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For my brother, Robert





Television in Australia is notorious for its tough commercial
environment. While inspiration for this story may emanate from
this fact, this story is entirely fictional and no character described
in this book bears any resemblance to any real person and any
possible similarity is therefore purely coincidental.






PART I





CHAPTER 1

'Mummy, there's meat on the toilet!'

Rosie felt the tug at her arm and tried, in vain, to believe she was
still asleep. The nightmare smell of vomit reached her nostrils, then
registered with her foggy brain, triggering instant nausea.

'Shh, honey. Mummy has a headache and needs to sleep,' Rosie
said, rolling over and noticing a damp patch on the sheet which she
also tried to ignore.

'But I got to pee and there is meat on the toilet,' Leon pleaded,
tugging at her arm once more before revving into tantrum mode.
'Mummy, I got to pee. Now! Get up!'

When Rosie couldn't ignore her son's tears any longer she slowly
opened one ouchy eye and took her first glimpse at this morning's
chaos. First, she had to recognise that, yes, the screaming child at
the end of her bed was in fact her son, Leon, a boisterous four-year-old
who, she now noticed, had a stream of urine dampening the
crumpled left leg of his Spiderman pyjamas.

'Leon, no!' Rosie barked. 'Quickly, sweetheart, to the toilet.'

'BUT THERE IS MEAT IN THERE!' The boy was hysterical.

Pulling back the bedcovers, Rosie grimaced at the tiny pieces
of disgorged food wedged in the cotton weave of her blanket. She
wanted it all to go away. This was not the way to start her day, the one
that had to be better than the day before. At least that's what Rosie
had prayed when she finally crashed into bed last night.

'In the toilet. Now! Come on!' she said in that tone she knew made all
men wince but that she couldn't control when drained of all patience.

She picked up the now crying boy by the back of his jim-jams and
slung him towards the bathroom. Leon let out one of those high-pitched
squeals Rosie dubbed 'the spirit breaker', the kind that came
on in crowded shopping aisles on a Saturday morning and made her
contemplate leaving her child in the deep freeze section and catching
a plane to Mexico.

'You know how to use the bathroom,' Rosie yelled, scaring herself
once again. 'Why are you doing this? Actually, why are you here? Aren't
you supposed to be at your father's? What the fuck is going on?'

'Mummy, you swore!' Leon said sternly, attempting to wriggle out
of his mother's grasp.

Rosie was in no mood to give in, once more grabbing the child by
his arm and leading him down the hall towards the bathroom.

'There is meat in there! Nooooooo!' he screamed, lashing wildly at
his mother.

Rosie stopped at the bathroom door. Now she really wanted to be
sick. Facing her was a splash of rancid-smelling chunks that looked as
if all the young boy's innards had exited via an exhaust fan.

'I told Daddy I didn't feel well,' Leon sobbed, looking up at her
with eyes so full of beseeching they may as well have been asking
why she had killed his puppy.

'Come on, help me clean this up. Grab some towels.'

'It's not meat, Mummy. I've been sick,' Leon confessed, sheepishly
lifting his limp arms in search of Rosie's embrace. She picked him up
and allowed his head to flop over her shoulder, all the while noticing
just how heavy her baby boy was now.

'Sweetpea,' she said, patting down the damp hair on his forehead
and noting the unmistakable heat of fever. 'Tell Mummy what
happened. Were you sick at Daddy's? Did you eat something bad?
When did he drop you home? Daddy's supposed to be looking after
you, that's why Mummy's mad.'

'Daddy said you would know what to do,' Leon said innocently.
'He said mummies know that stuff.'

'Daddy was right,' Rosie said, her jaw tightening. 'It seems mummies
are the only ones capable of looking after sick children, even though
Daddy, at his age, should be a grown-up who can manage some
modicum of rational, functioning human behaviour.'

'Don't be mean to Daddy,' Leon snapped. 'You're always mean to
him. He says so.'

That was enough. Rosie put down her son and locked eyes with
him. 'Leon, I'm sorry, I know you love Daddy very much but I have
to tell you that Daddy is sometimes naughty and mean too, and
makes Mummy cry.'

Leon's face was a mix of anger and frustration. 'Daddy says he
would still be here with us if you weren't so mean and working all
the time.'

Rosie was aware of the tears now welling in her red crusty eyes but
couldn't feel their warm trickle; it was as if her intestines had been
removed by force. She breathed, remembering to adopt a rhythm –
'Inhale deeply . . . two, three, four . . . exhale deeply . . . two, three,
four' – as her yoga instructor had taught her. If she caught herself
early, she could sometimes breathe her way out of what she feared
might come next.

'Not in front of the child,' she began to hum under her breath,
in lieu of a more uplifting mantra. 'Not . . . in . . . front . . . of . . .
Leon.'

Rosie knew the easiest way to trigger a panic attack was to, well,
panic. She was also aware that she should let go of the knot of
anxiety she was trying to breathe back down, or she might never
surface, retreating to a blubbering foetal ball in the corner. But at
the moment, a complete nervous breakdown would have to wait.
After the Kennedys there might be a window, but now it was simply
impossible.

'What did you eat, champ? Where are you feeling sick?'

Rosie realised that bastard Jeff had probably fed Leon some crap
takeaway then dumped the kid back at her place this morning when
the vomit hit the fan, not even bothering to call. He was a piece of
work. Breathe. Slowly.

'I feel sick here.' Leon pointed at his tummy while pulling at his
wet pyjama leg.

'Let's clean you up and then that nasty mess, my man,' Rosie said,
peeling off the sodden flannelette before escorting him past the toilet
scene from hell and into the shower.

As Rosie threw the bath towels down over the gruesome splatter
and wiped wildly with her feet, she stopped to think just how insane
her life had become. Something, she knew, had to give. It could well
be her sanity.

'Soooo glamorous,' she laughed to herself, thinking how her
mothers' group no doubt viewed her life as a TV executive, then
tossed the fetid towels at the hamper in the corner. Oh yes . . . the joys
of having it all. La de fucking da.

She managed to shower herself and began the daily dilemma of
staring at her wardrobe, then the clock, then the wardrobe again.
Rosie noted that without exception, the less time she had to get ready,
the harder it was to dress and get out the door. And for some reason,
at times such as this she chose to experiment with new combinations,
tugging at plastic-draped coathangers only to discover that the
garment in question was wrong on so many levels she must have
been certifiable when she bought it. There was always something just
not right with every item she owned: not long enough, too short, no
matching shoes, too cold, showed her arms, showed her bum, too
much cleavage, and every other possible reason a garment might be
deemed unworthy.

Rosie grabbed a khaki shirtdress, feeling it only appropriate to
be wearing a combat colour for a day at the network. After all, it
was known as Stalag Six. And every day there was war. Then she
rummaged through her stockings drawer and found a pair of fine
fishnets she willed herself to put on without laddering. She had one
leg on and the other tangled when the sound of the phone drove her
adrenalin level right up and made her stomach burp with bile.

'Fuck!' Rosie knew it would be Big Keith, and that he'd be eating
his breakfast while he spoke. She pictured his porcine features
greased with bacon fat, tomato sauce sliding down his ruddy jowls as
he waited for her to answer.

'You said fuck again,' Leon yelled from afar. 'That's naughty.'

'I'll say what's naughty or not!' Rosie barked back, stepping into
the hall so her son could catch a good glimpse of her cranky face.
'You get back into bed. Now! I have to find someone to look after
you. Where is Daddy, honey? Is he coming back to get you?'

'Mummy, your phone is still ringing. It will be that man you don't
like, the oxyron feef.'

'It's oxygen thief, my darling, and that's the funny name only
Mummy and your godmother Aunty Lou use for Mummy's boss,
okay?'

'It's stopped ringing now, Mummy.'

No! I missed it!

'I tell you what, if you promise never to say that name again, we'll ask
Aunty Lou over to dinner tomorrow. You'd like that, wouldn't you?'

'Yeah! I want Aunty Lou!'

'Okay, I can go one better even. You get Lou and pizza if you help
me find the phone.'

Out of bed five minutes and I'm already bribing the kid. I should put
myself on the naughty step as punishment . . .

Rosie tapped her boy's bare bum and watched him spring back to
health as he darted around her bedroom, checking every spot where
his forgetful mum left things.

'It's there, Mummy!' Leon yelled, pointing wildly at a tumble of
clothes under her bed.

Rosie saw the handle of her bag protruding from under the valance
and tugged at it with all the force she could muster, busting the
double-stitched leather strap as she did so. 'Noooo!' she cried. Picking
it up, she saw that the silver plate inscribed with the Prada logo bore
a dollop of freshly disgorged vomit. She was sure Jennifer Lopez's
handbags were spared such treatment.

Spilling its contents roughly onto the bed, Rosie saw her phone
hit the floor with a clunk and bent down to retrieve it. After groping
blindly through the jumble beside the bed, she dropped to her knees
and spotted her slimline Razor half submerged and vibrating angrily
in a urine-sodden shoebox.

Leon's bloody cat again. That dirty little whizbag minx!

The box was now the bright purple of old ladies' hair, thanks to the
leaching of dye from her lilac suede pumps.

'Sorry, Sergio,' she apologised to their maker as she fished into the
mess. As she did, the annoying carousel ringtone began again . . .
and then there was suddenly silence. Oh no, Rosie thought, her
stomach now a taut tangle of nerves. That was only a half-ring! That's
not fair! No one hangs up before the second bar. No one but Big Keith,
that is. He would be furious. Rosie could feel tears welling again.

'Don't cry, Mummy,' Leon said, running towards her. 'I'm sorry I
was sick. I feel better now.'

Rosie reached down and Leon's arms curled tightly around her
neck. She lifted him up and buried her head in his damp hair,
allowing herself a second to smell the deliciousness of her beautiful
baby's scent.

'Mummy is fine,' Rosie said, wiping her eyes and tickling Leon on
the tummy.

The boy tried hard to smile but their moment was shattered by
that infernal noise yet again. Why the hell did I have to pick that
insidious carousel sound, Rosie thought. The once joyous tune that
had reminded her of good times as a child now evoked images not
of Luna Park, but of John Wayne Gacy–type pedophiles who paint
clowns in jail.

Rosie dropped Leon back down, mouthed the words, 'Get dressed,
now,' and gestured to his room, but before she could even open her
phone to take the call, Leon was back, with a note in his hand. 'From
Daddy,' he said, running out of the room.

Rosie scanned the slip of paper, stunned:

Surf good so dropped boy off early. He was feeling crook. Knew
you' d know what to do – seeing you know everything.

PS: Going away for long weekend. Don't bitch. I have a
life too.

Jeff

Rosie wanted the world to close up and engulf her and be done with
it. But there was no time for tears or wistful thoughts of suicide. Big
Keith was on the phone.





CHAPTER 2

'Rosie Lang,' Rosie answered, putting some perk in her voice.

'Where the fuck have you been? I've rung you a dozen fucking
times.'

Rosie knew by Big Keith's tone that he was in a mood – not that
he ever wasn't – so there was little use pointing out that technically
she had only missed one and a half calls.

'Sorry, Keith, I was on the landline and . . .' Rosie couldn't believe
just how panicky her own voice sounded.

'So, how was he?' Keith asked, softening his bluster.

'Who's he?' Rosie asked, remembering as she said it that Big Keith
didn't like being asked questions.

'Graham Hunt, who the fuck do you think I'm talking about?'

It always amazed Rosie that Big Keith could remember everything
she ever told him, even when at the time she thought she might as
well have been singing tra-la-la for all he cared.

'You mean the media dinner last night? Look, it went well . . . to
a point.'

'What point?'

Rosie thought she could hear Big Keith's temperature rising on the
other end of the phone.

'I'm not going to lie to you, Graham Hunt is a handful,' she
continued. 'Some of the journos confided that the Channel Three
publicity girls have horrendous stories about his behaviour. The guy
just can't keep his pants on. Last night alone he hit on everyone in a
skirt, even me! And, Keith, I think he has some issues with—'

'Raaark, raaark, raaark,' Keith interrupted with that unmistakable
laugh of his – half wheezing penguin, half slapping seal. 'Listen, the
boy likes his pussy – there's nothing wrong with that. Fuck knows I
like a bit myself. Raaark. So he likes to let his hair down every now
and again, get a bit wasted, do some silly things. That's why we have
a publicity department, so we can fuck up and no one ever gets to
know about it. Raaark-raaark!'

'Very funny, Keith, but—'

'What you're telling me is that he's not the one with the problem,
sweetie, you are.' Keith steamed ahead. 'As far as this network is
concerned, Hunt is untouchable, okay? He's Peter fucking Pan, only
women want to fuck him and men want to be him, okay? I do
not want one word printed about our boy that isn't calling him a
modern-day saint. You hearing me?'

'I appreciate that, Keith, but—' Rosie began between ground
teeth.

'Look, he's got a nice sheila with great tits, get 'em out there. You
know, happy-home shit. Let the great unwashed know we don't have
fucking shirt-lifters reading the news, unlike that other joint. Fags on
TV in prime time, it's fucking insulting to the viewers.'

'Keith, I've told you about talking like that. If the press ever heard
you—'

'Yeah, yeah. Look, I shouldn't have to remind you that we have big
plans for the Hunt boy, 'cause if I fucking do, you may as well pack
up your desk now.' Rosie could picture the veins on Big Keith's neck
engorging with rage.

'Of course I know, Keith, that's why I had him meet the Sydney
press last night. We'll be flying him to Melbourne on Thursday and
Brisbane Monday. It's all happening. By the time Graham reads his
first bulletin on Six, he'll be Mother Teresa, only better dressed. But
I'm going to need him to keep his partying under control or there
won't be much I can do.' Rosie gulped just thinking of the favours
she was going to owe journos to make sure none of those stories Big
Keith was looking forward to reading about Graham Hunt actually
mentioned the truth.

'Keith, I'm going to be honest with you. Graham has . . . let's just
say he has sinus and bladder problems, if you get my drift?'

'What the fuck? So the guy is snotty and has to piss a lot—'

'No, Keith, he likes his Persians – you know, his Persian rugs.'

'No, I don't know. What? Does he have a thing for fucking Arabs?
Raaark! Raaark!'

'He has a problem with cocaine, Keith, a big one. Apparently it's
not new but lately he's been less discreet about it. And while he may
like pussy, as you so delightfully put it, it's not good to have a married
man full of coke hitting on journos – and it's happening, Keith. He's
out of control. I had to physically put him in a cab last night or he'd
still be on the dance floor now.

