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For my wife, Kristan






Prologue

As is usual in Jakarta, when the car I was in stopped at a set of traffic lights, it was quickly surrounded by a bee-like swarm of mopeds and motorcycles, all waiting for the lights to turn green. I looked out of the car window to my left and caught the glance of the rider next to us. He looked directly at me, before reaching down. I couldn’t see clearly what he was doing but, in my mind, I was certain he was attaching a bomb to the side of our car. My heart started racing, my body sweating profusely. I was certain I was about to die.

I screamed at my driver, Suryadi, to go. He started moving the car cautiously forward as best he could, honking his horn in a futile attempt to scatter the surrounding scooters and clear a path. By the time we finally started accelerating away from the intersection, I was covered in sweat and my heart felt as if it was going to burst out of my chest.

‘What the fuck?’ I think. ‘This isn’t normal. I’m losing it.’

My wife, Kristan, was also struggling. One afternoon, she and our daughter, Brianna, were leaving a schoolfriend’s birthday party at Plaza Senayan, one of the many megamalls that dot Jakarta. They were on an escalator, and Brianna was admiring the goldfish she’d been given at the party when they heard a loud crash, followed by a number of short, staccato bangs. Convinced the building was under attack from machine-gun-wielding terrorists, Kristan grabbed Brianna’s hand and began dragging her down the escalator in a mad dash to the front entrance.

It was only when Kristan burst onto the street and witnessed a distinct lack of panic among the surrounding crowd that she realised she was mistaken. Brianna stood in tears, watching her new pet goldfish flapping helplessly on the ground.

After three years in Jakarta, our nerves were shredded. Something had to give.






Chapter 1 The Big Durian


It’s not the sticky humidity, or even the heat, that hits you first; it’s the smell.

When I was a young sailor aboard the HMAS Derwent back in 1986, the old salts prophesied, correctly, that you could smell Jakarta a day out from port. No doubt the place has changed a lot since then, but in one area at least, it remains much the same. A pungent mix of sweat, musky atmosphere and odorous pollution interspersed with the sweet smell of kreteks, the clove cigarettes favoured by the locals. It’s not necessarily a bad smell, just uniquely Indonesian. This ubiquitous odour is also the genesis of the city’s nickname, the Big Durian. Just like the spiky, pungent native durian fruit, once you get past the initial smell, you might actually come to enjoy it.

Now, in early 2004, I’m excited to breath it in again. I’ve just landed back in Jakarta, accompanying Kristan on her posting to Australia’s Embassy in Indonesia, our home for the next three years. We also have our two young children in tow, Brianna and Ryan, nearly three and one respectively.

Our house in the Embassy’s residential compound isn’t ready for occupation yet, so we’ve been booked into the Marriott Hotel for the first couple of nights. We are cheerfully reassured that the hotel has had an extensive security upgrade since being bombed by terrorists in August last year.

Like every new arrival travelling through the outskirts of Jakarta, I’m struck by the apparent contradiction of predominantly Muslim Indonesia overlaid with advertising billboards featuring mostly stylish young women in Western-style clothing and with barely a hijab in sight. Residential Jakarta is a patchwork of single-storey and multi-storey square houses, all living cheek by jowl down a mad scramble of lanes and alleyways with only the odd green mosque or major arterial breaking up the mosaic.

And then we are suddenly in the macet (‘congested’ in the local vernacular), and our van grinds to a halt before starting a slow crawl through a swarm of whining, honking motorcycles that weave through and plug every gap ahead.

The remaining four kilometres to the Marriott take an eternity. Halfway up the driveway to the hotel, we’re stopped by a group of men in paramilitary-style uniforms, who pop the bonnet and the boot, searching the car inside and out.

‘It’s just a bomb check,’ says our host. ‘Welcome to Jakarta.’



A couple of days later, Kate, the Embassy community liaison officer, takes us to our new residence, at Belimbing, a large, walled compound containing a dozen or so identical two-storey stone-and-brick, cream-coloured townhouses. Our allocated house is the closest to the front gate.

Kate opens the front door and ushers us in. It’s a nice place, if looking a tad old and in need of a good paint. The furniture is your stock-standard Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) issue – beige couches, wooden tables and sideboards and a floor rug, which upon closer inspection is actually a square piece of cream carpet. Nineteen-eighties Canberra chic. But it’s got a pool and barbecue area out the back, and we instantly know this will do very nicely indeed.

The next couple of weeks fly by as we set ourselves up in our new home and adapt to the tempo of daily life in Jakarta. Everywhere I look is exciting. New house, new friends, new sights, new tastes, new culture. Only the suffocating, relentless intensity of Jakarta’s macet slows us down.

Having your own car and driver, I realise, is a must. I’m able to purchase a car off a soon-to-depart Embassy family. The driver, Suryadi, comes as part of the deal. And he is a gem. A tall, wiry, gentle fellow, Suryadi is punctual and a competent driver; more importantly, he knows every backstreet and laneway in Jakarta. Along with Suryadi, we have two more additions to the family. Inem, our housekeeper, comes with the house, and Kasni, our nanny, has been selected by Kristan after an exhaustive selection process.

