they fought. Sometimes it was physical with the awful sounds of fleshy beatings. If I knew my mother, she’d give back just as much as what she was given. Maybe that would make things worse. She screamed at him. He yelled back at her. Hurtful and spiteful. Cruel and cutting. Words and sounds a child should never have to endure. 

But suddenly, everything stopped. 

I felt an urge rip up through my body. I felt as though there were eyes upon me. There was something outside of my bedroom window; I just knew it. Looking out, I saw an eagle had settled and had found a perch on the back fence. The moment the eagle’s eyes made contact with mine, I knew it was not just any eagle, but it had to be my eagle. It was Charlotte.

It was at that moment that all my sadness and hurt had melted away. I felt strength take over the weakness in my body. I sprinted from my room and out through the back door. I cut a short distance across the back yard toward where Charlotte was busy, happily preening her feathers as though she was making herself beautiful just for me. I couldn’t have been happier than in that moment. It was one of the most delightful times of my life. As I approached Charlotte, it was as though she beckoned me closer, and when I got there, she put her head down and flared out her huge wings in a warm gesture of hello.

I don’t know how long I was there in Charlotte’s company. It seemed like only minutes. But after Charlotte had lifted her head again, she appeared to become startled. She turned away from me and put her head down. She looked over her shoulder one last time before she launched into the sky; her huge wingspan compressing the air as she lifted herself into the sky.

I stood back and watched Charlotte disappear into the afternoon sun. And after she’d gone, my thoughts returned to the horrors of which I was given just a small amount of respite. Remembering my father’s words to ‘not come out of my room,’ I slowly turned to get back into the house, but instantly, my legs stopped carrying me forward. 

“Time to come in, love. It’s gonna be tea-time soon,” my father said as he stood there on the back veranda, watching me.

But in my mind, a warning sounded, and somehow, I knew not to go to him. As he repeated the same sentence over, I noticed the sledgehammer in my father’s grip. I noticed the thick dark coloured blood that dripped in steady drops from the shiny metal. I noticed the red stains on his white singlet. I noticed the blood spatter all over his face and arms. He repeated his words slowly. “Come inside, Angelique. Tea-time.”

My legs were like pins that held me into place. Not forward. Not backward. I was frozen still. I felt coldness sweep up and over me, giving me goosebumps on my arms and neck as my father appeared to grow angrier with each passing second. “Get inside you little bitch!”

I moved one foot in front of the other. Then the other in front of that. Slowly, I gained speed, and in the next crucial second, I began sprinting across the back yard toward the gate. As I moved as fast as I could go, I caught sight of my father as he hitched the sledgehammer over his shoulder and launched himself off the veranda. “Get back here!” he screamed. I ran. I ran hard.

At the back gate, I jumped and cleared it with my father only inches behind me. I felt the breeze of his sledgehammer swish past me. I could hear his hard breathing as he struggled to get over. I ran on and paced away. Breathing. Running. Breathing. Running.

Out in the street, I turned and sprinted down the middle of the bitumen. If a car was coming, I could put up my arms and scream. Maybe whoever was driving might stop. As I ran, I saw a shadow on the road. The shadow of an eagle raced on ahead in front of me, and then suddenly, it disappeared. From behind, I heard an eagle screech with an ear-piercing cry and echoed through the suburbs. I stopped and spun around in time to see Charlotte’s silhouette in the late afternoon sun. Her outline became backlit from the bright sunlight, as she tumbled and turned over high in the sky. I saw Charlotte as she tucked in her wings and became a bullet, head down, screeching her cry through the air as my father ran almost out of breath, panting, and still trying to shut me down.

With no warning, Charlotte came down from behind him and attached her giant talons around my father’s neck. Screeching and squealing, she flared out her wings, and I saw her talons disappear deep into his flesh. Long red ribbons ripped away from my father’s neck as Charlotte again took to the skies. My father screamed out then gurgled chillingly in a way I’d never heard before. He placed both his hands over his gaping open wounds but to no avail. The fountains of his blood reached high above him. Then, his body seemed to collapse from under his weight. I knew from that moment; there was no life left in him. The Mad Man was dead. 

From a distance, I heard the sounds of sirens. Theo Mack would arrive, but by the time he reached the scene where blood was everywhere, the mandatory police ‘guns drawn’ approach was of no use. Theo exited his police vehicle exactly as I thought. “Get on the ground!” he shouted; pistol pointed at my lifeless father. When he got close enough, I saw his shoulders droop, and he put his gun away.