'To be honest, Keith,' Rosie continued carefully, aware that Keith
would not like what she was about to say, 'I think you wanting to
get him out there in public so quickly is not the best idea. He's our
new face of news. We need to believe him when he tells us what's
happening in the world. I'm not sure having him so visible in the
press while he's such a loose cannon is beneficial. Maybe introduce
him gradually, let him get some runs on the board. Let's keep
some mystery going, then we can slowly reveal the man behind the
headlines. Go for a nice profile in Australian Woman, get the older
45-plus Willard Frost-loving demographic on board first before we
start trying to appeal to eighteen to thirty-fives . . .'

The silence was frightening. In fact, if it wasn't for the raspy
breathing coming through the earpiece, Rosie could have sworn he'd
hung up.

Finally: 'Listen here,' Keith roared. 'Do you know how much we
paid to get him from Three? DO YOU?'

'Keith, yes I do, I know it was a considerable investment, which is
why I'm warning you—'

'Three point five fucking million! Un-fucking-heard of. Then
there's the two mill we're spending to rebrand the joint with him as
the face of news – Channel Six news – Australia's news! The face of
Australia's news is not a coke sniffer. DO YOU HEAR ME?'

'Yes, Keith, I'm well aware, but—' Rosie should have saved her
breath. Keith was clearly over listening.

'I don't know what he wants to do that shit for anyway,' he said, his
voice softening from bellow to badger. 'I hear coke makes your cock
go soft. I mean, what's the fucking point in that? Raaaark. Look, the
rest of it you can handle. Bit of pussy, bit of biff . . . but I don't like
drugs. The network doesn't like drugs. Graham Hunt will not be
associated with drugs! GOT IT?'

'Keith, I get it and will do my best, but I'm going to need—'

'I don't think you heard me. Have you GOT IT?'

'Yup, got it, Keith,' Rosie replied, biting her lip. There was nothing
to say, and no point trying if there had been. Once again Rosie felt
the numbness of frustration and noticed her fists were clenched with
tension.

'Now, that dickhead at the Financial Forecaster, another one of
your journo mates. That moron has fucked up again.'

Hell, Rosie thought, Keith hasn't hung up.

'I spoke to him yesterday to check the facts of his story,' she replied.
'I can't see what could be wrong.' She knew what would come next,
of course. It was the same complaint every day of late.

'The fucker wrote that we're losing the lead-in to news.'

'Er, Keith, we are. We have been for months. Ratings don't lie.'

'We were up seven thousand in Brisbane, we were huge in over-thirty-fives. You don't see those mongrels writing that!'

'But, Keith, we're a hundred and seventy thousand behind in
Sydney. I can give journos our spin, but the fact of the matter is, I
can't polish a turd.'

Rosie could almost feel the large beast of a man hunch over the
phone at the other end. She had seen him do it enough times, as
though the phone was a neck and he was aiming straight at its
jugular.

'Listen, if the lead-in sneezes, this whole network catches a cold,
you hear me? Now fucking fix it. I don't want to read that we're
panicking about the lead-in, okay! And I don't want to hear another
word about drugs!'

'Fine, Keith,' Rosie said, acquiescing to the Big Man just like
everyone else.

'Good. Now get up here and see me. I want to go through this
Kennedy Awards shit with you before the others get here. I've moved
the programming meeting to two pm when they've pissed off.'

Not being at the office could cost Rosie her job, sick child
notwithstanding, so the only option was to lie. 'I'm actually having
breakfast with the media writer from the National. I won't be there
for another half-hour at least.' Rosie could hear the tremor in her
voice but hoped Keith would assume it was a bad line.

'Just fucking get here. That pair of vinegar tits, Bettina Arthur, is
coming in too. I want you to be real nice to her 'cause I can't. She's a
nark. No fucking idea about TV but suddenly she's telling me how to
run the network. Bitch. Bet she hasn't had a decent fu—'

'Er, I'm on my way, Keith,' Rosie said, not wanting to go there.
As she hung up the phone, she gave herself one precious second to
comprehend the madness of her existence. How had it come to this?
Was this any kind of life? As usual, there was no time to wait for an
answer.





CHAPTER 3

Leon was unnaturally quiet in the back of the car as Rosie turned up
the radio and waited for the gossip news to come on at 7.45 am as
usual. To save time, she took the back streets, going the wrong way
up a one-way street – local's knowledge – to avoid two sets of lights.

'Bugger,' she hissed as she pulled up at the Little Darlings Daycare
entrance. Snag Dad, as Rosie called him, was making his way to
the gate with his son Elroy, a good friend of Leon's. Rosie wasn't
sure why Snag Dad flustered her so much. Maybe it was because he
was always with his boy, getting him to preschool on time, picking
him up as soon as the day ended – basically being everything Leon's
father was not. The guy was positively Ned Flanders from The
Simpsons as far as she was concerned, all 'hidey-hodey and have a
nice day'. How could someone be that happy and organised all the
time? She wanted to punch him. Hell, he's coming over.
'Hi there, Leon's mum,' Snag Dad said, leaning into her car
window. 'Bit late today, I see.'

Tell me something I don't know, sunshine. Don't you have somewhere
better to be than lingering outside daycare? Shoo! Even as she thought
it, Rosie chastised herself for being so intolerant.

'Yes, I am late, so I haven't really got time to stop and chat,' she
said apologetically. As she got out of the car and unstrapped Leon
from his seat, she noticed Snag Dad was still hovering beside her.

'You know, your boy and mine are pretty close,' he continued, as
Rosie made her way to the gate. 'I was thinking it would be nice if
they could hang out together out of school sometime.'

Rosie wasn't listening. She was looking at that coded lock and
realising that yet again she had forgotten the combination. Every
day, without fail, she forgot the four-number sequence she needed to
open that pesky gate. When she did finally remember, it was usually
the day the place changed the combo. She was sure she had written
the latest code down somewhere . . .

She grabbed her handbag, found her purse and started rifling
through the dark recesses of her once sleek Prada wallet, which was
now so stuffed full of receipts and other assorted bits of crap it looked
like a badly wrapped kebab. As she opened it, several business cards
flew out, including one she knew she would need later. She was about
to run after it when she noted, with gratitude, her boy darting to pick
up the wayward gilt-embossed card.

'Thanks, sweetpea,' she yelled as Leon returned with the card held
triumphantly high. Rosie then turned to the infernal lock and was
just about to kick the fencepost with her stiletto when she heard, 'It's
one-three-two-one.'

Turning to face her saviour, Rosie was taken aback as she noticed
for the first time that Snag Dad was actually a bit of a sort. Dark,
tall, with blue-green eyes and sideburns, he reminded her of her
all-time crush, Tex Perkins, right down to the Celtic tattoo she saw
peeking from under the rolled-up sleeve of his loose chambray shirt.
How desperate am I for sex when Snag Dad at daycare looks like a
sort? she thought to herself. How long has it been anyway? Too long to
remember, that's for sure, and too pathetic to acknowledge.

Rosie was so engrossed in her internal monologue that she
completely missed what Snag Dad was saying. It would be impolite
to ignore someone who had just done her a favour, but unfortunately
she had no time to wait around while he repeated himself.

'Look, I have to be honest with you—'

'It's Daniel.'

'Yes, of course, Daniel. It's just that, well, I didn't hear a word you
said. I'm sorry about that and I would love to hang around and hear
whatever it is you have to say but I'm stressed out of my mind at the
moment. My boy is sick. I hate my job. My ex is a first-class bastard
and I have no life.' Why are you saying this? Rosie wondered. Shut up,
woman, that is way too much information.

'Yeah, it's hard,' Snag Dad answered sympathetically. 'I see you
racing here with your kid each day and you always seem in a hurry. I
just wanted you to know I'd be happy to take Leon some afternoons
if it would help. It would sure help me to have him keeping Elroy
company while I cook dinner.'

'I couldn't impose,' Rosie replied, realising too late she had just
duped her son out of a meal that didn't come out of a box. 'We get by.
I'm hoping things will slow down soon. You know, after the Kennedy
Awards.'

'Oh, you work in TV!' Daniel said with a knowing grin. 'You
really are stressed then.'

Rosie smiled at that understatement.

'Look, here's my number,' he continued. 'If you ever need Leon
picked up or looked after or you just need a break, call me. It would
do me a favour. I think Elroy gets tired of it just being the two of us,
especially since his mum . . .'

Rosie didn't hear Snag Dad's last sentence, having been distracted
by the carnival chimes emanating from her handbag.

'Look, great, thanks,' she said, snatching the piece of paper with
what she guessed was his phone number from his hand while sifting
through the dark leather canyons of her bag again in search of the
offending handset. 'Gotta take this call.'

Without bothering to ask who was on the other end, Rosie told the
caller to hold, and turned to Leon. 'Goodbye, my little champion,'
she said, kissing his forehead and handing him his lunch box, into
which she had hurriedly jammed some sad fruit, a muesli bar and a
packet of chips as they bolted from the house. Rosie knew the boy
should have been in bed being looked after by his mum but that was
just impossible today, a fact that stabbed her insides with guilt.

'If you feel too sick, tell the teacher to call Mummy and I'll come
and get you, okay? I love you.'

'I love you too, Mummy,' Leon replied.

Rosie quickly punched in the code Daniel had given her and
ushered her boy in through the gate, then returned to the phone.
The call had dropped out. Damn! The missing call number indicated
the office, which wouldn't be good news. Rosie knew it would almost
certainly be Portia Richardson, her glamorous and far more punctual
2IC. Trust her to be in there already. Running to her car without even
saying goodbye to Daniel, Rosie pressed redial.

'Okay, what's happening?' she asked, skipping any niceties such as
'good morning' – mere padding in television talk.

'I just got a call from the producer of Drive Jive telling us to listen
to "The Dirt" report this morning,' Portia replied.

Rosie knew this could not be good news.

'Apparently there's an item on Graham Hunt. The producer wants
to get a comment from you for the news update.'

'Any hints?' she asked, hoping it would be a benign story about the
get-to-know-you dinner with the media last night, contract details or
an on-air date confirmation, stuff she could deflect on autopilot. As
usual, though, deep in the recesses of her raw, knotted insides, she
knew she was kidding herself. Things were not under control.

'It was something about Hunt partying after the press dinner last
night. Hang on, here it comes now . . .'

Rosie pulled to the side of the road and turned the radio up.

The nasal drone and unmistakable lisp of gossip columnist Trent
Allenby disrupted the inane giggling of Foxy Roxy, the blonde half
of the top-rating breakfast duo, Fox and Ron: 'And now for some
truly hot news. Guess who I had dinner with last night?'

'Come on,' Roxy squealed. 'Give us the juice, Trenty.'

'Well, it was only one certain studly god you know I am the biggest
fan of – Graham Hunt.'

'Oh yes, what was it you told us you wanted to do with him again,
Trent?' Ron Scott, the Ron in Fox and Ron, jumped in. 'Be his gay
surfboard, I think you said.'

'That's right, Ron, he could easily be the future Mrs Allenby if he
plays his cards right. But unfortunately, it looks like that's not going
to be the case any time soon, judging from his behaviour last night.'

She wanted to put her head in her hands and collapse against the
steering wheel. Then again, a more fitting time for a breakdown was
only seconds away.

'Loving it! I need more!' Roxy exclaimed.

I can't stand that gibberer Foxy, Rosie thought. She puts the women's
movement back about a hundred years.

'Anyhoo, after all the nicey-niceys at dinner with the network, it
appears that after being put in a cab Mr Hunt reappeared in Kings
Cross so he could continue playing. And he certainly knows how to
have a good time, if you know what I mean . . .'

'The network won't like that!' Foxy giggled.

'That's right. I think Mrs Hunt might not be too happy either,
considering she wasn't at the dinner last night because she's expecting
a baby any day now.'

'Oooh-wah,' hooted Foxy. 'He's in trouble.'

'He's in trouble,' Rosie said to herself, imitating Foxy's infuriating
singsong voice.

'Anyhoo,' Trent continued, 'your faithful correspondent caught
up with him in the wee hours this morning at Club X and let's
just say he seemed high on a little more than life. Ouch! Did I say
that?'

'Yes you did, you naughty boy,' Foxy chirped. 'We're going to have
to slap your wrist for that one.'

'Well, it's truuue! Honestly, I'd watch that man read the Yellow
Pages, but it seems like he is a bit naaaughty! Don't you just love it?
But it gets better. He wasn't alone. No siree. A very attractive blonde
around town was by his side all night long, even in the little ladies'
room, it seems.'

'No!' This time it was Ron piping in.

'Yes! I can tell you the head of publicity at Six will not be happy
about this one. Hello out there, Rosie Lang, if you're listening.'

Rosie felt ill. Not knowing what else to do, she opened the ashtray
in the front dash and fished around for a decent-sized cigarette butt.
As she tried to light its crusted black stub, the carousel noise cranked
up yet again.

'Rosie Lang,' Rosie answered, a distinct croak in her voice, too
stressed to note who had dialled.

'Rosie, it's Julia here, from Little Darlings Daycare. I think you'd
better come back and get Leon. He was just sick and he's crying for
his mum.'

Nooooooo!

'Thanks, Julia. Look, I'm just around the corner but I have to get
to work. What am I going to do with him?'

'Sorry, I can't help you with that, but we can't keep him here – it's
against the rules. No sick kids allowed. If you'd waited this morning
to sign in, as all parents are required to do, I could have told you that.
Can his father pick him up?'

'Huh!' Rosie scoffed. 'He'd be too busy for that, writing his next
opus and all.'

'Er, yes, well someone needs to collect him,' Julia continued, a tad
curtly. 'And soon.'

Instead of making an immediate U-turn, Rosie drove another block
and stopped at a corner store where she bought a packet of Marlboro
Lights and some Quick-Eze. Nervously she lit up, refusing to chastise
herself for smoking again, and braced herself to ring her mother,
Vera.

* * *

'Hi, Mum, it's Rosemarie.'

'Well, well, my only daughter rings her mother out of the blue. Let
me guess, you need something.'

Rosie smiled to herself. Her mother never failed to pile it on at
every opportunity.

'Actually, Mum, I can't lie. I do need a favour. Daycare just rang
and Leon is sick. He can't stay there and I have to get to work. Can I
drop him with you? It'll only be for today, I promise. You'd be doing
me the biggest favour and you always say you never get to spend
enough time with him.'