Life soon slips into a familiar routine. Kristan catches the work van to the Embassy each morning, Suryadi takes Brianna to kindergarten, Inem busies herself with the daily chores and Kasni dotes over Ryan. I mostly hang around the house or explore the city with Suryadi as my tour guide. But given the macet, my enthusiasm for the latter soon wears thin.

My social life does, however, experience an unexpected uptick after I watch a game of Australian Rules Football at Aphrodite’s Sports Bar one Saturday afternoon. I’d heard from Kate that Aphrodite’s televises live Australian Football League (AFL) matches every weekend, through the Australian Government–funded Australia Television overseas network. I’m a passionate Carlton Blues supporter, so this news was music to my ears.

During the game, a man approached me and introduced himself as Stevo, the coach of the Bintangs. I was aware that since the early to mid-90s, a thriving AFL community comprising footy-tragic expats and local converts had sprouted several local AFL clubs across Asia. The Bintangs are Jakarta’s resident AFL team. Born with a gift for the gab, and well versed in recruiting unsuspecting AFL ‘talent’ at Aphrodite’s, Stevo soon had me locked in for training the following Thursday night, which I duly attended. I loved it so much I haven’t missed a Thursday night since. The club is made up of an eclectic assortment of Embassy staff, business professionals, expat teachers and a few locals who all share a passion for AFL, cold beers and socialising. All in all, a great bunch, and I’m relishing the new-found camaraderie.

Notwithstanding the welcome boost to my social life, as the days roll on, I find myself spending more and more time at home, lounging by the pool, reading, exploring the local neighbourhood on foot or calling Kristan too often at work.

Kristan has enough on her plate. As the first secretary (Consular & Administration), she is responsible for coordinating a large portion of the day-to-day operations of Australia’s biggest Embassy, comprising over 350 staff. That number includes around eighty Australian diplomats from a myriad of government agencies, supported by a hardworking permanent complement of local Indonesian staff.

The challenge for Kristan is someone always has a problem, or a bone to pick. One minute she is trying to resolve a staff housing-related complaint in Jakarta, the next she is liaising with a serviced apartment complex in Yogyakarta, trying to arrange the installation of a microwave to heat baby formula for a young couple undertaking language training in the city.

She’s also the Embassy’s security officer, a huge undertaking in itself given the recent terror bombings in Bali and Jakarta, and massively exacerbated by the ‘she’ll be right’ mentality of many of the Australian staff. The magnitude of this task will soon become apparent.

The other – consular – side of Kristan’s job has its own set of dramas. Peak among these is the never-ending conga line of cases involving love-struck middle-aged Australian men. The story invariably goes something like this: middle-aged man arrives in Indonesia to take up a new job with wife and kids in tow. Within a year, said wife arrives at the Embassy tearfully seeking assistance to return to Australia. Shortly after, middle-aged man arrives at the Embassy seeking a visa for his pregnant Indonesian girlfriend to travel to Australia. Another six months or so later, he’s back again seeking a birth certificate for his newborn child and filing papers for his now wife’s permanent residency in Australia. Sadly, this is when things typically head south.

On his next trip to the Embassy, middle-aged man is normally alone and in shock. Back in Australia, his ex-wife is dragging him through the family court, while his Indonesian wife has absconded with the baby and is demanding child support. ‘What can the Embassy do?’ he pleads. The answer is, ‘Little.’

In the meantime, Kristan could do without her stay-at-home husband calling her every few hours just to have someone to talk to.

‘You’re bored, aren’t you?’ she says one time when I’ve called her about nothing in particular.

‘Terribly,’ I say.



Kate calls me one day with the exciting news that she has organised a shopping trip out to Pasaraya Mall at Blok M for Embassy partners that afternoon.

‘Ah, thanks. But I’m not really the shopping type.’

‘It’s a huge mall and I am sure you will find something you like. Kristan also thinks it would be good for you to get out of the house.’

There’s no way out. ‘Okay,’ I say, defeated.

Kristan organising my life is nothing new. She is of Dutch stock, tall and just a little intimidating. Whereas I like a bit of chaos and unpredictability in my life, Kristan prefers order and structure (full stop!).

It was hardly surprising, then, that when we first met in the navy, back in 1997, we didn’t exactly click. I was a newly minted sub lieutenant and China specialist, having just graduated from the Australian National University with a degree in Mandarin Chinese. Kristan was a young lieutenant trying to forge a career in the male-dominated, testosterone-fuelled arena of navy intelligence. To complicate things, Kristan was not only my superior officer, but also my boss.

We soon warmed to one another, though, so much so that I, ahem, helped steer her away from her plan A when we had both decided to leave the navy. I joined DFAT in Canberra as a specialist Chinese analyst, while Kristan was desperate to travel overseas, learn Italian and meet some tall, dark native of Rome.