As I turned away from what I was seeing, Maggie was there, standing in front of me with her arms held out. “Come with me, love,” she said, gathering me up and pulling me into her arms. Maggie smelled of lavender. After that moment, lavender took on a new meaning for me. Whenever I smell lavender, it transports me back to the time I was orphaned and left without my parents. My Angel saved me from the Mad Man, but now, I must somehow live with the memory.

CHAPTER TWO​: Melbourne Present Day

* * *
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OUT ON PORT PHILLIP Bay, the Spirit of Tasmania clung to her moorings. From where I stood, I saw people lined up, resembling a trail of ants on a mission, as they’d begun boarding via long gangways. I saw vehicles of all descriptions nose to tail that were all making a line to get going. 

HMAS Canberra, with her strange upturned bow, sat in the water, up close and personal, to the Bass Strait Ferry. I assumed Canberra had cut her way silently through the heads during the night, while most of Melbourne slept. And berthed behind Canberra was the Nimitz-class nuclear-powered super-carrier, the USS John Steinbeck. She was a monster of a warship – a city to herself. It wouldn’t have surprised me in the least if Steinbeck had her own weather patterns that followed her wherever she went, and she towered ominously out of the water, dwarfing all other ships in close proximity, making them appear to be nothing more than bath toys.

From the balcony of my apartment in Port Melbourne, I couldn’t help but cast a critical eye over the US Flagship. I wasn’t as happy to see her as most citizens of Melbourne, and I had valid reasons for my concerns. The Americans were either remaining silent or lying. 

I’d spent hours digging and searching, utilising all the sources I had available. Every little possibility of the answer I was looking for, in the end . . . led me nowhere. Then it hit me. After I realised it, I knew in my heart that I’d found the Americans’ achilles heel. As I played it around in my head, what I discovered had the potential to wreck relationships. America was a friend and ally to Australia. What could happen to our alliance if I choose to speak my mind? 

From my balcony, and looking out over the bay, I tapped the tip of my cigarette on the back of my hand. After lighting up, I hoped the rush of nicotine would help settle my mind. I drew back smoke and held it in my lungs, wishing it had the same effect as something else that wasn’t quite legal. My mind thumped hard. It was going to be one hell of a day.

I felt a hand land gently on my shoulder. Those horrible thoughts about Steinbeck melted away to the back of my mind as I turned around to meet Jenny’s sweet gaze.

“Coffee for the birthday girl?” Jenny smiled, handing me my favourite mug of coffee that smelt so heavenly. Only God knew how much I needed the caffeine. I needed anything to help make this day easier. 

“Thanks . . . Another birthday. I forgot. How about that?”

“Oh, I think you remembered, all right. You just choose to ignore.”

“You know I don’t like birthdays. It’s my right to forget. And why you keep insisting I have them is beyond my better understanding.”

Jenny laughed.  Then I watched her eyes regard my smoking habit. “Better enjoy them while you have them. Who knows how many of them you have left?”

“Ouch!” I immediately stubbed out the cigarette.

“Seriously, Angel. The handrail?”

“It needs paint anyway.” 

I smiled, then I turned to avoid Jenny’s scorn. I peered back toward the Steinbeck. My mind drifted to that bloody subject all over again.

“How do you think you’ll go?” Jenny asked me from behind.

“I really don’t know. But I reckon it’s no big deal.” Yeah. I lied.

“No big deal? You’ve just turned thirty. You’re the youngest journalist in history who’s managed to score an interview, one-on-one, with the US Secretary of State. Who else could do that?”

“Sometimes, Jen, I just wish I could get back behind the lens where I used to be.”

“Why on earth would you want to do that?” Jenny said while taking a seat on the metal chair and placing her mug noisily down. I wondered if she did that on purpose just to gee me up. Gosh, where’s my head? This business with Steinbeck is getting to me.

“The tabloid press is no place for you, Angel. They’re all a bunch of dogs biting each other to get to a bone.”

“Yeah, I know. But I think it’d be nice just to have a break for a while. I miss my camera. And I miss the action down on the streets.”

While I gazed once again out at the Steinbeck, my thoughts returned to the documents I’d received as an email attachment. The dossier included all the interview questions I was expected to share with Madam Secretary and listed with those questions were her prepared responses. Protocol, I kept thinking. It all amounted to rules, regulations and the need to keep things tight. But my interview questions were at best described as lacklustre. I knew it was my job to break the protocol. I knew I had to bring up the Steinbeck debacle and bloody-well throw it at her!