After a few seconds' silence and a hearty sigh on the other end of
the line, Vera Lang spoke again. 'Well, Rose, I can hardly leave my
sick grandson to fend for himself now, can I? And it seems that's
what will happen otherwise as it's clear you have no intention of
taking a day off from that job of yours to attend to your only child.
You know, there was never a day I wasn't at home waiting for you to
get off that school bus. I gave up any dreams I had of a career when I
had you because, in my day, raising a family was the most important
thing a woman could do. Not running around with TV types, which
you seem to prefer.'

Normally Rosie would have taken her mother's bait but knew she
couldn't today. She was actually beholden to Vera, more's the pity.

'Mum, I wouldn't say I prefer running around with TV types, as
you suggest, but I do need to make a living and, I'm sure you will
agree, hanging on to the only home Leon has ever known is rather
important at this fragile time in his life.'

'Well, you have a point there,' Vera responded. 'He has just lost his
father so I think losing his home as well might be too much for the
little man. Okay then, I'll cancel my plans, Rosemarie, and take my
grandson, but I do have a life too, you know. I can't be here at your
beck and call.'

'Yes, Mum, I know, you're an absolute champion,' Rosie said,
holding back what she really wanted to say. 'I'll be there in ten.'

And with that, Rosie lit her second cigarette of the day and made
another illegal U-turn.





CHAPTER 4

Rosie still found it hard to comprehend how she had ended up
running the publicity department at the country's leading TV
network. In part she blamed the delusional state she was in when
she accepted the job: nappy brain combined with sheer terror at the
thought of returning to the workforce after three years of lactating,
arse-wiping and failed attempts at mothers' group assimilation. But if
she was really honest, Rosie had simply been chuffed that Big Keith
saw something special in her. The fact that she was a reporter – a
vocation the Big Man notoriously referred to as the boil on the butt
of humanity – made his out-of-the-blue offer all the more seductive.
Rosie had to admit she had been well and truly charmed.

She also had to admit she'd been terrified of returning to
newspapers full time. Her confidence had taken a massive nosedive
thanks to working as a freelance, the isolation and lack of feedback
festering into full-blown paranoia. Not to mention her marriage to
Jeff unravelling before her sleep-deprived eyes. So when Six's then
head of publicity, Lara Green, called, saying Big Keith was a fan of
her weekly personality profiles in the Sentinel and was wondering if
she would be interested in doing a piece on him, Rosie thought she
had landed the scoop of the decade – an interview with the media-shy
grandfather of Australian TV. Her career could get back on track
after all!

What Rosie – and certainly Lara Green – didn't know was that
she was not to interview Big Keith; he was actually interviewing
her – for Lara's job. It was Rosie's first lesson in the ways of the TV
jungle. In hindsight, she should have seen the Machiavellian move of
making someone organise the usurping of their own job as a warning.
However, the lure of playing with the big boys in the infamous bear
pit that was Network Six had blinkered Rosie to some of the more
unpleasant aspects of her seduction.

The day of that first fateful lunch, more than a year ago now, she
had been too nervous to drive, so she took a cab to the network,
double-checking that her tape recorder was working and rereading
her questions on the way, trying to ensure she didn't stumble or,
worse, have a white-out. It had happened to her before with boring
young soap stars when she was a cadet reporter, but somehow Rosie
knew Big Keith was not the type of man you'd be likely to nod off
around mid conversation.

Big Keith Norman was both an oaf and a legend. Even those who
hated him – and let's be honest, the man had enemies – begrudgingly
admired him. Known as TV Rex in the industry, Keith was a
dinosaur from the eighties still stomping around the Jurassic Park
of free-to-air television and refusing to evolve at the risk of his own
extinction. He'd been instrumental in steering the network through
an unprecedented twenty-four years without losing a single ratings
survey.

Until recently, Keith had been given free rein at the network, to
the point where he grew to believe he actually owned the station
rather than just ran it. But now that the proud owner of Australia's
finest media asset was a subsidiary of the giant Korean investment
company Tang.Inc, Keith's funds had been given a handbrake and
his ego a make-under.

With his failing health and all that digital and internet 'hoo-ha', as
he called it, speculation was rife that Keith was thinking of hanging
up his lap-lap and leaving the jungle before being booted out by a
pen-pusher. Not that anyone believed this would happen easily.

Please let this be an exclusive, Rosie had prayed to whoever it was
up or out there watching over her as her cab arrived at the famous
network gates and was directed to the reception area. Maybe I' ll be
asked to write his biography, she fantasised. Wouldn't that stick it up
Jeff?

In the foyer, Rosie felt her adrenalin levels rise and kick her
heartbeat up a gear as she surveyed the huge framed photographs
of the network's talent. Some of the biggest names in Australian
television's past and present looked down at her from those hallowed
walls, including the legendary Crystelle Callaghan, who Rosie had
been watching religiously ever since she was a toddler on her mother's
knee and would soon count as a friend and ally.

To the left was a photo of the Channel Six news team, with the
bastion of Australian journalism, the recently deceased Willard Frost,
in the foreground. Rosie pulled out her notebook and wrote down
some 'colour' that, in a pinch, could provide a good lead-in to her
profile: 'If ever there was evidence that Willard Frost is irreplaceable at
Six, it can be found in the network's grand foyer, where a portrait of the
news great still rules supreme.'

Rosie almost missed it when the receptionist at the large desk told
her to proceed to the executive lift, thinking that the young woman
was still talking to callers sent through from the main switchboard
behind her. In the few minutes she had been waiting, Rosie had heard
her directing two callers to the Network Six website to find a recipe
they had missed jotting down from a segment on that morning's
G'day Australia program; telling others what time the tennis would
air; and, most commonly, politely informing irate viewers that their
complaints had been noted and would be forwarded to the relative
department heads. What a horrible job, Rosie thought, unaware that
worse jobs existed at the network.

Waiting for the famous mirrored lift with its one stop – Executive
Level 5 – Rosie recalled reading how it was built so the network's
'carpet strollers' could avoid sharing their rarefied air with any of the
lowly workers from the other levels. As it announced its arrival on
Level 5 with a ping, Rosie noticed the quiet hush, which belied the
nervous energy bristling behind each of the frosted glass doors ajar
along the dark oak halls before her. It was from one of these dark
corridors that a diminutive Asian woman approached. I bet that's
her, Rosie thought. It's got to be Mae.

Like all powerful men, Keith had a super-efficient woman behind
him in the form of his longtime PA, the notorious Mae – sometimes
called Nurse Ratched at Six, in reference to the icy nurse of One Flew
Over the Cuckoo's Nest fame. She looked like someone who baked
nice bickies to have with afternoon tea, but Rosie had heard that Mae
had balls of steel under her layers of Laura Ashley.

In fact, Rosie had some questions for Keith about Mae: Is it true
your wife refers to Mae as your 'other woman'? Is there any truth in the
legend that you make Mae take three phones to bed each night and check
she complies by randomly dialling the numbers? These questions would
have to be slipped in at the end, of course, after Rosie had what
she really wanted – the first quotes from the Big Man himself on
what it felt like to be looking down the barrel of his beloved network
heading to the intolerable position of second place.

'Mr Norman would like you to join him in the boardroom for
lunch,' Mae said after Rosie had introduced herself.

'Oh, I didn't know we'd be having lunch but that's fine, I guess,'
Rosie answered, trying to hide her excitement.

Mae led her towards the huge floor-to-ceiling oak doors that
opened onto the boardroom of television mythology, a place where it
was said you'd just as likely be hired, fired or laid as you'd be to eat.
Rosie delved nervously into her bag, feeling again for her recorder.

'There are no tape recorders allowed in the dining room, Ms Lang,'
Mae instructed her calmly. 'I would be happy to hold it for you while
you dine.'

'Oh no, that's fine,' Rosie said. The first rule of journalism was
never to let anyone take your notebook or recorder. 'I'll hang on to
it if you don't mind.'

'Fine then, Ms Lang,' Mae replied passively. 'If you insist.'

'It's not recording. Look, no red light,' Rosie said as she held her
bag open for inspection, holding on to the machine for dear life,
realising she looked like a shoplifter pleading innocence.

'Yes, I can see that, Ms Lang. You may enter now and enjoy your
meal.'

With this, Mae quietly made her way back to her desk, leaving
Rosie to face the imposing oak doors which were all that separated
her and Big Keith Norman. Psyching herself for what lay ahead, she
took a few deep yoga breaths in lieu of the cigarette she so desperately
wanted, then knocked on the door.

'Come in,' a gruff voice bellowed from inside.

Rosie checked herself – her best Scanlan & Theodore suit had
never failed so she knew she looked okay, but, hang on, there was a
bit of telltale cat fur lodged on her skirt. That bloody cat! If it's not piss,
it's fluff ! I should never have allowed Leon to keep it, she admonished
herself. What if Keith is allergic? What if this stray bit of cat fur led him
to have some kind of seizure? Word is, the man is in poor health. Rosie
licked her finger, ran it along the offending area, blew off the fluffy
excess, took another deep breath, crossed herself for luck, then thrust
open the doors.

Big Keith looked smaller than Rosie had expected, but perhaps
the huge, imposing bulk of the heavy eighteen-person dining table
at which he sat was distorting the scale. Standing beside Keith was
Lara Green, the network head of PR, who Rosie had spoken to once
or twice in the past to organise quotes for stories she was writing for
the Sentinel.

Lara was one of those immaculately presented women who
belonged in shampoo ads. Her hair was like glass with the glossiest
shine and her size 8 designer suits were cut so finely they draped
catwalk perfect from her runner-slim hips. Rosie discovered much
later that Lara Green started each working day at Six in make-up
with the G' day Australia hosts, having her maquillage professionally
applied and her hair blow-dried poker straight. Rosie didn't know
whether she liked Lara or not. There wasn't anything not to like,
as she was always pleasant enough – it was just that Rosie had
never trusted people who were always in control. In her view
unflappability could only be attained at the expense of something
really useful – like sincerity.

'Rosie, great you could come,' Lara said, extending a slender,
perfectly manicured hand.

'Thanks for organising the interview,' Rosie replied, her voice
suddenly sounding gratingly coarse compared to Lara Green's pitch-perfect
timbre.

'What fucking interview?' Keith barked, suddenly paying attention
to the women. 'I'll be fucked if I'm going to have my lunch spoilt.'

Rosie watched as Lara gave Keith a questioning look, to which he
seemed indifferent. 'Lara, you can piss off now. I'll handle things
from here,' he continued, dismissing the surprised executive with a
wave of his enormous hand. Rosie couldn't believe it, but Lara Green
actually appeared – for the briefest moment – flustered, before her
seamless smile returned.

'Fine. Enjoy. Bon appetit.' And with that, Lara glided elegantly – and
reluctantly – from the room.

Keith didn't stand up to offer Rosie a chair, something she was
grateful for, as it always made her feel somehow humbled or on the
back foot when men did that. Knowing the Big Man had a reputation
for business first, Rosie decided to launch right in.

'So, Mr Norman, are you implying you would prefer to be formally
interviewed after lunch? I have my tape recorder with me. Lara told
me I'd be talking to you about TV.'

'And so you will,' Keith said, 'but can we just have a drink first?
Fuck, you newspaper sheilas are ball-breakers.'

Rosie couldn't help giggling. It was true: to get through a cadetship
on a major metropolitan or national daily you had to know how to
hold your own.

'So, tell me, what comes into your mind when I say to you,
Network Six?' Keith asked, leaning his huge frame back into the
cracked burgundy leather of his chair.

'The most successful media institution in Australia – for now,'
Rosie replied cautiously. 'In terms of the face of Six, I think you, and
Willard Frost, although he's no longer around, of course—'

'The best fucking newsreader this country's ever seen,' Keith butted
in, his voice low and sombre. 'He was my mate – a legend. I still miss
the old bastard.'

'Well, he certainly was a loss to the network, which is something
I wanted to ask you about,' Rosie continued awkwardly. 'I see news
figures have dropped significantly.'

'Listen here, I don't want to hear any of this bullshit you and your
journo mates are writing about this joint,' Keith replied, leaning
uncomfortably into Rosie's personal space. 'This network is bigger
than Willard Frost and any other bastard that works here. This
network is a fucking giant. No one person makes Six successful. It
takes a village.'

Rosie knew Big Keith was on a roll and didn't want to miss a word
of it. 'If you wouldn't mind, I'd like to put my tape recorder on now
as this is something the readers—'

'I told you, I don't like to do business while I eat,' Keith snapped
back. 'And what use is a fucking interview going to be for ratings
anyway? That's what TV is about, you know, ratings. Not all this . . .
one man leaves and the whole place starts to boo-hoo shit that you
and your mates like to think.'

'Well, Mr Norman—'

'For fuck's sake, call me Keith.'

'Okay, Keith, as I was saying, an article on your plans for the
network could go a long way to arrest the panic—'

Rosie stopped in her tracks as Big Keith lurched towards her, his
neck veins engorged, cheeks turning purple with rage. 'You have a
fucking hide to say that to me,' he boomed, his colourless piggy eyes
boring into hers.

'I only asked what you plan to do to halt the decline of the network.
You're coming second in the ratings for the first time in twenty-four
years. Surely you can't be happy about that?' Rosie's voice had
climbed at least two pitches higher as she spoke. If Big Keith sniffed
even a trace of vulnerability, she'd be gone.

'No, what you said was that I'm panicking.'

'Well, it was one way of putting it. I mean, even you must concede
that a lot of good people have left and morale is low . . .'

'And what makes you think morale is low? What makes you think
you know more about this place than I do?' Keith's eyes stayed fixed
on Rosie's like a lizard scoping a bug.

'I read it,' Rosie answered, swallowing her hard-thumping heart
back down into her chest. 'You must admit the network has been
getting some bad press . . .'

'That's because those arseholes that write that shit don't know
what they're fucking talking about. That's why there's bad press.
They never write the good news. No, they all want to have a go.
They're like seagulls at a chip. Squawk, squawk, squawk.'

Rosie had never been happier to see an arm in her life than the
one she suddenly found offering her a small goldfish bowl of freshly
decanted shiraz. If there was one thing Rosie knew about Big Keith
from her research, it was his love of the grape, and the wine's fortuitous
arrival seemed to have diverted his attention.