That was a plan I couldn’t get behind. Fortunately for me, soon after arriving in Canberra, I learned DFAT was looking to recruit some South-East Asian analysts. These roles were a perfect fit for Kristan, given her background in navy intelligence focusing on military and political developments in South-East Asia. So, in a flash, I was on the phone trying to convince Kristan that joining DFAT was by far her best long-term professional prospect (and would yield infinitely better personal outcomes than traipsing around Italy looking for some Italian Fabio lightweight).

In August 1998, Kristan joined me at DFAT in Canberra. The rest, as they say, is history.

So I can’t really begrudge the fact that this plan has brought us to Jakarta and put me aboard a bus full of women about to go on a shopping trip.

The Pasaraya Mall is a grand complex full of hundreds of shops selling everything from electrical goods to high-end saris, from children’s toys to safari suits. It’s cavernous. The type of place you enter in daylight and escape hours later into darkness. In other words, my worst nightmare.

At the mall, Kate tells us we’ve got two hours to shop, and the group shoots off in different directions. Just as I’m weighing up the practicalities of getting a cab home, one of the group appears at my side and pleads, ‘Don’t leave me here.’

Lisa, it turns out, is exactly as excited about shopping as I am. We quickly find a nearby bar, and over a couple of Bintang beers and several chicken and beef satays, I realise Lisa is a gem. Having worked in Iraq for the UN, with scars from being blown up by a roadside IED to prove it, she is not your typical stay-at-home spouse.

Before I know it, a slightly harried Kate is calling my mobile.

‘Where are you? And is Lisa with you? We’re all waiting to head back to Belimbing.’

Shit! ‘Sorry, Kate. Yes, Lisa is with me. Time’s got away from us. See you in a sec.’

We make a quick dash back to the front entrance to find Kate and the rest of the group stonily awaiting our return, our lack of shopping bags suddenly obvious.

‘Couldn’t you find anything you like?’ she asks.

‘Just ran out of time,’ I respond sheepishly. ‘When’s the next trip? Would love to come back.’

‘Probably next week. Kristan will be surprised. She said you hate shopping.’

‘I’m warming to it.’

And with that, I also start warming to the assortment of other Belimbing expats, who are a friendly, eclectic mix, representative of the various government departments with staff at the Embassy. Mick is a big, tall copper from the Australian Federal Police (AFP), who becomes a bit of a drinking buddy. There were a few times I’d pop over to his place for a pre-dinner drink only for Kristan to have to send out a search party for me in the early hours of the next morning.

Another member of the Belimbing marooned-spouses collective is James, whose wife works in the Immigration Section. He’s more of a daytime distraction, and we like to have political and social debates over a morning cup of tea. James is also a big advocate of the local sarong, and the freedom it affords down below. Under the influence of his passionate and learned advocacy, I acquire a couple on one of my trips to Pasaraya Mall and take to them with a bit more enthusiasm than Kristan would like.

‘Would you mind closing your legs?’ Kristan growls at me from the opposite couch as we watch TV one night. ‘Really, as if I need to see that every night.’

‘Sorry, darling,’ I say as I straighten my back in a feeble assertion of dignity and quickly move to cross my legs.

‘I really do need to find you a job.’






Chapter 2 Duty Calls


‘Thank God,’ bellows Kristan down the phone. ‘Paul’s position has just been advertised.’

‘Okay, great,’ I say, sitting up straight. ‘I’ll start polishing up an application.’

The holiday is suddenly over and I need to get my head into gear. A posting to a high-profile mission such as Jakarta could be a fast track to career progression, and this could be my best shot.

Paul is the recently promoted counsellor (Economic). Prior to this role, he was the first secretary (Economic), responsible for managing bilateral trade issues and reporting on major developments in the Indonesian economy. This is the position being advertised and is right in my wheelhouse. But I’m a China specialist, so I start cramming everything I can learn about major developments and trends in Indonesian fiscal, monetary and trade policy. I particularly focus on key sectors with direct relevance to Australian commercial interests, such as mining and agriculture.

The competition for this job is likely to be fierce, but I’m already in Jakarta. Hiring me for Paul’s job will save the department a significant amount of money in language training, overseas relocation, travel and other related posting costs.

Swapping the sarong for a suit, I also get to lobbying at the Embassy. I formally request an appointment with the ambassador, David Ritchie, who gives me a good hearing but is understandably shy about making any promises. Next, I request to see Penny, Paul’s boss. Penny started in Jakarta as the counsellor (Economic) but has recently been promoted to minister-counsellor (Political & Economic), with overall responsibility for the output and performance of these sections at the Embassy. I’ve met Penny a couple of times socially since arriving here. Penny has a reputation for being a hard taskmaster and workaholic. Like David, she appears receptive to the idea of taking me on, but she’s somewhat more circumspect. From her line of questioning, I detect a note of doubt about my Indonesia bona fides.



Over the next few weeks, my quiet optimism at landing Paul’s job begins to wane. My polite enquiries as to the status of the selection process are met with stony silence. The wait is excruciating. Then one day out of the blue, I get word that Penny wants to see me in an hour. That’s great, I think, but the drive through the macet to the Embassy could take an hour and a half.