Nathan Masters. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be in this mess right now. Nathan had discovered that Steinbeck’s arrival was unauthorised. The United States Chief of Naval Operations had informed Australian officials, and the Australian Nuclear Safety Commission—dubbed ‘Nuke Patrol’—of the US impending arrival. Things went bad for them after the Americans chose to button their lips and keep quiet about their planned manoeuvres. However, because of their non-disclosure of operations, Nuke Patrol flat out rejected the Steinbeck’s entry into Port Phillip Bay. The super-carrier arrived anyway, blatantly ignorant to the instructions of the Australian nuclear watchdog. 

Now, I had a choice. 

One – Play it safe and go with the interview down to the letter. Two – Take a risk and give air to something that will never go down well. But I’d already decided. I’m all about risk. Safe is for wussbags. But how could I manage it? And was it at all possible? My mind began to twist with trying to find an answer, and then, I was most rudely interrupted from my train of thought with the vibration of my mobile phone in my pocket.

Jenny’s eyes were full of words. 

“What is it, Jen?”

“Nothing. Go ahead and read your messages.”

Messages received.

Nathan: “Angel. Congrats on your birthday. Big 3—0 today, huh? I remember it well.”

That made me smile.

Delete. Next message.

Chief: “Congrats Angel. Have a great birthday.”

Hmmm.

Delete. Next message.

Melanie: “Hey Angel. Happy Birthday. Hugs.”

She’d better have my coffee ready when I get there. Just saying.

Delete. Next message.

Eddie: “Angel. H.B. Enjoy.”

I’ll be needing your expertise later today, Eddie.

Delete. Next message.

Sender unknown: “Happy birthday Angelique.”

I don’t know what I must’ve looked like from the outside. Everything inside me went still. I hadn’t used the name ‘Angelique’ in . . . how long?

I fingered and swiped the screen and then flipped to my contacts. Nothing. The number didn’t match anything in my address book either. Was this some kind of sick joke? Was this supposed to rattle me? Get me all out of whack for my interview?

“Something wrong?” Jenny asked.

“Nothing . . .” I quickly tapped out a reply. 

Angel: “Who is this?” 

Send.

But it seemed like minutes before the message actually left my phone.

Message failed, Retry? 

“What . . . is going on?”

I heard Jenny leave her seat and she appeared behind me. “Hon? What is it?”

“Somebody sent me a message. I don’t know who. It’s weird.”

“A random prankster?”

“Maybe. But how does this person know my name?”

“You’re on the telly. That’s not hard.”

“My old name. Angelique. It’s been twenty years since . . .”

Without looking up from the screen I was about to dial the number but then I held back. What if it was a scam? I shut the phone down and stuck it deep in my pocket.

* * *

[image: ]


I TRIED TO LET THINGS slide as I met Jenny in the kitchen. I was protective of her, and probably a little too much. Jenny didn’t need the worry, and I guessed for her to be living with a ‘celebrity’ must’ve been at times difficult to cope with. But she was also master at hiding her true feelings if she knew it would be to my detriment. It was as though Jenny was also  protective of me.

Jenny smiled warmly as I approached her. “You might’ve forgotten your birthday, but I haven’t. There’s a small package for you on the table,” Jenny said as she pointed with suds that dripped from the tips of her fingers. 

Still distracted by that strange message, I regarded the package Jenny had left on the dining table. The package was wrapped in silver paper and tied with a red bow. I noticed a birthday card was tucked underneath. “Jenny, you’ve gone to so much trouble.” I unwrapped the package, noticing the scent of my favourite perfume. Obsession. That just made everything even more wonderful. My eyes went to Jenny who was smiling like I’d never seen her smile before. From a very expensive-looking polished timber box, I retrieved a figurine of an eagle which I knew must’ve been delicately crafted from rock crystal. Holding it up to the light, I suddenly found myself overwhelmed. “Oh, Jen, it’s beautiful. How on earth . . . where on earth . . .?”

“I saw it at Federation Square. It’s just you, isn’t it?”

I held it up and spun it around. The rock crystal figurine also had a gold inclusion running diagonally through the base, stopping at the tip of one flared out wing.

“I don’t know what to say.” My eyes went all watery as I held the figurine up a final time and looked at it with awe. I placed it on the bookshelf, giving it pride of place, setting it among the other figurines, statuettes, and dioramas of eagles which were set in various poses and postures. “I think I’ll call this one Charlotte.”

* * *
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I BURST OUT OF THE elevator checking my watch at the same time. 10:42am. Late again. I juggled my briefcase and dossiers as I cut my way across the newsroom floor. The chatter. The sounds of telephones ringing. The sounds of live and breaking news echoed around from several strategically mounted LCDs above workstations. Normal as ever. I almost made it to my office door unscathed. Unchallenged. The relief at just that. My PA met me as I strode, carrying a cardboard tray with large paper cups containing black and unsweetened coffee. My hand fell on the door handle and I entered my office with Melanie at my heel. 