'Is it the eighty-four?' he asked the woman bearing the tray. The
fragile crystal stem threatened to snap as Keith rolled it between his
calloused thumb and forefinger before raising the glass to his bulbous,
hairy snout to inhale its aroma at length. Rosie was reminded of a
documentary she had once seen on the Discovery Channel about
truffle pigs. Finally, after much swishing and another long inhale,
Keith took a deep gulp, deeming the wine acceptable with a quiet tilt
of his enormous noggin.

'I hope you like red,' he said, ''cause if you don't you can get your
own fucking drink.'

'I fucking love it,' Rosie said, grabbing at her glass and gulping way
too big a mouthful.

Keith smiled. Well, Rosie thought she saw his lips curl, at least.

'You are ballsy, I'll give you that,' the Big Man said, taking another
sip. 'I like a sheila with gonads.'

This time the smile was genuine, so Rosie smiled back.

'I think I like you,' Keith said. 'Who are you again? No, before you
answer that, you'd better tell me you have a cigarette.'

'I am Rose Lang, Mr Norman, and I am so happy you smoke.'
And with that, Rosie believed a friendship was born.

The following day, Mae put a call through from Keith telling Rosie
he wanted her as his right-hand woman heading up the network's
publicity and public relations department. Looking back, Rosie
realised this phone call was not just the start of a new relationship; it
was also the end of her marriage.





CHAPTER 5

By the time Rosie had dropped Leon off at her mother's and arrived
at the network – aka the Death Star, as the imposing grey concrete
compound on the outskirts of Sydney's CBD was also known – Rosie
was acutely aware that she was twenty minutes late. This meant she
had saved herself twenty minutes of pure hell, though she doubted
Big Keith would see it that way.

A man who was uncomfortable around people in general, Keith
was certainly going to hate every second he had to spend with the
other network heads and their coteries of executives attending the
Kennedy Awards meeting without Rosie there to smooth feathers.
It was unusual to have the enemies so close, she reflected, running
towards the fifth floor lift, hoping the slow-moving cage wasn't stuck
as usual. In her first stroke of luck for the day, the doors were still
slowly closing.

'Hold the door,' she yelled aggressively, as if hailing a New York
cab in a snowstorm. 'Thanks for that,' she bellowed again, just steps
away, but when she saw who was holding down the open button, she
instantly wished she hadn't bothered. It was Bettina Arthur from
Tang.Inc head office, her thin lips pursed in a smile that was more of
a constipated grimace.

'Bettina, thank you so much,' Rosie said, trying not to look as
frazzled as she felt. 'I got stuck with a journo from the National and
then the traffic was—'

'Good morning, Rose. May I ask, what time is the Kennedy
Awards meeting?' Bettina interrupted coolly, looking down at her
elegant Cartier Tank watch, the model Rosie had always fancied for
herself.

'It's supposed to be eight-thirty but these things never start till
nine,' Rosie replied nervously.

'Just as well then,' Bettina said, readjusting her watch, clearly
rubbing Rosie's nose in her tardiness.

'The Kennedys meetings are always interesting. You know they
were named after Graham Kennedy, the comedy legend?' Rosie
continued, aware she was babbling inanely. It was just that this
woman threw her with her chilly superiority.

'Yes, Rose, I am aware of the name's origins.'

As the two women spent the rest of the excruciatingly long,
creaking journey up five floors in silence, Rosie observed how
impeccably turned out Bettina was. Her suit was the kind of dark
navy synonymous with Armani, set off by the softest nude pink
blouse that tied gently at her throat. Her jet-black hair was pulled
tightly off her face into a neat bun that hung low on the nape of her
extraordinarily long neck. Her shoes were conservative yet elegant –
Rosie guessed Vuitton or Hermès – and looked almost brand new in
comparison to Rosie's suede pumps, which she now noticed sported
a telltale scuff at the toe. In fact, Rosie thought Bettina Arthur was
perhaps the most handsome woman she had ever seen. She could
even have been beautiful if it wasn't for her icy gaze, tight-lipped
smile, and the fact that she was on a mission from head office to cut
costs across the board. Or, as Big Keith always said, 'to put a great
vice on the network's nuts'.

'See you in there,' Rosie said, dashing out of the lift first. 'I just
have to check something with Keith beforehand. You know, PR stuff,
very boring,' she added, cursing herself for gibbering yet again.

Rosie did want to catch Big Keith before the meeting, knowing
that for all his bluster, he was actually chronically shy in social
situations, hiding his fragility with an alter ego best described as
Neanderthal. Pompous, sexist, racist and often piss-fuelled, the
Big Keith persona was exhausting to behold. It entailed him being
louder, fouler and more belligerent than the other blokes – a sort
of Olympics of chauvinism in which he always won top podium
position. Considering this morning's meeting was to discuss the
annual boozy bun fight at which everyone who'd spent the year
undermining, backstabbing, bitching and burying each other would
act as though butter wouldn't melt, she wanted to make sure she was
by her boss's side at all times, just in case.

Rosie had never been happier to see Mae at her desk. She didn't
even have to ask for the information she required before Keith's PA
spoke up: 'Yes, he's shitty, but he'll be relieved to see you,' she said
without looking up. 'He heard the radio report on Graham Hunt
on Drive Jive and wasn't happy at all. He's also a little peeved about
another item to do with the ratings in the Fin Forecaster. I think
you'll be okay for the moment, though, as he seems more agitated
by Bettina Arthur's presence.'

'Mae, I love you,' Rosie said, meaning every word of it. 'I was just
in the lift with Bettina. God, she's a cold one. What does Keith say
again? She's like a fridge. When she opens her legs a light goes on? I
can't blame Keith for worrying about management sending her in.
She's hardly his sort of girl.'

'Yes,' Mae replied, deadpan. 'I did notice her breasts were natural
too.'

They both giggled.

'Okay, Ashton Joel from Network Three is in there,' Mae went on,
'along with his publicity head . . .'

'Val Richards. Queeny bitch treats me like poo on his shoe,' Rosie
sniffed.

'I couldn't comment on that,' Mae said, and went right on, not
missing a beat. 'Mr Lumby was unable to make it.'

'So I read,' said Rosie with a smile. 'Turning out to be a most pesky
court case, isn't it? Mrs Lumby looks to be wringing Mr Lumby out
to dry.'

'Yes, it is a most unfortunate set of circumstances,' Mae responded,
with the faintest glint of a smile.

'And the Sheltered Workshop channels?'

'Yes, both public stations have representatives. Oh, and the usuals
from Four are here.'

'Ouch. Didn't Keith sack half those guys?'

'Yes, several were employed here previously.'

'Wow, this is going to be one doozy of a breakfast. Okay, how do I
look? I've had a hell of a morning so far, I can tell you. Am I keeping
it together?'

'Yes, you look quite impressive. However, you seem to have a tiny
spot of vomit on your sleeve.'

'Oh bugger. Yuck! It's Leon. He was crook this morning, so
ever-caring Jeff dropped him back home to my place to let me deal
with it while he goes surfing. I tell you, my ex is turning out to be a
first-class bastard.'

Rosie could only look on with gratitude as Mae handed her one
of those wet cloths she kept in her desk for such situations. Rosie
stabbed at the spot until it disappeared.

'Mae, you're the best. Can I ask another favour? Can you ring
Portia and tell her to have Graham Hunt waiting in my office when
I get out?'

'Rosie, she's been up here already. How do you think he found out
about Drive Jive? And she's spent a good hour with Johnno Johnston
already. They've become regular breakfast companions of late it
seems.'

It wasn't even eight-thirty for God's sake! How long had this been
going on?

'It's a shame you can't make it by eight a little more often,' Mae
continued. 'I hear Jan and Grace serve a very satisfying breakfast
egg.'

Rosie realised she had just been given more than sage advice by her
friend – she had been warned. She leant over and kissed Mae on her
forehead. 'I hear what you are saying and I love you for it. It's just so
hard. I can't take Leon to daycare until eight and Jeff may as well be
nonexistent.'

'It's difficult, I know,' Mae said, lowering her voice to impart a
confidential tone, 'but I think you should know you are being
watched.'

'I gotta go, Mae, but thank you, honey,' Rosie continued. 'You
know I'd give you my firstborn if I wasn't so attached to him. And
I have listened, I promise. I'll do my best, but the way my job is
going, I may as well just move to the network and be done with it.
I'm working twelve-hour days already, and then there's the advance
viewing I'm supposed to put in after hours—'

'That's his phone ringing,' Mae interrupted suddenly.

Rosie couldn't hear a thing but knew that Mae had developed a
sense of hearing for Keith's phone that, like a dog's, would pick up
sounds others couldn't.

Quick as she could in her heels, Rosie ran to the boardroom's back
entrance and barged through the swinging door into the neon-white
sanctuary of the kitchen.

'Am I late?' she said to the two ladies busily arranging freshly
baked pastries and muffins on large silver platters for the meeting.
If anyone was ever to write about the network – and it was strongly
implied that if you ever wanted to work again, not to mention take
another breath, you wouldn't – the real dirt would come from Jan
and Grace, the caterers. Those darlings had been in the kitchen at Six
for as long as Keith had ruled supreme and they were said to know
where every skeleton was buried at the network – and there were a lot
of them to remember.

'Relax, sweetie,' Grace said. 'We thought something must have
happened to you, so we haven't put out the food yet. Is Leon
okay?'

'No, he was ill this morning. I'm worried. I had to take him to
my mother's. He really should be home with his mum but can you
imagine what would happen if I bailed out on today?'

'I heard last night was a big one,' Jan said knowingly. Hell, nothing
gets by these girls.

'I thought it was fine but then I didn't actually follow Hunt to his
door,' Rosie said. 'How was I to know he would turn the cab around
and go out again? His wife is pregnant, for god's sake!'

'Some of them are a handful, that's for sure, but that just means
you can't take your eyes off the talent – ever!'

Rosie felt as if she had been spoken to from above. Jan was wise
beyond.

'You look just lovely, though,' Jan continued. 'Doesn't she look
lovely, Grace?'

'Oh yes, Rosie, that colour really brings out your eyes,' Grace
said, self-consciously wiping cocoa off her apron front. 'And look
at those shoes. How do you walk in them? I'd last five minutes.
Here, sweetie, you go in and act like you've been here for a while
and I'll let the hordes in through the main door.' She escorted
Rosie to the one-way portal looking onto the main room. 'See, no
one's there.'

Rosie slipped in and, taking the seat beside Keith's regular spot at
the head of the table, hugged her mobile to her ear, pretending to be
on an important call. When the massive doors opened, she waved at
the incoming crush while snapping her phone shut dramatically, as
if to say busy, busy, busy.

'I'm so sorry I haven't been able to get out to say hi earlier, but the
phones are going mad this morning,' she said with the fake PR smile
that was coming a little too naturally these days.

'Oh, I so know how that feels!' It was Three's PR head, Val
Richards, coming over to kiss Rosie's cheek. The gardenia-massacre
he called aftershave nearly overwhelmed Rosie with its potency. 'Bad
morning, darl?' he whispered in Rosie's ear, his lips making a noisy
kissing motion. 'Seems your face of news is enjoying a little loss of
face, shall we say? Honestly, darl, my heartfelt sympathies. The guy
is a nightmare.'

'I don't know what you could be talking about, kind sir,' Rosie said
in her best Scarlett O'Hara voice. 'Why, he is an absolute darling.
And as you and I both know, you can't believe everything you hear
now, can you?'

When Val glanced at her in that cocky, arched-brow way of his,
Rosie couldn't hold back from hissing 'bitch' oh so softly under her
breath. She was distracted by the sight of Keith in uncomfortable
proximity to his Network Three nemesis, Ashton Joel.

'Oh look, your boss is talking to my boss. Shall we make sure we're
happy with what they're saying?' she said, grabbing Val's arm.

'Oh yes, let's do,' Val said, locking onto his arch-rival as though
they were besties.

Rosie suddenly felt dirty but hoped her fixed smile disguised the
utter disdain in her eyes.

'Good morning,' she said, throwing herself into the middle of a
conversation Ashton Joel was having with her clearly uninterested
boss. Rosie knew the Channel Three head had been spreading news
of Keith's drinking habits to Tang.Inc head office, not to mention
'Secret Sydney', the Sentinel's daily gossip page.

'Excuse me for interrupting, Ashton. How are you, by the way?
Looking trim.' Rosie felt sick listening to herself.

Ashton sucked his gut in and basked in the compliment. An
exceptionally unpleasant man to look at, he had to make the most of
any opportunity to believe he was anything but.

'Yes, I have lost a few pounds,' he replied, reaching out for Rosie's
hand. 'And you, as always, an absolute fragrant delight,' he gushed,
moving her reluctant fingers to his slobbering lips.

'Ashton, you charmer,' she replied, hoping the sarcasm she intended
was recognised. Unfortunately it wasn't.

'I hope you're sitting beside me,' he said, leering down at her breasts.
Rosie heard him groan softly. She didn't know what she wanted to
do more at this moment – poke his eyes out or vomit all over his
expensive double-breasted suit. Instead, she threw more enthusiasm
into her smile.

'Oh yes, I would love to talk to you about your lovely wife Patricia's
charity work,' she said, raising her voice so others would join the
conversation. 'I hear she's doing great things for the children's hospital.
Putting us all to shame. Excuse me, gentlemen,' Rosie said, turning
her back on her tormentor and continuing, 'but I have to borrow the
boss for one moment. I promise I'll only be five minutes and then we
can begin.'

Rosie ushered Keith back to the anteroom. As she did, she tried to
ignore what smelled like brandy on his breath.

'Keith, I'm sorry I'm late but the journo held me up. Still, everything
seems to be going well?'

'How long do I have to stay?' Keith snapped.

'I'll need you to last at least an hour, two tops. Mae should have
told you that. I blocked it out in your diary.'

'Fuck Mae,' he almost yelled, then lowered his voice. 'This is
fucking torture.'

'It's once a year, so let's just grin and bear it,' Rosie replied.

'Why couldn't you have made this a lunch? At least then I could
have a drink.'

'Yes, but I think you and I both know there's no such thing as one
drink, Keith. Your lunches generally end up as dinners.'

'Get fucked.'

'Fine. I guess you've given up smoking today then?'

'Can I have a quick one now?'

'I'll let you have one, that's all. I won't have you dying on me with
every TV head in the room able to dial in the story.'

'You're a hardarse. We should get you in news, you know.'

'So you keep saying and so I keep praying.'