‘No rules today,’ I tell Suryadi, leaping into the car. ‘I have to be at the Embassy for 2pm! Cepat, cepat.’

Relishing the opportunity to play rally driver, Suryadi rises to the challenge, manoeuvring through the lanes of Jakarta like a man on a mission. Helpless in this task, all I can I think about is how important this next hour could be. What if I haven’t got the job? What will I do? Ambitious by nature, I’m becoming increasingly concerned a lengthy sojourn as an attached spouse in Jakarta will be a career-killer.

Suryadi beams as he arrives at the entrance to the Embassy with seven minutes to spare. The Embassy is located in Kuningan, Jakarta’s business district, on Jalan Rasuna Said, one of the city’s main thoroughfares and busiest roads. Waiting for the huge steel front gate to swing open, I’m struck by how heavily fortified the building truly is: a Fort Knox–type concrete monolith.

To my left is a strongbox-style concrete security post. Anyone wishing to enter the Embassy by foot has to be searched and have their credentials checked here. To the left of the security post, a fence approximately five metres high, comprising green steel poles embedded in concrete, runs the length of the front perimeter. Each green pole is bent outwards at the top, with the whole fence capped by large coils of concertina razor wire.

Welcoming? Not exactly.

The gate swings open and we enter a small holding area. Our way forward is blocked by another large steel gate, and once the steel gate behind us swings shut, a small battery of security guards in flak jackets and military-style steel helmets quickly surrounds the car.

I am quite used to the ubiquitous car security check. Every shopping mall, hotel and car park – or building of any type, for that matter – is required to conduct one, by law. But the veracity of these security checks largely depends on the institution. Sometimes they are quite rigorous, other times just a quick glance inside the car through a side window.

The Embassy’s car security check is in a class of its own. Wearing body armour, steel helmets and stern faces, the security guards quickly open the car hood, boot and doors, inspect empty spaces and ask questions, while two oversized dentist mirrors are run under the car chassis, scanning for explosives. The speed and efficiency of the whole process would make an F1 pit boss proud. For the rest of us, it’s just plain intimidating.

Once we’re through the security check, Suryadi drops me at the main entrance to the Chancery. This building, which houses the main diplomatic offices, is set back from the road about twenty metres. A small pond and garden separate the building from the front fence and road beyond. It’s not the most architecturally attractive effort – more like a white four-storey Lego-block tower, with windows evenly spaced along its exterior. A black-tiled curved portico, proudly displaying the Australian coat of arms, covers the main entrance.

I push open the main glass door and enter a wide visitors’ foyer decorated with leather seating, plants and pieces of Indigenous Australian artwork. Familiar with the drill from visiting Kristan, I walk straight towards the security office at the end of the foyer to have my visit logged and wait for someone to escort me to Penny’s office on the fourth floor.

I recognise Peter behind the counter, an attached spouse like me. Peter’s an affable fellow with an encyclopaedic mind for all things trivia. He also loves his sport, and we have bonded over a few beers discussing the relative merits of the AFL and his beloved National Rugby League.

The fourth floor is the restricted area, where the ambassador’s office, the deputy head of mission’s office and the DFAT Political and Economic sections are located. Access to this secure area is strictly limited to Australian diplomats, or A-based staff, to use the correct DFAT descriptor. Everyone else needs to be escorted, local staff and visitors alike.

On the fourth floor, Penny’s executive assistant punches a code into a small keypad next to the heavy security door, precipitating a sharp ‘click’ as the door unlocks. ‘Grateful if I could have your mobile,’ she asks as she pushes the door open. ‘No mobiles are allowed in the restricted area.’

She places my phone in a storage box bolted to the wall next to the door. I’m then led to Penny’s office, where we find her on the phone behind her desk. As we enter, Penny motions us to wait by the door. I stand waiting, heart in mouth.

Thankfully, she soon hangs up, stands and with an outstretched hand says, ‘Welcome to the team.’

I nearly faint on the spot, then shake her hand. ‘I take it I’ve got the job then?’

‘Yes.’

Penny motions me to sit. I’ll start on 1 November, a little over three months away. Until then, I’m expected to do language training, either in Jakarta or at a language school in Yogyakarta. While on language training, I’m also expected to do a mountain of reading to bring my Indo knowledge up to scratch.

Looks like I’ll have to pack away the sarongs; it’s going to be a busy few months!



Once my posting is officially announced, it only takes a week or so for the admin staff to find and vet a suitable instructor for my one-on-one language lessons, which I have decided to undertake in Jakarta.

Pak Jati and I meet for the first time in the Embassy’s Platypus Club, a small building attached to the Chancery that serves as a cafe during the day and a social club at night. Because of the tense security situation, and macet, he has kindly agreed to tutor me at the Embassy.