My Desk . . . I must get there. 

I pulled my chair out and sat heavily down. Time to breathe. Melanie closed the door quietly behind her and placed my coffee down on my desk. “Wow . . . Angel, ready to do this?” 

I could’ve given Melanie a straight answer. Umm-no. But I decided a quick change of subject would do. “Melanie. Where're my missives for this morning?”

“Nothing yet.”

“Thank goodness. Bloody traffic, Mel. It does my head in.”

“There’s the tram. Why not give it a try?”

“Yes, and get a cold. No thanks.”

I couldn’t help it. My eyes were already on my coffee. The aroma of Colombian legal crop reached my senses. Breathe, and something delightful to enjoy. “Is she in Melbourne yet?”

“Her PR sent a memo. The US Secretary of State will be on time. Are you looking forward to it?” 

Melanie giggled. 

I sighed. “Yes . . . and no.” 

I thumbed through the dossier pages over again. I flipped to the back page, then back to the front. “This interview isn’t how I would’ve preferred it to go. These questions suck big time, Mel. I’ll look like an idiot in front of the US Secretary of State if I stick to this bullshit.” I closed the file and slammed it down.

It was the first time I saw Melanie without her smile. I realised it then how a smile-less face didn’t suit her. I almost wanted to kick my own arse.

“So . . . Chief tells me Madam Secretary has insisted on a delayed telecast. Why am I not surprised? I wonder what kind of feed buffer she’s requested?”

“Chief didn’t tell you?”

“He managed to get side-tracked when we spoke. He said there was going to be a delay. He didn’t tell me how much of a buffer.”

“I’m not sure. Eddie would know more. As a matter of fact, I think I overheard someone saying there’s a twenty second buffer for tonight’s scheduled program.”

“Twenty seconds? bloody hell! This won’t do.”

“It’s there for her security, Angel.”

“It’s there so she can’t stuff up. Nothing more. Do you realise, the Steinbeck is here without formal authorisation?”

“No. I didn’t know. How is it possible?”

“The Americans just muscled their way in. Ignorant to anything. Know what that means?”

Melanie finally sat down. After she sat, she placed a hand to her chin. Now, I was worried. “No Nuke Patrol security measures?”

“There’re no nuclear protocols set up,” I replied. “But worse than that, Mel. Non-disclosure of operations. They shut up shop. There must be a reason for doing that. I mean, what a risk to take. Are we supposed to let it slide? This is serious. This is the kind of news that has my name on it and I can’t break this if there’s a twenty second feed delay. No, it won’t do. Tonight needs to be live as it happens.”

“I’ll get Eddie up here pronto,” Melanie said as she quickly got out of her chair. “Was there anything else I can get you?”

“That’s it for now. Oh, and by the way, I love your outfit. You know you’re going to have to tell me where you got those boots.”

“Thanks, Angel.” Melanie beamed brightly. She was Melanie again. “Don’t forget. Makeup and wardrobe at 3:00pm sharp.”

* * *
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JUST AS I THOUGHT I was finally getting my head around things, my desk phone suddenly rang, slicing the silence, causing me to startle. I glanced down thinking perhaps I should let it ring out. My voicemail could have this one. But my mind went back to that message again. The phone kept ringing. I put a hand on the handset. Crap, it wasn’t going to voicemail.

“Hello, newsroom.”

“Angel,” Nathan Masters said urgently. Why did he always sound like he was calling from the Moon?

“Oh . . . thank god, Nathan. Why don’t you ever reply to my emails in a timely manner? Have you read the interview dossier?”

“Canter,” Nathan said. “You’re on a desk line. It’s Canter.”

“Sorry . . . Canter.”

“Yeah, I’ve read the dossier.”

“And?”

“At first, I thought—it is what it is. Nothing anyone can do about it. But then I thought... if it were me? I’d be bloody upset right now. So, I reckon you’d be wanting to break the protocol. Am I right?”

“I’m stuffed, Nathan . . .”

“Canter.”

“I somehow have to bring up the rejection order on live TV. But Madam Secretary, in all her wisdom, has requested a twenty second buffer on the broadcast.”

“Did she request the delay? Or did her PR request it?”

“Does it matter?”

“It matters because if it were her public relations, there’d be room for negotiation.”

“And if she requested it?”

“Then she’ll kick your arse around the studio if you break her protocol. Besides, what we’ve found out is too hot for you to handle by yourself. If you spill it, your life will never be the same. They’ll shred your reputation, and you’ll never have another interview opportunity like this again. How about lifting the drama? Spin it a little.”