Rosie took Keith to the cramped kitchen pantry, put a wet tea
towel over the smoke detector and lit him up. After two massive
puffs, Keith began to cough, making Rosie nervous. 'Enough!' she
said, swiping the cigarette from his mouth. For a second, she thought
she saw the big, ugly mass of a man pout his lip out in a sulk.

'Come on, I'll try to make this painless,' Rosie said, aware she was
feeling somewhat maternal.

'How painless can having those arseholes in one room possibly be?'

'Like using a potato peeler on your todger then dipping it in salt,'
Rosie said, nudging herself into the bulk of his shoulder.

'Raaark-raaark-raaaaark,' honked Keith.

'Come along, we both have a big day ahead. What time is the
programming meeting again?'

'I moved it to two. Bettina Arthur has invited herself to that too!
Woman knows nothing about television. Nothing! Fucking Korean
owners sending me a sheila like her.'

With that, Rosie watched him enter the doorway to the boardroom,
take a deep breath and turn on the Big Keith show.

'What the fuck is going on here then?' he bellowed into the room,
causing all conversations to hush. 'Have you cunts come to fuck me
or suck me? Raaark-raaaark-raaaark. And if you're going for my arse,
can you at least give me the benefit of a reach-around? Raaark!'

Rosie looked around the room through splayed fingers, resting her
eyes on the unmistakable look of horror on Bettina Arthur's face.
The Kennedys circus had officially begun.





CHAPTER 6

By the time the meeting finished, Rosie felt like a war veteran – make
that a Cold War veteran, as none of the missiles, barbs and snide
comments thrown from all sides were considered actual strikes,
merely good-natured banter between 'mates'.

Rosie was always amazed at how the executives from the competing
networks acted like there really was no animosity between them at
all when, in reality, they spent most of their waking hours trying to
bring each other down in the most humiliating way possible. The
look on Bettina Arthur's face as she watched the sick charade was
one Rosie wouldn't forget in a hurry. Even though her smile was
fixed, Rosie could see Munch's Scream in Bettina's eyes. She certainly
wasn't at Tang.Inc's head office now. Rosie had to admit she too was
appalled by the dick-swinging spectacle she had just endured, which
was saying something, considering what she had already seen in her
eighteen-odd months at the network.

It's only 11 am and I've been vomited on, screamed at, lectured,
betrayed, warned, groped and grossly offended, she thought to herself.
Good times!

With only four hours until the programming meeting, Rosie knew
she was going to have to put out a lot of fires in a very short time,
the first of which she hoped was waiting in her office: Graham Hunt.
And what about Miss Portia 'Breakfast in the Boardroom' Richardson?
she raged to herself as she passed the peering faces in the marketing
department and continued down the dark, imposing corridor past
the newsroom to her own offices. My number two is supposed to be
helping me, not putting a knife in my back! From what Mae had told
her, there might not be much room for another knife with all the
cutlery she was supposedly carrying. Breathe . . . breathe . . .

Passing the awards, framed photographs and memorabilia lining
the corridor walls, most featuring the now-deceased Willard Frost,
Rosie shook her head in wonder. To think they're trying to replace
Willard Frost with Graham Hunt of all people! It's like replacing Jana
Wendt with Paris Hilton!

As much as Rosie admired Big Keith's boast that he could 'sniff
out TV talent at five hundred paces', she couldn't grasp what he had
seen in Hunt, other than those dodgy market research figures the
advertising department had been wielding of late, trying to pressure
management to target programming towards high-spending eighteen-to
thirty-five-year-old women. Hunt was good looking, and perhaps
Big Keith thought sex might help sell the slot. There had to be some
method to his apparent madness.

As Rosie heaved open the massive glass doors to publicity, the first
thing she saw was the harried face of her PA, Lisa. Lisa was Rosie's
backbone and probably the clueiest twenty-three-year-old she'd
ever met. Sighting her was a treat each day, seeing what Goth getup
she was sporting and how her immaculately white make-up and
batwing black eyeliner had been applied. Rosie loved the way Lisa
looked, especially as it was such a turn-off to others. At the network,
if an executive thought a colleague's PA was better than his or her
own, a poaching war would erupt, everyone clawing to keep ahead
of the pack. As Lisa wasn't the cleavage-flashing, eye-batting type
male heads turned for, Rosie had managed to hold on to her treasure
relatively unnoticed.

'Just tell me,' Rosie said, acknowledging Lisa's frown.

'Everyone's calling for comment about Graham Hunt.'

'Of course they are,' Rosie countered. 'What are you telling
them?'

'I told them that you're out of the office but will return their calls
personally,' Lisa said. 'By the way, he's on his way up as you asked.'

'He was supposed to be here now,' Rosie grizzled. 'What else?'

'Your mother rang. Twice.'

'Of course she did. Any message?'

'Yes, she asked me to say that when you have a window in your
busy schedule you might like to enquire about your son's health. She
asked me to say it in those words. You know I—'

'I know, lovely. Don't worry, she terrifies me too.'

Rosie spotted Portia craning her neck to see what was happening
through the glass door of her office, but she wasn't about to waste a
second on her right now. There was too much going on and it would do
her some good to be out of the loop where Hunt was concerned. Rosie
realised she could no longer trust Portia not to talk out of school.

'What else?'

Lisa scurried around her desk, picking up several yellow post-it
notes in the process. 'I haven't had a chance to log all these for you
yet, but let's see . . . oh, your husband.'

'Ex husband,' Rosie corrected.

'Yeah, well he called. Oh, and one other thing. Karen Day from
news wants to see you urgently. Seems she's being moved from
reporting for Up To Date to become G'day Australia's weathergirl
and she's none too happy about it.'

'I had no idea. You'd think maybe the entertainment head or the
news director would have mentioned it.'

'Why would you think that?' Lisa replied facetiously.

'Well, you'd better get Karen in,' Rosie continued, too distracted
to respond. 'We'll need to get new G'day Australia team shots done
with her in them. I wonder why the sudden change?'

'Well, they are looking to boost ratings at the moment,' Lisa said.

'Every program's trying to do that,' Rosie said. 'Ross Montague
has been the show's weatherman forever.'

'Maybe that's the problem.'

'Well, let's just hope it doesn't become our problem. We have
enough bad press to deal with as it is and Montague always comes up
well in viewer feedback. Anything else urgent?'

'Alicia Charles's PA rang trying to book some time in your diary to
discuss the new drama launch.'

'Hell, I really need to talk to Simon Nash about that first. See if
you can fob her off until next week, will you?' Rosie felt a flash of
guilt – but thankfully it was momentary.

'Sure . . . but it won't be easy. Oh, talking about Nash, he dropped
in too. He's angry about a story in the Adelaide News that said the
ratings are down on all of his shows.'

'Yeah, well, that's because they are down! Everything is bloody
well down. What does he expect me to do – get editors to lie to
their readers? Maybe if he spent a little more time fixing the shows
under his umbrella rather than reading every damn story that might
somehow mention him . . .' Rosie chastised herself for her lack of
discretion but trusted Lisa to remain loyal and not repeat what she
said. 'Sorry, Lisa, I'm having a bad day.'

'When is it a good one?' her PA countered dryly.

'Point!' Rosie said with a laugh. 'Can you hold all calls until I'm
finished with Hunt? Then I'll reply to the reporters ASAP, promise.
They have plenty of time until deadline. Anything else?'

'Oh, just the usual,' Lisa said, handing her a long log sheet of calls
to be returned. 'I was going to put these in your not-vital-but-still-important
pile.'

Rosie smiled at Lisa's filing system, a number of in-trays graded
with varying levels of urgency from 'your life depends on it' to
'whenever you get a chance'. Somehow, it actually worked.

'Thanks, honey. You're a lifesaver.'

'That's okay. Just remember, call your mother first. Please?'

'Deal.'

Once in the relative safety of her office, Rosie logged on to her email
only to be affronted by 312 new messages. Not knowing where to begin,
she shifted the massive pile of newspapers (every edition from every
state, which she was expected to read every day – before breakfast!) to
the floor and then took a heavy load of magazines out of her fourth-in-priority
tray, otherwise known as 'sometime soon', to see what else was
lurking below, when Lisa appeared at her door gesturing urgently with
a cradled hand to her ear. 'It's her,' she mouthed. 'Your mother.'

Rosie shot Lisa one of her defeated looks which, her PA knew, meant
put her through, and attempted to muster a chirp in her voice.

'Mum, hi there. How's Leon?'

'Your son is fine, although I do wish you would call him Leonard.
That was your grandfather's name, you know, not Leon.'

'Fine, Mum. Will do, even though he doesn't answer to that name.'
Breathe . . . 'So, how is Leonard then?'

'Well, nice of you to ask. I've given him some of my special soup,
so hopefully that should fix him up, but the poor little darling doesn't
seem himself. You know, I think his tummy problems are a dietary
thing. Too much takeaway, if you ask me.'

'I didn't ask you, actually, and I don't know what you mean by
tummy problems – the kid is usually fighting fit. He was at his
father's when he got ill, you know.' Any trace of perkiness in Rosie's
voice was gone now.

'Well, you know that divorce can affect children's health. The poor
child is probably a nervous wreck. I know you insist there's no chance
of you and Jeff getting back together but for Leon's sake it would be
great if you could at least try—'

Rosie cut her mother short. 'Is there a point to this conversation,
Mum, or are you just going to continue making me feel guilty? And
what part of "Jeff has a new girlfriend" are you missing here?' Rosie
felt the all-too-familiar sensation of tears welling in her eyes.

'Sorry, I didn't realise there was a time limit on our conversation,
Rosemarie. Well, best I go then if you're too busy to discuss your
only son's health. Perhaps you would have the good grace to tell me
when you might be picking him up tonight?'

Rosie knew exactly what Vera was up to. It was another chance to
rub it in, knowing that Rosie would have no hope in hell of getting
off work any time Vera would deem acceptable. Don't take the bait,
just breathe.

'I doubt I'll be able to pick him up until seven at best, bridge traffic
and all. But I'll be there as soon as I can, I promise. And thanks for
looking after him at such short notice. I really appreciate it.'

'So I guess that means I should cook him some dinner too then,
hmm?'

That 'hmm' noise her mother made when she was pissed off drove
Rosie insane. It was so condescending, like saying 'with all due
respect' when you were speaking to someone you had no respect for
whatsoever.

Breathe.

* * *

'Graham, come in. I've been waiting for you.' Rosie gestured towards
a visitor's chair, hoping the irritation in her tone had registered with
Hunt. To her surprise someone else was behind him. 'Bettina, to
what do I owe the pleasure?' Rosie hoped the woman's austere gaze
would soften. It didn't.

'I need to speak to you about the Kennedy Awards meeting, but
I see you are busy,' Bettina said, moving away from where Graham
Hunt leant lazily against the open door. No doubt he smelt like a
brewery at close range.

'I understand, Bettina, believe me,' Rosie told her, wishing Bettina
would pick up on how she, too, had big problems with the way this
year's Kennedys had kicked off.

'What's up, Toots?' Hunt interrupted. 'You got your knickers in a
twist over Big Keith? I hear he put on quite a show this morning.'

Rosie flashed Hunt a murderous look. 'Well, now I know that it
was office gossip that stopped you making it to our meeting on time,
Graham,' she hissed, 'and I really can't understand what business
a Kennedys meeting is of yours. Surely you have enough on your
plate?'

'Oh for god's sake, loosen up, Toots. So I had a night out. You
were the one who invited all the journos. Tell me, is it true the Big
Man asked for a reach-around in front of everyone? If so, that is
fucking gold!'

It took everything Rosie had in her not to lurch over the desk and
grab Hunt by the throat. Instead, she had to play PR – yet again. If
Bettina Arthur got a sniff of any stench around Graham Hunt, she
could cause Keith lots of trouble.

'Don't let me hold you up, Bettina. I'll call you as soon as I'm
finished here,' she said without taking her eyes off Hunt.

She couldn't believe it when the cocky bastard piped up again:
'Look, I'm doing both you sheilas a favour when I tell you not to get
all hot and flushy about Big Keith. He's seen that many head office
carpet strollers try to bust his balls in the past with no luck. They're
made of steel, I tell you. People respect Keith and expect a bit of blue
in his company. He's the reason I moved to Six. The guy is the best.
So, my advice to both of you is just chill.'

Rosie saw the blood drain from Bettina's face, turning her kabuki
white, then watched as it returned, starting at her neck and slowly
filling her frozen visage with rage.

'Can I please enquire as to who you are?' Bettina said, carefully
and precisely, pausing between every word.

'I, sweet cheeks, am your new face of news, Graham Hunt.'
Graham's outstretched hand hung lonely in space for several
harrowing seconds before he slowly put it back down again.

'Graham, I really don't think that was the best of introductions,'
Rosie said, rising to place her body in between the pair, should
Bettina, as Rosie feared, suddenly attack. 'Graham, Bettina is from
head office and is here looking at budget cuts. Has your contract
gone through yet? If not, perhaps you might wish to apologise?'

'Oh, whoops, a bean counter,' Hunt replied, shifting nervously.
'No hard feelings, darl. You can take a joke, can't you? You'll need to
if you plan to stay around here, let me tell you.'

Bettina remained so silent and stiff that Rosie thought she might
topple like a bowling pin at any moment.

'Bettina, the network recently secured Graham from Network
Three and, as such, we're putting a lot of promotion and support
behind him as we rebrand our news with his face. Unfortunately,'
Rosie continued, flashing Graham a cool stare, 'last night we had a
dinner with the media that got a little out of hand, resulting in some
negative press which Graham and I need to arrest right now. Don't
we, Graham?'

'It's all bullshit,' Graham said cockily, winking at Rosie. 'Well, not
all of it.'

'I shall leave you both then,' Bettina said icily. 'However, I would
appreciate talking to you as soon as you can manage, Rose.'

'Of course, Bettina. Let's try for a coffee before the programming
meeting at two. In the meantime, I'm sure you'll understand, I really
need to have a chat with Mr Hunt here.'

'Yes, I understand. Goodbye, Mr Hunt. It was very interesting to
meet you.'

'Look, about last night,' Hunt said when Bettina was out of earshot.
He sat down spread-legged on the cream leather chair beside him.
'Okay, I fucked up. I like a bit of play-up every now and again. This'll
all blow over. I'm hardly different from anyone else in Sydney.'