Pak Jati is a slight, genial fellow with a sharp wit and wispy beard extending from his craggy, sun-worn Javanese face, and we strike up an instant rapport. His love of a good yarn is only matched by his partiality for a kretek. Within five seconds of being introduced, he’s whipped one out and is puffing away. I actually don’t mind the sweet smell of the clove cigarettes; much preferable to the acrid stench of nicotine. After a quick chat and at least two more kreteks, we are whisked away by the local admin staff to an empty Chancery office that will serve as our classroom.

Pak Jati quickly ups the workload and I love it. I have an ear for languages and already speak fluent Mandarin. While learning any language isn’t easy, Bahasa appears to be relatively straightforward in that it’s not tonal and uses a Romanised script. Mandarin has five tones and requires memorising thousands of complex pictograms.

I am buzzing to be back in a work environment. There’s something about working in an embassy, particularly one as large as this one in Jakarta… Government ministers coming and going, tricky bilateral political issues to be navigated, intractable commercial disputes to be resolved and, that old DFAT chestnut, the high-profile consular case to be delicately managed. You overlay all this with the unpredictable local security situation and it’s no wonder the Jakarta Embassy is a hive of nonstop activity and excitement. I’m desperate to be part of it.

News comes through that the Embassy has decided to close Belimbing because Indonesian counterterrorism authorities have picked up intelligence that Jemaah Islamiah is planning another terror strike in Jakarta. JI, as they are commonly known, are an al-Qaeda-linked terrorist group dedicated to the establishment of an Islamic caliphate in South-East Asia. They are strongly suspected of having perpetrated both the devastating 2002 Bali bombings, which killed 202 people, including 88 Australians, as well as the attack on the Marriott Hotel in Jakarta last year, which claimed 12 innocent lives. And any map of Jakarta displays the words Kompleks Kedutaan Australia (Australian Embassy Compound) over a small area near Kemang in South Jakarta, clearly indicating where Belimbing is located.

Apart from us new arrivals, the Belimbing residents are likely to be elated at the news. They have been pushing to close the compound and move closer to the Embassy for years. Everyone loves the lush, oasis-like feel of the compound; they just hate the many hours a day spent in traffic more. The reality is that time trapped in macet far exceeds time spent by the Belimbing pool.

Kristan relays the good news that we will be moving into a standalone residence in the Dukuh Patra Kuningan area. Not only is Dukuh Patra a lot closer to the Embassy, several of our new friends live in this area. It’s particularly popular with families as it’s a quiet neighbourhood, tucked away off the main roads.

I’m excited, until Kristan breaks the news that our house won’t be ready for three months.

‘That’s great,’ I say, my frustration clearly evident. ‘I start in three months. The last thing I need is the stress of moving house while starting a new job.’

‘Since when have you ever done the heavy lifting when we’ve moved?’ Kristan’s riposte is brutally to the point. ‘You always find some excuse to make yourself absent. I just assumed I would have to do everything like always.’

I quietly wind my neck back in. ‘Okay, darling, sure. I’m just a bit nervous about my new job, that’s all. More than happy to help with the move.’

‘I’ll believe it when I see it,’ she responds dismissively.

Rumour has it that several five-star Western hotels have also been identified as possible JI targets. This includes the InterContinental Hotel, the venue for this year’s Australian Embassy Ball, one of the most anticipated events on Jakarta’s social calendar. The ball is due to be held in early September, and frantic efforts are now underway to source another location. So far, however, organisers have failed to secure one, given the reluctance of suitable venues to host such a high-profile event in the uncertain security environment. If one can’t be secured, it might have to be held at the Embassy itself.



‘I hate fancy dress!’ Kristan fulminates as she slams the closet door. ‘Why couldn’t it just be black tie and cocktail? As if I’m going to have a 70s kaftan in my wardrobe.’

Over the years, I have learned the hard way that proffering Kristan sartorial advice doesn’t go down well. Silence and perhaps a thoughtful facial expression are the best form of input.

Unfortunately, silence isn’t an option this time, as Kristan stands glaring at me from the foot of the bed.

‘Well…’ I stammer fearfully, ‘maybe just wear your little black dress?’

A deafening silence follows.

‘Actually…’ She pauses. ‘That’s not a bad idea. The LBD suits any occasion.’

‘And you always look gorgeous in that dress, darling.’ I slump back on the bed, heaving an inward sigh of relief. Disaster averted.

It’s Saturday 4 September, the night of the ball. This year’s 70s-themed event has been scaled back significantly so it can be held on the tennis courts at the back of the Embassy. The organising committee’s ‘in-house’ solution, made necessary by all the ‘chatter’ about JI, is novel to say the least.

We arrive at the ball to be greeted by a sea of kaftans, safari suits, tartan miniskirts and fake moustaches, with the odd afro tossed in for good measure. While a bit tight, the tennis court and adjacent areas provide surprisingly good space for all the tables, a dancefloor and a small stage for the band. It’s a long evening of dancing, drinking and shenanigans on and off the dance floor, as partygoers have a good crack at recreating New York’s infamous Studio 54 disco club.

It’s hardly surprising people are letting their hair down. Outside the main gate, the city’s on edge, a tinderbox of rumour. Here, in the surrounds of one of Jakarta’s most secure buildings, one can party with gay abandon. I mean, it’s not like someone’s going to attack the Australian Embassy!