How did I know this would happen?

“You know, Canter . . . I thought you were with me on this. What’s happened to you?”

“Just thinking about your safety. You’re important to me. The Americans flouting the rejection order is never gonna go down well. If you wanna play, you’ve picked a dangerous opponent. They can do you serious damage. They’ll get you. And I mean literally.”

“There’s simply no choice in the matter. This is serious. It makes you wonder what the American motive  really is. We can’t pretend this never happened. Our public has the right to know.”

“Angel. People have been known to simply disappear over finding out too much. Stick with the script . . . and play nice.”

“I think about it time and time again. Something in my DNA is telling me Steinbeck has a secret agenda. This agenda that needs to be explained. How dare they . . .”

Silence.

“You gonna give me an answer?”

“It wasn’t a question.”

“Okay. Let’s make it one. So, answer me!”

“Yeah, I will. Gimme a sec.”

I reclined back in my chair and waited. Then, it occurred to me Nathan knew something he was not about to let go of easily. “You bloody-well know, don’t you?”

“About what?”

“Don’t give me the shits. You’re keeping something from me. What is it?”

“Look. This not for airing on live TV. Throwing mud at the US Secretary of State is asking for trouble. Don’t make me beg you. Please.”

“Beg? That doesn’t look good on you, Nathan.”

“It’s Canter! So, you’ve made up your mind? You’re going through with it?”

“Yes. We should take this opportunity now that we have it. But I need to know the whole story. So, spill.”

Silence. White noise. I waited patiently.

“Jesus,” Nathan finally said. “I can’t believe this. You’re scaring the shit out of me. It seems I don’t have a choice, do I?”

“None.”

This was getting to be like a bloody tooth extraction. “Canter, your silence is deafening. Please. Time is a luxury, and I don’t have any.”

“Okay, here’s what I can do. I’ll pull the video delay with a local area patch-in. But I need to know the LAN address.”

“So, you’ll fix it for me?”

“Yeah . . . anything for my rock star. But it’ll cost you. Make sure your IT guy gets back to you with the LAN details. Without that, there’s no live, as it happens, broadcast.”

“But why is that damn warship here? Can’t you give me that?”

“Just bring up the Steinbeck. Madam Secretary will either deflect, trip up or shut down. Either way, it isn’t gonna be pretty. That’s all I can give you right now.”

“I’ll get on to it. My treat at Busby’s this Saturday night.” Then I realised Nathan might not show up at all. Even if it was an invitation to a steak dinner at his favourite.

Before I hung up there was the subject of that strange message. Perhaps Nathan might know what to do. “I received a strange text message on my phone this morning. The number it came in on was unknown to me. There was also no matching number in my address book.”

“Were you on Wi-Fi or 4G when the message came through?”

“Wi-Fi. I’m sure it was Wi-Fi.”

“Did you dial the number?”

“No. But I messaged back. It came up message failed.”

“You should’ve left it alone, Angel. In that case, I’ll need your phone. First, manually disable Wi-Fi and Bluetooth and remove the Sim. Wrap the phone and Sim card in foil. Tonight before you go to air, leave the phone at your desk in a padded bag. I’ll take care of the rest. Maybe there’s nothing to worry about, but we’ll take precautions.”​

CHAPTER THREE​​​: Enter Sandman

* * *
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EDDIE BURST THROUGH the door and into my office, dressed in his usual casual attire, still wearing his studio headset with attached microphone that dangled a little awkwardly from the corner of his mouth. I gestured with an outstretched hand for Eddie to take a seat. He looked oddly anxious as he pulled out a chair and sat down. I met Eddie’s gaze as he took his headset off. Then . . . Eddie just stared and said nothing. 

“I need you to give me the LAN address for tonight’s program,” I asked, as Eddie let his head drop and he audibly groaned.

“Why, Angel. Why’re you asking this of me?

“We’re going to delete the feed delay.”

“Yeah. I’m not a dumb-arse. I knew that’s what you wanted. It can’t be done. It’s protocol. If we break protocol, the studio can be prosecuted and guess what? I’ll lose my job. The same goes with you.”

“Trust me, Eddie. This needs to happen.”

“I don’t think you understand. It’s just not possible,” Eddie went on. With an elbow on my desk, I listened as Eddie went on with his protests. Finally, I raised a hand and Eddie stopped his ranting. As Eddie sat silent and staring at some point in space, I went about doing as suggested by Nathan—prepping my mobile phone exactly as he’d instructed.
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