Rosie'd had enough. 'Okay, listen here, you arrogant little brat,'
she spat. 'Not everyone in Sydney is paid millions of dollars to read
lines off an autocue for half an hour a night. And not everyone else
in Sydney notifies the viewers of events that could change their lives
forever. And not everyone in Sydney has a pregnant wife waiting at
home while they're out with other women – in front of journalists,
for god's sake, not to mention on the toot. And not everyone is being
branded as the new, fresh face that will help this network regain its
reputation as the number one news outlet in this country!'

Rosie paused briefly to suck in enough breath to continue: 'You
know, I may have to publicise and defend you, I may even have to
bend the truth on your behalf, but I don't have to like you and I don't
have to take your shit. So enough with the comments and opinions
on subjects that are none of your damn business and get out of my
office. But before you go, listen to this and listen hard: last night
you made the mistake of taking medication with wine and sincerely
regret your actions. You get that? The network will back you but do
not think I can stop the real truth being written about you if you
continue to screw your career with behaviour like that. If you want
to do coke, then look for another job because I can tell you your hero
Big Keith Norman doesn't like coke, full stop. Zero tolerance. You
hearing me?'

'Geez, are you on the rag or what?' Graham said, though with a
little less bravado in his voice now.

'I'm not kidding, Graham. This job is hard enough without having
to wipe your arse.'

'I was just having a bit of fun and—'

'Yeah, well next time do it with your pregnant wife! Actually, that's
a good idea. Take her out Saturday and I'll tip off the Sunday papers.
You could certainly do with some positive press after last night.
I'll book somewhere expensive – she deserves it. We hired a family
man, you know, not a pantsman. Oh, and I'm upping your charity
commitments. Do you have a charity?'

'Yeah, young unwed mothers . . . It's a joke!'

'Great. Let's make it breast cancer then. Oh, and one other thing:
that woman you were so rude to just then signs both our cheques.
You'd better hope she's got a sense of humour because if I was her,
I'd rip up your contract right now. And I can tell you, I don't care
enough about this job not to kiss her feet if she did. Now piss off!'

Rosie watched as Hunt got up and walked out, stripped bare of his
swagger, then Lisa appeared at the door.

'It's your ex for you and he insists he won't be put on hold,' she
said.

'That son of a . . . Jeff can wait,' Rosie said, her rage like acid bile
in her throat. 'I don't think I could handle him after what just went
down with Hunt.'

'I heard it. I think the whole office did,' Lisa said. 'You really gave
it to him. I thought it was way cool.'

'Thanks,' Rosie laughed. 'On second thought, put Jeff through.
I've had a warm-up, so I'm ready for another bout.'

Moments later, line one on Rosie's phone lit up. 'Hi, Jeff, thanks a
lot for dropping our sick son back this morning without—'

'There you go again, whining already,' Jeff interrupted, clearly
agitated. 'Nice to talk to you too. You know, ever since you took that
stupid job you've been a first-class bitch and I am sick of you taking
it out on me and your son.'

Rosie wanted to cry. He was right, and she knew it.

'What do you want, Jeff?' she said, forcing back a sob.

'I just thought you should know before I tell Leon that I've asked
Heather to marry me and she's accepted.'

Jeff might have said more but Rosie didn't hear any of it. The phone
had dropped from her hand and she was staring at the wall in front
of her with tears rolling down her cheeks.





CHAPTER 7

Hesitating momentarily at the boardroom doors before going in to
the daily program meeting, Rosie braced herself, breathed in as much
air as her lungs could hold, then pushed at the wooden mass until
it heaved open. Even when I'm on time I can't win, she lamented to
herself as she surveyed the boys' club already assembled and preening
in each other's presence. It's like they're queuing for the best seats at the
Colosseum.

Closest to her was the head of sport, Russell Frazer. Russ loved
to think of himself as a macho man and a player like the sporting
celebrities he boasted as friends, and so he always sat beside the
network's own pantsman extraordinaire, programming director
Stuart 'Johnno' Johnston.

With his feet up on a chair, holding court, as always, Johnno
had his hands wedged deep in his trouser pockets, like a paranoid
traveller checking his wallet in a crowded market square. For Johnno,
the thought of anything happening to his beloved penis was akin
to sudden death, and as such his hands were rarely far from it,
unconsciously flipping one testicle back and forward whenever he was
nervous. Funnily enough, Rosie rarely noticed his constant pocket
fondling any more, although watching Bettina Arthur's face the first
time she saw Johnno wrestling with the object of his affection was a
priceless moment she wouldn't forget in a hurry.

Opposite Johnno was the exquisitely coiffed head of outsourced
productions, Jason Jarvis. Although he laughed the loudest at these
meetings, he was usually either oblivious to the joke or, more often,
the brunt of it. Unabashedly gay, the ravenously ambitious executive
never had a chance of being accepted as inner-circle by the boys, a
fact that only exacerbated his already rampant paranoia. Rosie would
consider him the most narcissistic man she'd ever encountered – if
he wasn't sitting beside someone who made Jason seem humble in
comparison, The Darkness himself. Rosie always felt a bit miffed
that she hadn't come up with that name for Simon Nash first, as
it was simply perfect. How the hell he'd ever become head of light
entertainment was something that boggled her mind, considering
Nash was possibly the most miserable, humourless bastard she had
met in her life. All baboon-bum features, thinning hair and shiny
pink-flushed skin, he fitted the classic mould of bullied fat boy
hell-bent on revenge as an adult. His modus – get them before they
get me. It was a winning tactic; his recent promotion to head of
entertainment had granted him ultimate power over all genres except
news.

As expected, The Darkness threw the first dart of the meeting as
Rosie entered. 'Some night you guys had last night, huh?' he said,
his voice raised so no one could miss a word. 'Great to see how well
your PR function went. Graham Hunt seems to have made quite an
impression on the media.'

A moment of silence followed this particular petard's firing.
For a fleeting moment Rosie thought they might actually restrain
themselves, and refrain from laughing at her humiliation. She should
have known better. Nash was the first to let go at his own joke, though
even his heartiest guffaw was thin and joyless. With the coast now
clear to join in, Johnno burst into his hyena-like giggle, with Russ's
guttural hoots and Jason's cackle bringing up the rear. Rosie noticed
yet again how none of the men made eye contact with her as they
laughed.

When they'd had their fill, Nash turned to Rosie and, noticing her
stony face, piped: 'Come on, girl, what's happened to your sense of
humour? You used to be able to handle a joke.'

'Oh, I still laugh when I hear something funny,' she replied curtly,
before taking a seat at the end of the table, as far away from the
men as possible. She was relieved when the doors groaned open to
deliver another Christian into the ring, this time the head of drama,
Alicia Charles, her friend and the only other female executive. Alicia
was one of Rosie's favourites at the network but that didn't mean
she wasn't extremely high maintenance. She wasn't just the head of
drama in her job – there was a lot of it in her everyday life. Still,
Rosie was grateful when Alicia joined her at the far end of the table,
believing it might somehow fortify her against another testosterone
onslaught.

Allan Bales, the head of news, was next. Rosie could tell that the
shambolic-looking news director was still angry despite their long
phone conversation earlier, during which she had explained – yet
again – how she had physically put Hunt into a cab the previous
night and wasn't responsible for the fact that he must have turned it
around. Thankfully, Bales had attended the dinner, so he understood
the formal part of the evening had gone well, but Rosie also knew
he would be looking for a scapegoat and she was his best option so
far. Bales's saving grace as far as Rosie was concerned was that he
probably loathed Simon Nash even more than she did, which helped
to bond the two executives in unspoken respect for each other. Bales
knew that Nash looked down on him as 'not knowing a thing about
television'. The fact that Bales was a seasoned news veteran with some
thirty years in print and radio meant nothing to Nash, a career TV
man and proud of it.

'What are you smiling at?' Bales barked when he spotted
Nash grinning away. It was hard not to notice Nash when he did
smile because it was a rare sight, usually delivered with perverse
Machiavellian relish. 'I bet you're loving every minute of this, you
sniveller,' Bales went on. 'Just remember, I didn't want Hunt. He's
not a newsman, he's a fucking actor.'

Nash said nothing in response. He didn't have to. His smirk said
it all.

As Allan Bales took his chair, Rosie was sure she heard him half
cough, half mumble something that sounded a lot like 'prick'. Bless
him.

'I can tell you, I'm happy I'm neither of you bastards today,' Johnno
said, trying to lift the mood as he looked at Allan Bales, then Rosie.
'In all seriousness, though, there's more going on at this network
than news, not that you'd know it reading the papers. I'm trying to
launch new shows and timeslots that need publicity and all anyone in
the media cares about is fucking six o'clock! I mean, those pricks at
"Secret Sydney" in the Sentinel seemed obsessed with this joint, and
not in the right way.'

'Look, I have to agree,' Alicia chimed in. 'I mean, we have a HUGE
drama gestating and need to give it some love and attention. I know
you're stretched to the enth but really, Rosie darling, we have to get
onto this.'

Rosie knew Alicia was right. A sudden jolt of shame shot through
her. 'I've had no time and I'm sincerely sorry, Alicia,' she offered. Out
of sight, she stretched her hand to touch Alicia's knee under the table,
a move that, given her puffy red eyes, she knew her friend would
understand to mean 'careful, I'm brittle'. 'There are plans in place
and I do have Portia working on it. Hasn't she been keeping you up
to date with everything?'

'Oh darling, I know you're doing your very best,' Alicia responded,
gripping Rosie's hand tightly in a show of sisterly solidarity, 'but I
think Portia Richardson is a little too focused on programming
issues at the moment.'

Alicia shot an accusing look at Johnno Johnston that Rosie couldn't
quite read, but she had enough to get her head around without trying
to unravel every cryptic comment made at these meetings.

'I understand you have a lot on your plate, Rose,' Alicia continued.
'I mean, I don't know how you're managing, especially with the
Kennedy Awards coming up. I think it only right for all of us in this
room to be a little more considerate of everything else this girl has
going on before we start demanding all her time, don't you?'

It took all of Rosie's control not to embrace her colleague, even
if Alicia was heading into empathy overkill territory. But just to be
appreciated at all buoyed Rosie's spirits. How long has it been since
someone has actually been nice to me? she wondered, giving up when
nothing came to mind.

The men around the table seemed chastened for an uncomfortably
long minute or so after Alicia's comment. Then, as if on a cue from
heaven above, Grace appeared through the kitchen side door with
muffins and a platter laden with cheese and biscuits.

'Where's the fruit?' Nash asked abruptly as Grace endeavoured
to negotiate the heavy platter onto the table. Rosie noticed not a
single man offered to assist the elderly, frail woman. She shot out of
her own seat and grabbed the platter from Grace's trembling hands,
placing it in front of Simon Nash with a thump.

'Surely there's something here you'd like, Simon,' she said
sarcastically before taking a still-warm muffin from the pile. 'Or are
you on a fruit-only diet again?'

Although she was standing out of his sight, Rosie could feel the
cold man in front of her tense up at her comment. Nash, neurotic
about his weight, was no fan of diet jokes. Rosie had caught him
standing on the scales in his office on more than one occasion. He
was also known to run around the compound at lunchtime in those
horrid jogging shorts that were split up the sides, leaving nothing to
the imagination. The memory made her shudder.

'Anyone else interested in some high GI carbs?' Rosie continued.
She knew she'd already taken the weight jibe too far but just couldn't
stop herself.

'Oooh yes, I will!' chimed Alicia, oblivious to the chill in the air.

When no other head nodded, Rosie leant over Nash clumsily to
grab a pastry, placing it in one of the huge starched linen napkins
provided, then returned to the relative safety of her seat. With the
comfort of distance, she allowed herself a glance in his direction and
found his unflinching gaze fixed on her in pure defiance. If eyes
could have spoken, Simon Nash's would have been talking of painful
death. She had definitely pushed his buttons this time.

Bettina Arthur was the next to arrive, a welcome distraction. Rosie
noticed how composed the bean counter looked compared to the last
time she'd seen her, in Rosie's office only a couple of hours earlier.
Without saying a word, Bettina took the chair at the end of the table
and opened a folder in front of her. The rest of the room looked on,
mute with shock. She was sitting in Keith's chair! A cavernous silence
ruled until the doors opened again.

Luckily most of the faces entering this time were friendly, but as
the head of marketing and several members of Johnno's programming
staff found seats, some of them made 'what the?' signals behind
Bettina's back on the way. When Rosie couldn't stand it another
second she moved to Bettina's side and said softly, 'Bettina, while
we're waiting for Keith, can I have a quick word with you? It's quite
urgent. It'll only take a moment.'

Bettina looked momentarily startled but nevertheless stood up and
followed Rosie through the anteroom door.

'Look, I'm sorry to do this to you but someone should tell you that
you're sitting in Keith's chair,' she blurted, relieved to be free of the
secret.

'Can't he just take another?'

For the second time that day Rosie saw Bettina Arthur looking
rattled.

'Put it this way, when I first arrived I was told about a young
programmer who took his chair. Apparently Keith slapped him
so hard in the head with a schedule book that the kid fell over
backwards, taking the chair with him.'

'It's ridiculous, of course, but I can actually see him doing that,'
Bettina replied with a smile. Rosie was taken aback. She'd never seen
the woman smile before. 'Thank you for telling me,' Bettina went
on. 'By the way, I thought you held yourself well with Hunt this
morning.'

Rosie blushed. 'You heard me?' she asked.

'I think the entire floor heard you, and I must—'

'Raaark, raaark.'

Keith's unmistakable roar stopped Bettina mid-sentence.

'I think we should talk about this later,' Rosie whispered, thankful
for the interruption.

* * *

Simon Nash was still bitching about the lack of fruit on the platter
when Rosie and Bettina walked back in. 'Is it so fucking hard to cut
up an apple?' he asked anyone who would listen.

'Good fucking question, Nash,' Big Keith bellowed behind him,
making the entertainment head jump. 'Maybe you should learn to
bring your own fucking fruit if you're gonna chuck a hissy fit about
it like a girl.' Keith didn't notice – or simply didn't care – that Nash's
face was a picture of pure anger.

'What's the fucking matter with you anyway? I like Jan's muffins,'
Keith said, grabbing one with his mitt-size hands. 'If you don't, then
maybe you should go and pour yourself a hot cup of go-get-fucked.
Rark!'

Johnno burst out laughing but quickly shut up again when The
Darkness shot him one of his looks.

'I've just had Graham Hunt in my office,' Keith went on, looking
at Rosie. 'Seems like someone ripped him a new arsehole this
morning.'

Now all eyes were on her. Great.

'Good on you, I say,' Keith continued. 'The little prick needs to
pull his fucking head in.'