Cocktails and swirling kaftans aside, I’m under the pump from Pak Jati. Normally, a newly arrived diplomat would have had the benefit of at least six months of language training to prepare for their posting. I’m only getting three months, and Pak Jati is determined to ensure I obtain the highest standard possible. Thankfully, I can count on his kretek addiction to provide regular breaks during classes.

Today, Thursday 9 September, is no exception. It’s 10.15am and we have been at it for over an hour when he calls a fifteen-minute break. Quite often I accompany Pak Jati on his smoko, but today I need to go and collect my election observer accreditation badge from AusAID on the second floor.

At my boss Penny’s suggestion, I have volunteered to be an election observer for the second round of the Indonesian presidential election in late September. The first round of voting took place in early July, but no single candidate was able to secure the requisite 50 per cent of the popular vote to win office. As a result, a second-round run-off between the two candidates who received the most and second-most votes – Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono and Megawati Sukarnoputri, respectively – is necessary to decide who will be the next president. Penny thought being an election observer would help further my Indonesian political education; I jumped at the idea. This election is the first direct presidential election in Indonesia’s history. Opportunities to be an eyewitness to such historical events don’t present often.

So, with genuine excitement, I make my way to pick up my badge. Serina, Paul’s wife, is coordinating the accreditation process from an office next to the AusAID area, on the second floor towards the front of the building.

She is sitting behind a desk covered in ID tags, lanyards and reams of paper. Bubbly and always generous with her smile, Serina’s hard not to like.

‘Oh, hi, Grant. Come on in.’

She slides me a form to fill in and begins explaining the broader election observer accreditation process. I will be observing at an election booth in Menteng, along with Brad from the DFAT Economic Section. Supposedly, former president Suharto cast his vote at this booth in the first round, she notes.

As I finish the form, I can sense Serina is keen for a longer chat, but I don’t have the time. It’s nearly 10.30am and I’m loath to keep Pak Jati waiting.

‘Thanks, Serina. Anything else?’ I ask, passing her my completed form.

‘No, that looks good,’ she responds, checking it.

‘Apologies,’ I say, slowly getting to my feet, ‘but I’ve gotta run.’

‘Oh, okay, no prob.’ She passes me my accreditation badge. ‘If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to drop me a line or pop in to see me.’

‘Thanks. Definitely will.’ As I get to the door, on my way out, I turn to say a quick ‘See you later’.

But the words never leave my mouth.






Chapter 3 The Darkest of Days


Deafness is a curious thing. It can be quite disconcerting. Those of us who can hear largely take the ability for granted. It’s only when you lose your hearing that you truly understand the stark reality that silence itself can be deafening.

And it’s this unaccustomed silence that first occupies my mind as I lie prostrate on the floor. I’m confused as to how I got here. One second, I’m turning to say goodbye to Serina; the next, there’s a loud bang, and I’m lying on the ground gasping for air as if someone has just given me a sharp jab to the solar plexus. But as I lie here looking at the ceiling, trying to catch my breath, it’s the silence that’s most perplexing. My world is deathly silent, like I’m suspended in time and space. Am I asleep? Am I dreaming?

And then I’m jolted back into the real world by a sharp, acrid, pungent smell. Not strong enough to burn my nostrils, but unpleasant enough to make my eyes smart. I slowly struggle to my feet and am confronted with a scene of utter bedlam. The air is full of thick smoke, and I can see flames in the distance through a shattered window. But it’s the people rushing silently past and all around me, in and out of the smoke, that I find truly surreal. I feel like an extra in some grainy 1920s silent film. What the fuck is going on?

Finally, the fog of shock clouding my brain starts to clear, and I begin to piece together the sights and smells assailing my senses.

Shit! We’ve been bombed!

With that realisation, I stagger back into Serina’s office. The air is full of dust, and wires and panels are dangling from the ceiling above. I can see Serina sitting motionless behind her desk, her eyes as big as saucers. She’s obviously in shock. I ask her if she is okay, but can’t even hear the words come out of my mouth. Something obviously came out because she gives me a slow nod in return.

Having confirmed Serina’s safety, my mind instantly shifts to Kristan. Her office is on the same floor, towards the back of the building. Heart pounding, I quickly turn and rush out of Serina’s office. As I pick my way through the smoke and debris strewn across the floor, I start to discern soft, muffled sounds. Mainly lots of shouting, and all largely unintelligible. But I’m hearing something.

I arrive at Kristan’s office to find her standing in the doorway, confused but unharmed. The sense of relief is instant and overwhelming. Nearly in tears, I grab her, hugging her tightly.

Kristan hugs me just as tightly. From her stunned look, it’s obvious she hasn’t a clue what’s transpired.

Her mouth starts to move, but the words are barely audible.

I shake my head, ‘I can’t hear you. Yell in my ear.’

‘I was in my office,’ she shouts into my right ear. ‘I heard a bang and the whole building shook. Parts of the ceiling fell down. What’s going on?’

‘It’s a bomb… We’ve been bombed.’ Saying the words doesn’t make it any less surreal.

‘Oh, my God.’

I hug her tight once again, just as her boss, Graeme, appears. He is the senior administrative officer and the first person I have seen exuding calm since the bomb exploded minutes earlier. He says something to Kristan, largely inaudible to me.

Kristan then turns and shouts in my ear, ‘Graeme wants you to go down to the security office and tell Pete to make an announcement over the PA for everyone to evacuate to the basement.’

I give Graeme a short nod. ‘Understood. Will do.’

Then I give Kristan a quick smile. She’s close to tears. I squeeze her hand. ‘Everything will be alright, darling. I’ll see you down in the basement.’

Turning, I open the door to the internal stairwell opposite Kristan’s office. As I rush down the stairs to the security office in the main lobby, I feel a huge weight lifting off my shoulders. Kristan’s safe. But it’s not only a physical sense of release I feel. It’s as if someone has flicked a switch in my mind. The confusion and apprehension since the explosion have dissipated, replaced by a much-needed clarity of thinking.

I open the door at the bottom of the stairwell to discover that the explosion has demolished the front entrance to the Chancery. Broken glass, twisted metal door frames and chunks of concrete lie scattered throughout the main lobby. The acrid stench of high-explosive smoke is heavy in the air, causing my eyes to sting and my chest to tighten as the smoke enters my lungs. My improving hearing picks up distant screams and cries for help. From the carnage, it’s evident the bomb was detonated right outside the front of the Embassy.

Covering my mouth and nose, I quickly walk over to the side door of the security office and give it a sharp bang. No response. Yelling Pete’s name, I bang the door again, but there’s still no response. I grab the door handle and turn it. The door’s unlocked, so I push it open and enter.

In front of me, Pete’s sitting, hunched over on the floor. He doesn’t appear injured, but from his wide-eyed, unblinking stare, he’s clearly deep in shock. Given what he must have witnessed just minutes before, as the explosion demolished the front of the Embassy, it’s hardly surprising.

I squat down in front of him. ‘Pete, are you okay?’

At first, my question, and even my presence, doesn’t appear to register. Placing my hand on his shoulder, I ask again, ‘Are you okay, mate?’

This time, Pete breaks his stare and looks up, straight into my eyes. But while my presence may have registered, from the blank look in his eyes, it’s clear his mind is a million miles away.

‘Beverly!’ he shouts, jumping up, before bolting out of the office in search of his wife.

‘Shit,’ I say under my breath, looking at the public-address system in the electrical cabinet next to me. All I can see is a confusing patchwork of switches, plugs and dials.

While I study the PA, pondering which switch to flick or dial to turn, I spy a large jar of Monte Carlo biscuits on the bench next to the cabinet. They are impossible to buy in Jakarta. Pete must have had them sent up from home.

He re-enters and I remember why I’m here in the first place. ‘Graeme wants everyone to evacuate to the basement. Can you make a broadcast over the PA?’ I ask through a mouthful of biscuit.

‘Yeah, sure,’ Pete responds, moving over to the electrical cabinet. He flicks a couple of switches before grabbing the microphone and broadcasting the requested message. As I listen to the sound of Pete’s voice echo throughout the building, I sight a couple of first-aid bags on the floor underneath the counter. I open the first bag to find a ventilator, oxygen mask and small oxygen bottle; the second holds an assortment of bandages.

As I rummage through the bags, I recall the anguished cries for help and screams I’d heard just a few minutes prior. Friends? Colleagues? Innocent bystanders?

I grab the bags and exit the security office. The thick smoke once again forces me to cover my mouth and nose as I slowly make my way through the tangled mess of broken glass, metal and concrete towards the Chancery’s front entrance.

At the entrance, a pile of debris where the glass doors once stood blocks my exit. I clamber over the twisted metal and concrete rubble, before tripping face down onto the ground, cutting my hand and dropping the first-aid bags. Carefully regaining my feet, I pick up the bags and stagger out into the large, curved portico area that covers the Chancery’s entrance.

What confronts me is a hellish scene of devastation and destruction. Thick, heavy, black smoke clouds the air, turning morning to surrealistic dusk. Through it, I can see a large hole in the steel fence that separates the Embassy from Jalan Rasuna Said. On the road itself, multiple fires burn fiercely. A large military truck is engulfed in flames and belching black smoke. Twisted pieces of green metal, shorn from the Embassy fence, lie scattered over the ground.

To my right sits a badly damaged Embassy vehicle, its front end and roof crushed by heavy steel window frames and chunks of concrete, blown out from the windows above. I quickly check inside the car for injured colleagues and am relieved to find it empty.

Then I hear a soft moaning. It appears to be coming from the garden area in front of the Chancery that separates the building from the front fence. I hurriedly dash down a set of stairs to my right, entering the garden. Where a pretty little tropical garden once existed, all that remains now is scarred earth and splintered tree trunks, the area denuded of its previous beauty and sanctuary.