Rosie could have kissed him.

'Thanks, Keith—' she said before he abruptly interrupted her.

'That doesn't go beyond this room, though, you hear? The network
has a lot invested in Hunt and I do not want any more speculation in
the papers re whether he is in any way on the nose with us.'

Rosie knew Keith was furious with the daily 'Secret Sydney' pages
running in the Sentinel. Rosie had once worked for the tabloid and,
as such, Keith believed she should have had some pull in getting the
speculation stopped, ignorant of the journalistic code of ethics Rosie
would never dare impinge upon or expect others to. Then again,
ethics were not a priority in Keith's world.

What he was also unaware of was how much she had stopped
the paper running and how many favours she owed old friends as a
result. Then again, she'd learned over the past eighteen months that
in publicity, only the stories that got through mattered, not the ones
that were actually spiked.

Trying to steer the conversation in another direction, Rosie decided
to bring up Karen Day's move from news to morning TV, hoping
to get the heads-up before her meeting with the young reporter:
'Can anyone here tell me why Karen Day has been moved to G'day
Australia? The first I heard of it was a call from her this morning
saying she's unhappy and wants to speak to me. If it's true, I'll need
to spin why we're turfing Ross Montague. I mean, he's an institution
on the program and will surely be missed?'

The ensuing mumbles and knowing looks around the table
indicated that something had gone on that Rosie was excluded from.
When no one said anything, she turned to Allan Bales. As head of
news, he must have okayed Karen's transfer from his department to
entertainment, which G' day Australia fell under.

'It was out of my hands,' Bales said awkwardly.

Still not satisfied, Rosie turned to The Darkness for – ironically –
some light.

'I really don't see what this has to do with you, Rose,' Nash rebuked
her. 'Just tell the press whatever you need to. Ross Montague is a
valued member of the Six family and is embarking on new projects,
yadda yadda.'

Completely frustrated now, Rosie turned to Keith for some honesty.
'Keith, are you across this? What's really going on?'

The Big Man took a loud slurp of his tea, then plonked the cup
down roughly. 'Look, we just thought Karen, being the attractive
young lady she is, would be better suited to mornings.'

Nash, Johnno and Russ sniggered. Following the lead but always a
beat behind, Jason Jarvis let out a high-pitched chortle.

'But she has a journalism degree and was nominated for a Kennedy
Award last year for her nursing home series. I can't see how that
makes her better suited to read the weather. What's really going on
here?' Rosie asked. Again, she noticed the men around her shift in
their seats.

'Look, sweetie,' Keith started. When Keith addressed her as
sweetie, Rosie knew something she didn't want to hear was about
to be said. 'The girl has assets we feel are wasted on news. We figure
they, I mean she, will be better appreciated in the morning. End of
fucking story, okay?'

Rosie was stunned. She had heard about things like this happening
in television but had never actually witnessed it first hand. You sexist
bunch of . . .

'Listen, sweetie,' Keith continued, aware that he had shocked his
publicity head, 'just make something up about Montague. Fact is
he's tired, so we won't be renewing his contract this year. You should
be happy. Now you have a fresh face to promote G'day Australia
with. Get her out there. Surely the bloke magazines will love her.
Let's face it, she has a great set of cans.'

'Keith, the woman is a trained journalist, not a pin-up.' Rosie
knew she had that tone of indignation in her voice that Keith hated.
'Surely this goes against what's written in her contract?'

'Quite frankly, Rose,' Nash interjected, 'contract negotiations are
none of your business. Perhaps if you paid more attention to what
your job is supposed to entail – publicity – we might not be in the
mess we currently are with Graham Hunt.'

'That's a good point, Simon,' Keith said. 'I'm not happy about the
leaks "Secret Sydney" is running every day, not fucking happy at all.
When I find out who's talking to those arseholes – and I will – I will
personally rip their fucking heart out with my own hands.'

Nervous glances were cast all round. Was someone at the table
the snitch? Certainly several of the reported snippets had only been
mentioned within the confidential daily briefings. Jason Jarvis
appeared particularly uncomfortable.

'Good point, Keith,' Johnno piped up, 'which is why I think it best
if we limit these meetings to those of us who really need to be here.'

Murmured dissent filled the room.

'I don't like it,' Keith yelled, causing the chatter to stop. 'But you've
got a point. Those pricks at the Sentinel are doing my head in. Johnno,
Simon, Russ, Bales and Alicia you stay. The rest of you can piss off.'

'You're kidding me!' Rosie yelled over the ensuing din.

'No, I'm afraid I'm not – and that goes for the rest of you,' Keith
said, staring down Jason Jarvis, puffed with rage. 'This is only
temporary, mind you, just until we find out who's been grassing on
us.'

And with that, the boys' club got smaller and more powerful as
an entire tier of executives, including Rosie, found themselves on the
other side of the boardroom doors.





CHAPTER 8

Rosie was so angry by the time she got back to her office that she
could barely speak. Lisa, knowing her boss only too well, could see
she was in no mood to chat and handed her the latest log of calls in
silence. Rosie snatched them from her hand, then faltered, realising
she was taking things out on her PA, who deserved better.

'Don't worry, I understand,' Lisa said in response to her boss's
double-take. 'Must have been a doozy of a meeting – what there
was of it, anyway. That would have to be the quickest programming
meeting on record.'

Rosie looked at her affectionately. 'You know, Lisa, if I didn't need
you for my very survival, I would tell you to run – not walk – from
this place and never look back,' she said.

Lisa, clearly chuffed at the compliment, added: 'And I would
happily hold the door open while you did the same. It's just over
there, you know.'

Rosie smiled at her warmly and took a moment to be grateful for
having such a dependable woman at her back.

Finally in her office, Rosie cleared the pile of interstate news
clippings Lisa had placed on her chair as a forget-me-not and quickly
scanned the latest message log. There were probably another thirty or
so messages, most of them requiring a return call. To have someone
do it for her would no doubt be construed as a personal slight by the
egocentric types she dealt with.

There were three messages from an on-air personality asking what
Rosie was going to do about the column in the Brisbane Gazette.
Rosie smiled to herself. She had read this particular piece by the
paper's acerbic television reviewer, who described the presenter
as having 'a voice that made cats having sex sound like Mozart
in comparison' and 'the dress sense of a hooker who is happy to
bargain'. Rosie wondered just what she was supposed to do. Bomb
the guy's house? Call his editor and demand he be fired? It was a
review, for god's sake, and a fairly accurate one at that.

There was a message from an irate reporter complaining that the
engraved silver compass publicity had sent out a week earlier as a
freebie teaser for a new jungle mystery series was stuck. You can take
the bloody compass and stick it up your true north, Rosie thought. Still,
she knew she would eventually call, rather than risk alienating him
before the new season launch. She sent Lisa an email asking her to
get another compass to him along with a bottle of champagne.

Then there was the on-air presenter who, obsessed with being
nominated for a Gold Kennedy, had called yet again, wanting to go
through Rosie's strategy to ensure he got a look-in. Rosie sighed and
wondered what the most diplomatic way would be to tell someone to
pull their head out of their own arse.

There was only one person on the long list who Rosie really felt
like calling – her best friend, Lou, who'd left three messages, the first
being, 'Are you still alive?' and the last, 'Call me or else I'll call your
mother.' Bless her, Rosie thought to herself, pondering how long it
had actually been since she last spoke to Lou rather than just texting.
She knew she had no time to return Lou's call and continued to
scan the list. There were routine messages from network talent and
management, all urgent and all usually, she guessed, involving some
sort of rort. Could they get tickets to the Arts Festival opening, Billy
Joel concert, Grand Final box, Australian Open tent, Easter Show,
Big Day Out . . . ? Why they thought the publicity department was
akin to a box office Rosie had no idea. In the old days, before cost
cuts, it was true that publicity would have a cache of tickets to give
out as sweeteners, but that was a long time ago.

Before she could pick up her phone and begin dialling, she heard
someone enter her office and close the glass door behind them. Rosie
looked up. It was Portia, and Rosie was not in the mood, though she
suddenly realised she hadn't yet sighted Portia that day, something
she usually made a habit of doing first thing every morning, if only
to keep abreast of the current – or about-to-be – hottest thing in
fashion. Today, Rosie noted that at the top of her 2IC's long licorice-strap
legs – clad in opaque black stockings – were tailored shorts
with a matching snug-fitting black jacket. Rosie could tell from the
buttons alone that this ensemble was Chanel. As always, Portia had
made the outfit her own, teaming expensive designer with a vintage
Ramones T-shirt and adding necklaces adorned with ironic charms.
Her hair, in pigtails, was just messy enough not to look try-hard.
Once again, it was a sartorial triumph that left Rosie feeling like
catalogue to Portia's upmarket glossy.

'Rosie, I know you're busy but I wanted to check if there's anything
I can do to help you?' Portia asked timidly.

Rosie saw the uneasiness in Portia's eyes. It had been hard for
her having Rosie come in from out of nowhere to take the job she
longed for. But then again, Portia had only worked as a PR for a
cosmetics house before joining the network, so Rosie understood
why Keith wanted someone schooled in media hard-knocks for the
top job.

'Sorry I haven't had a chance to chat with you, Portia, but I've had
a hell of a morning.'

'I know,' Portia replied. 'I heard you earlier with Hunt. You were
great, he needed that.'

Rosie immediately felt guilty for her earlier suspicions about
Portia's loyalty. If she was to be really honest with herself, she
genuinely liked and respected this young woman from the moneyed
side of the tracks.

'Thanks, Portia, but I don't think losing my cool like that was
advisable under the circumstances. In fact, I'm a bit embarrassed I
couldn't keep my temper at bay.'

'Don't beat yourself up,' Portia replied gently. 'You're under a lot of
pressure, which is why I want to help in any way I can.'

Rosie could feel she was about to be more honest than was wise,
but felt powerless to stop herself. 'Actually, there is something you
can do, Portia, and that's keep Alicia on track for her drama launch.
She's still hassling me for updates when you've been on it for weeks
now. I really thought you had this covered for me.'

'Oh but I do,' Portia replied, sounding a little hurt. 'You know Alicia,
though, she prefers to deal direct with you. I have tried, honestly.'

'Well, if you really want to help me, you can make sure she knows
you're on top of things, give her daily updates – make that hourly,
considering it's Alicia. And she really has to start letting us know just
exactly what she's planning here. Keith and Johnno, not to mention
Simon Nash, have given her creative licence with this drama but god
only knows what that means to Alicia.'

Keith referred to his drama head as batty but Alicia was saved
from his total scorn because she 'knew about television'. An enduring
family drama was something Keith had failed to get up in his entire
career at Six and he wanted one badly. Alicia had runs on the board
in this respect, having created the phenomenally successful series
Moving On for Network Three several years earlier.

Like Keith, Rosie admired Alicia's success but still wasn't sure
if she was the smartest woman alive or the flukiest when it came
to TV. Having experienced what she described as 'my triumphant
life crisis' following the death of her fifth husband, Alicia decided
to spend her inheritance by coming out as a lesbian and travelling
around the world on numerous animal rescue missions with her
activist girlfriend. Being the personality powerhouse she was, Alicia
soon found herself in expensive legal stoushes with police, poachers
and government heads, and baksheeshing her savings away buying
animals out of torture.

When the money ran out, Alicia got clever, turning her travel
journals into a thirteen-part drama series. Of course, by the time
Moving On debuted, Alicia's female protagonist was straight, half her
age, half her size and not even half as charismatic, but the eighteen- to
thirty-five-year-olds loved her – especially the males. And as anyone
who 'knows about television' is aware, they're the hard ones to hook
and keep with local drama.

'Well, I did overhear her describing the lead character she wants
actress Lisa McCune to play as a butch lesbian with a heart of gold,'
Portia continued.

'Tell me you're kidding, Portia – please!' Rosie felt as though she
was about to choke.

'Er, sorry, I wish I could.'

Rosie's head suddenly felt heavy and she rested it in her hands on
the desk. 'I can't believe this,' she snuffled. Alicia's turning Australia's
sweetheart into a bulldyke!

'I need your help here, Portia,' Rosie said, raising her head. 'We
need to get through to Alicia that Big Keith does not understand
lesbians, that the network is not sympathetic to our Sapphic sisters,
and that seven-thirty is not the time working-class Australians want
to sit down and explain rug-munching to their kids!'

'I'll do my best, Rosie, I promise, but in reality, isn't that Simon
Nash's job?'

Portia had a point. What was Nash doing letting a drama get this
far along if it featured a national treasure as a lesbian lead?

'You're right,' Rosie replied. 'I'll get Lisa to organise a meeting with
Nash, Johnno, Keith, Alicia, you and me first thing next week. In the
meantime, can you try to find out what else she has planned? I mean,
bless her, but Alicia's pretty damn out there. We'll need to rein her
in fairly quickly before the press get wind that we're panicking. A
lesbian lead! Can you imagine Keith? He'll spontaneously combust,
I swear.'

'Will do,' Portia said with a chuckle, before adopting a more
serious demeanour. 'I'll call her now . . . but before I do, can I ask
you, Rosie, is there any bad blood between us? You don't seem to
include me in discussions any more and . . .'

Rosie looked up at her 2IC and decided she had no choice. It was
time to show her cards. 'Portia, things are crazy around here at the
moment as you well know. Management is so angry with the leaks in
this place that as of today they're no longer allowing me to attend the
daily meetings, so I don't have a lot to tell you. As you know, I have
my hands full with Graham Hunt and right now I just need you to
back me up. I need to trust you. Can I do that?'

Portia looked devastated. Rosie was sure she saw tears welling in
her huge Kewpie-doll blue eyes and suddenly felt awful for being so
blunt, but there was more.

'Portia,' she said, 'I know you've been getting in early every day
and you now make a habit of having breakfast with Johnno, Simon
and the boys. I also know you had your heart set on my job and
working for me can't be easy. But I am here and I'm sorry about that
for you. This is probably the most fractious time in this network's
history and everyone is looking at publicity to save the day. I'm under
siege from above and all sides and just can't handle the thought that
knives are coming from below as well.'

Rosie watched as Portia lost it, her tears turning to full-blown sobs
and then heaving retches as she tried to reply. All Rosie could make
out was, 'You don't know the whole story.'

'Portia, lovely, come on,' Rosie said, now rocking the hysterical
young woman in her arms. 'Maybe you should tell me so I can
understand what's happening with you.'