Peering through the smoke, I discern a figure on the edge of the garden’s small pond. As I get closer, I recognise Johno, my DFAT colleague, fellow Bintang and all-round good guy. He is struggling to drag a limp figure from the pond’s water. Cautiously navigating my way through the tangled mess of vegetation, I arrive at Johno’s side.

‘Let me help you, mate.’ I place the first-aid bags on the ground and grab one arm of the motionless body.

Johno turns and looks at me but doesn’t say a word. His eyes have a blank stare.

Together we pull, dragging the limp body clear of the water. I’m shocked to discover it’s the Embassy gardener, also named Suryadi, a gentle soul with whom I often practised my limited Bahasa while Pak Jati took a smoko. Suryadi’s alive, just. A quick scan of his body doesn’t reveal any obvious injuries, but his heavy wheezing indicates he’s struggling to breathe. I grab the first-aid bag and pull out the face mask and small oxygen tank. Cradling his head, I place the mask on his face and turn on the tank.

Suddenly Suryadi starts convulsing in my arms, his oxygen mask full of foam. I rip off the mask, revealing a steady stream of foamy bubbles flowing from his mouth. He must have severe internal trauma, no doubt caused by the force of the blast. He’s in desperate need of proper medical attention.

As I cradle Suryadi, the anguished cries of others become clearly audible.

I start to panic. What do I do? Do I stay with Suryadi until help arrives? Or do I go and help the other injured victims in front of the Embassy? I’m so close, their tortured cries begin to haunt me.

A couple of guys from the Embassy’s Defence Section arrive. With their own medical kits, they are better prepared to care for Suryadi.

My mind made up, I give them my brief diagnosis of Suryadi’s injuries, before passing one of them his body to cradle. They assure me they will wait with Suryadi until an ambulance arrives. Picking up the first-aid bag containing the bandages, I start running towards the small security post at the front gate.

Entering the severely damaged security post via the back door, I find my way blocked by the wreckage of the bag X-ray machine and other debris. I clear a path and scramble through the front entrance onto the Embassy driveway.

Everywhere I look, I see the dead, the mutilated, the dying. My small bag of bandages is hopelessly inadequate.

A short distance in front of me, the mangled torsos of dead Indonesian security officers, some missing arms or legs or both, lie spread across the driveway, their bodies distorted into unnatural arrangements like crumpled rag dolls. On the road itself, a motorcycle is on fire, its rider trapped screaming and burning beneath. To the right of that is what appears to be a large bomb crater, and more charred bodies, some still smouldering.

A muffled moan at my feet snaps me out of my state of frightened paralysis. It’s a small girl, with a large gash bleeding profusely from her side. As I squat down and reach into my bag for a bandage, an Indonesian man appears out of nowhere, scoops her up in his arms and whisks her away, to the medical clinic just down the road, I hope.

The girl now gone, I see a woman, her face, naked torso and legs badly disfigured, lying about a foot away. I reach down to check her pulse, more for confirmation than hope. She’s dead. I cover her body with some metal sheeting; dignity in death is the most I can offer. I hear someone howling in pain from the direction of a shattered police security post, about ten metres away. Grabbing my bag, I stumble falteringly in that direction, my senses struggling to process the pandemonic whirlpool of information assailing them.

As I get close, I realise the anguished sound is emanating from the open drain behind the post. But before I reach it, another Indonesian man appears. Kneeling down, he lunges into the drain, as if to pick something up. He emerges holding a shorn-off arm, which he places on the ground next to him. He then reaches back in and pulls a critically injured policeman, minus an arm, over the lip of the drain and onto the footpath. Another two men suddenly appear, picking up the injured policeman and start carrying him away, trailed by the original rescuer bearing the detached arm.

As I watch them go, my vision widens to reveal a large crowd of onlookers gathered on Jalan Rasuna Said about twenty metres away. Just standing there, silently. Turning slowly to my right, I find I’m surrounded by hundreds of these silent, motionless sentinels. Adding to this surreal scene, the road is covered by a thick carpet of green leaves, blown clear from the towering trees that dominate the road’s streetscape.

Out the corner of my right eye, I again see the burning motorcycle, its rider still trapped. I grab some shredded tarpaulin from the shattered frame of the police post, hoping to douse the fire and pull the rider clear. But as I get close, the blistered and charred skin of the motionless rider indicates how futile this probably is. Undeterred, I cover the motorcycle with the tarpaulin, successfully smothering the fire, and then start a hopeful search for the rider’s pulse. First the neck and then his limp wrist. Nothing.

One of the bystanders approaches me, newspaper in hand. He unfolds it, handing me some sheets. Silently, we cover the rider’s scorched remains. As we do so, out of nowhere, an Indonesian policeman accosts me. Yelling and waving his arms, he’s obviously not happy. But I have no idea what he’s saying. Then he starts pointing at the Embassy, bellowing, ‘Go, go, go,’ in staccato English. I’m not sure if he’s concerned about my safety or just annoyed with my presence. But the message is clear: Go!
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