'I can't,' Portia wailed. 'It's a mess. I'm so sorry. You don't want to
know.'

Rosie did want to know, but it would have to wait, as Simon Nash
was at her door. The smarmy bastard was grinning.

'Yes, Simon, I think you can see this is not a good time,' Rosie
said, knowing the head of entertainment loved nothing more than to
watch someone emotionally unravel.

'When is it a good time for you, Rose?' he said smugly. 'Perhaps
when you've finished with your staff problems, you can find some
time to see me,' he continued, sarcasm dripping from his every word.
He was still fuming over the Muffingate episode in the boardroom.
'Now you're no longer attending the programming meetings, you'll
need to be briefed on what shows I want you focusing on, so when
you're through here, perhaps we can all get some work done . . . at
last?'

You cold-hearted son of a . . .

'Thanks so much for your patience, Simon,' Rosie spat back. 'As
always it's been an absolute pleasure.'

'No need to get stroppy,' he replied tartly.

Just when she thought he was walking out the door, Nash turned
around and, with his biggest thin-lipped grin, added, 'You sure you're
not on your rags?'





CHAPTER 9

There must have been all of seven minutes between Nash's departure
and the appearance of the red light on Rosie's phone that signalled
Big Keith on his private line. That was a personal record for Nash,
Rosie noted. She had to laugh, thinking of the entertainment head
shuffling up the stairs all flushed and ready to burst with salacious
gossip. It really was like the movie Mean Girls, only with grown men
playing the teenagers.

'Keith, what can I help you with?' Rosie answered, anticipating a
barrage of abuse.

'Fucking everything,' the Big Man sighed. 'What a fucker of a
day . . .'

'You're not wrong.'

'Well, it's about to get worse. You'd better come up. I've just had
Nash in here.'

* * *

'What the fuck is going on down there?' Big Keith roared as the
doors to his inner domain heaved open.

Rosie saw his profile first, a great lumpy mound in a leather chair
groaning under the tilted bulk, his huge feet propped up on his desk.
Pointing one of his numerous remote controls at the bank of eight
televisions mounted along his wall, he then slammed it onto the floor
like a recalcitrant brat. 'Fucking stupid fucking thing,' he growled
at the tiny piece of plastic on the carpet, the huge calloused pads of
his fingers now fumbling with the buttons on another set of dainty
controls. Rosie thought the scene reminiscent of a particularly cruel
cartoon published in the Financial Forecaster recently, which showed
the TV Goliath grappling with a nerdy, pinheaded David labelled
New Media.

Rosie walked straight towards Keith, grabbed the remote from
his hand and pressed the red button clearly marked on/off. Keith
grumbled something she hoped was 'thanks' before attempting to sit
upright. As he did, he lost his grip on an armrest and slid heavily back
into the recliner, which dipped suddenly under the shift in weight. A
thud like a dropped elevator followed as Keith was flung backwards,
grabbing Rosie's arm as he fell and causing her to topple with him.

A mangle of twisting arms, legs and torsos ensued, accompanied
by a litany of expletives and groans. When Rosie managed to
extricate herself from the melee, she stood up to see Keith on his
back, screaming in pain and holding his arm like she had seen heart
attack victims do so many times while drooling over George Clooney
on ER. He was flushed a virulent red that deepened rapidly until his
face was bruise-purple and looked ready to burst.

Panicking, Rosie got on her knees and tried to roll him into the
recovery position, the only thing she remembered from her Bronze
Medallion lifesaving course, most of which she'd wagged in order to
smoke ciggies behind the shopping centre near the pool. Yet another
childhood regret. She heaved at Keith's huge flank with no luck. It was
like trying to roll a mammoth. Frantic, she hitched up her skirt and
straddled the prostrate giant, bracing her feet against the oak panel
wall for leverage and putting her shoulder into it. What she was doing
was far from dignified, as the Big Man could see right up her skirt, but
she was too concerned with his imminent death to be prudish.

'Jesus, woman, get the fuck off me!' Keith roared from under her,
attempting to push her arse from his face.

Rosie thought she might wet herself, first from fright and then
from laughter. Could this day get any more ridiculous?

Keith was still struggling to get up and away from Rosie's crotch,
which she was just as keen to remove. The two pushed in opposite
directions before falling into each other again. Rosie lost it, giggling
uncontrollably. That set Keith off with a gaspy 'Raaark! Raaaaaark!'

'Stop laughing, you might die!' Rosie pleaded through her own
cramps.

'Raaark, raark . . . you silly bloody sheila. Now get me the fuck
up.'

It took a couple of tries and much more combined mortification
before they were upright once more, Keith all the while maintaining
a grip on Rosie's arm. As she looked into the Big Man's eyes she saw
fear as well as humiliation.

'Keith, it's fine,' she said softly. The redness was dissipating with
every new breath he took. Nice and easy was the way to go. 'Keep
still. I'm calling an ambulance.'

'No you're fucking not!' Keith yelled, the blush of rage returning
to his cheeks.

'Keith, come on,' Rosie pleaded.

'NO! I fucking mean it, Rose!' He was adamant.

Frustrated, Rosie concentrated on doing anything to keep Keith
calm. 'Just take a couple of deep, slow breaths.'

Keith took in two big gasps then clumsily wrestled his hefty weight
back into the uprighted chair. 'Fucking stupid thing,' he hissed, still
rattled. 'And some fucking Nurse Nightingale you are. You could
have fucking smothered me with that arse of yours. Now, where the
fuck were we?' he said, clearly wishing the incident over.

'Keith, we can talk later, why don't you take it—'

'Don't fucking tell me what I should fucking take!' he blustered.
'You sound like my wife!'

'Your wife is a fine woman, Keith, so I hardly take that as an
insult,' she replied. Rosie had never been more sincere, revering as she
did the supremely elegant Mrs Elaine Norman.

'Yeah, well don't you go telling her about what just happened here,
all right? That's all I fucking need.'

'Okay, I won't tell her you were almost smothered by a redhead's
crotch—'

'Raaaark!'

'—but can you take things a little easier? I'm telling you, any more
performances like that and there'll be no more cigarettes from me!
At least let me take you to a doctor. You don't look well. I may want
to kill you most days but today isn't one of them.' Rosie was worried.
Keith could have died in front of her, and she was sure the Big Man
knew it, too. 'Come on, let me make the call?'

'Ah, fuck off. You'll do what you're told,' Keith laughed. His face
then softened as he leant and grabbed both Rosie's hands in his big
bear-like mitts. 'Look, sweetie, this is just between us, okay? You
know I like you and I trust you, but I'm starting to think I'm the only
one around here who does.'

Rosie felt sick. She couldn't believe what she was hearing. Did no
one like her? At all? Hadn't anyone seen how heinous her job was?
As one of the only departments at the network that didn't actually
generate money – just spent it – publicity was a quick ball to hit over
the no-try blame line. But had they not realised what she'd managed
to keep out of the press? The Big Man's drinking and health problems
being a big fat case in point. Did they not see how hard she was
working? That her job was hell?

When a burp of angry bile hit the back of her throat, Rosie started
scouring the office with her eyes for a bin, bag, anything – she was
suddenly so ill it was as though all that acid festering in her knotted
guts for months was demanding liberation – now! Jesus, woman, you
can't hurl in the CEO's office! Get yourself together!!

'Look, I don't mean that to be taken too hard,' Keith said, suddenly
registering Rosie's ashen face. 'And I know it hasn't been easy and
I know your old mates back in newspapers are giving you a hard
time, but this business is about relationships. At the moment yours
here aren't good. I know Johnno probably just has his prick in a
flap because he hasn't nailed you, but Nash is on my back about
you too now. And Alicia's in my ear constantly clucking on about
drama. I just need you to try to get on with them. I know Nash is a
touchy one, especially around sheilas. They don't call him the Ankle
for nothing –'

'The Ankle?'

'Yeah, a few feet lower than a cunt – raaaaaark! – but you don't
want him offside. He may be a mongrel of a human being but what
that man doesn't know about TV . . .'

Rosie bit her lip. She knew there was no use even trying to
argue with Keith about Nash. The man had spent his entire career
convincing his boss he understood what ordinary Australians
wanted – not a bad effort considering he earned almost $2 million
a year plus bonuses, thought the eastern suburbs of Sydney were
Australia's heartland, and had married the first woman he ever
managed to convince to have sex with him, probably realising he
might never be so lucky again. He was hardly the every-bloke type.

'As for Johnno,' Keith continued, 'I know he tends to think through
his cock but he's under a lot of pressure at the moment so maybe try
to be a bit nicer to him? Programming isn't an easy job.'

Rosie agreed: Johnno sure was under pressure. Perceived by Keith
as one of his anointed, a lad who 'actually knew about television',
lately Johnno's sheen had lost some of its lustre, with the network
nosediving in the ratings, advertising haemorrhaging, several
program launches failing spectacularly, record numbers of viewers
complaining and press ridicule a daily event. And now, with bean
counters on board like Bettina Arthur, who only cared about the
bottom line – and not female bottoms like the lads – Johnno was
starting to smell like yesterday's prawns.

Not that he showed any vulnerability. Nope, Johnno remained
as cocky as ever, and no wonder. With his quick, laconic wit, big
blue eyes that even Rosie had to admit seemed to twinkle when he
laughed, golden blonde hair and a lean swimmer's body, he was a big
hit with the women at the network. Rosie had lost count of how many
had dropped their bundles – and their knickers – at the thought of
being the one to hook the notorious bachelor. Problem was, he never
stayed on the line long, always moving on to sport more female game
he was none too discreet about.

'Keith, I understand everything you're saying and once again I
recommend you find someone who actually wants to do this job. You
know my heart lies in news and—'

'I won't have any of that,' Keith countered dismissively. 'I know
it's hard here and you've got a shit of a job, don't think I don't. But
I picked you to come and work here and I will choose when you go
and it won't be before I fucking do, you hear? Fuck those two. We
need more like you, I know that. Consider yourself a trailblazer. If
you can survive, you'll open this place up to more women like you.
I hired you 'cause I thought you were ballsy. Don't turn into a bloody
sheila on me now.'

Rosie took a second to breathe and consider her response. Looking
around, she realised there was no point trying to illustrate the irony
in Keith's last comment. She stared at the painting hanging behind
Keith's desk, the one she called 'Who Killed Bambi?' It was your
typical men's hunting lodge fare, large, dark and imposing, featuring
a doe-eyed impala joining the food chain courtesy of a lion ravaging
its throat. In the background several more lions were heading in for
the kill. There was no better metaphor for how Rosie felt at that very
moment – and no better reminder that the Big Man, too, had others
sniffing around, waiting for a moment of vulnerability.

'Now, what happened downstairs that got Nash's nuts in a twist?'
Keith asked.

'It was nothing to do with Nash, Keith. He happened to come by
my office while one of my staff members was in distress, that's all.
Nash saw her crying and it was frankly none of his business coming
to you. She's fine now and all is good – well, as good as it can be.'

'Make it good,' Keith asserted, 'and while you're at it, quit the diet
jokes. You know the fat fuck has no sense of humour about such
things.'

'Er, okay, I guess I did take things a little far there,' Rosie admitted,
chastened.

Keith wasn't listening, though, focused once again on the jumble
of remote controls around him. Rosie had lost him but decided she
still needed to discuss a few home truths. This was always a risk with
powerful men. They liked smart women around them but usually only
when they were being reassured or agreed with. When you started
telling them what they didn't want to hear, that's when they wanted
you dumb. Ah, to hell with it. What's left to lose?

'Keith, we have to talk about that Kennedys meeting this
morning,' Rosie said bravely. 'I mean, really, you can't speak like that
to colleagues.'

'All right, Jesus, what's up you today? It's like you're—'

'Don't say it, Keith, I warn you!' Rosie cut in.

'Raaark,' the Big Man squawked back, knowing how much the
perennial period jibe riled her.

Rosie couldn't help but smile as Keith laughed. She realised that
when Keith was happy, she was too.

'Honestly, how do you expect me to keep you out of the news
when every network CEO and publicity director was there at the
Kennedys meeting? Look, I know you get nervous but you have to
pull it in a little. Things have changed here. Bettina Arthur is a fact
of life. As is digital. It's a different world from the one you're used
to.' Rosie knew the Big Man was taking in her every word, despite
hating what he was hearing. She had to stop herself from reaching
over to hug him. He really was TV Rex out of his natural habitat.

'Hey, and thanks for chucking me out of the programming
meeting,' she added, trying to lighten things up. 'It's not easy to tell
the public and press what's on the network when you don't know
yourself.'

'That's fucking Johnno and Nash,' Keith snapped irritably. 'They
reckon you're talking to the Sentinel. Nash actually told me you used
to have a thing with one of the reporters there, Greg Leach.'

How the hell did The Darkness know that?

'That was a long time ago, Keith, and I can assure you my former
colleague and I are both respectful of each other's positions today.
That doesn't mean I haven't grilled him as to who the actual leak is,
though.'

'What does he say?'

'That it's closer than I think, which has me worried. Even the sales
guys don't know half the stuff that's made it into the Sentinel.'

'Watch what you say there,' Keith said sternly. 'I'll protect my boys
like I protect you – until I find out who's doing the talking, that is.
Then I will personally fucking kill them.'

'Fine, Keith,' Rosie replied in a squeak.

'Now, you can piss off,' Keith continued, his attention back on the
TVs on the wall. 'Just try to be a bit patient with the boys, okay?'

'Grrrr,' Rosie answered, scrunching her brows into her angry face.

Keith grinned at her pathetic attempt to scold him and waved
his large hand to signal enough. Just as she reached the door he
asked one last question: 'Rosie, do you think I made a mistake with
Hunt?'

She looked back at the big mass of a man and saw how small and
vulnerable he really was. 'I will never lie to you, Keith, so the answer
is yeah, I reckon you did.'





CHAPTER 10

Rosie spent the time between her drama with Keith and her four
o'clock with Bettina Arthur wisely. She wrote a press release with
quotes that made Graham Hunt sound contrite. Then she instructed
her staff that there would be no further comment on the matter and
personally rang every journalist who had called earlier to ensure
they had received the statement and would say no more. This was, of
course, an opportunity for her to get a sense of how they might skew
their stories or, in other words, just how high the sewage tide line
would be the next day.

Like seagulls, everyone wanted a chip thrown their way but Rosie
wasn't tossing. She knew they would be searching Hunt's closet for
skeletons and she suspected it held many. She was also aware that her
counterparts at Three would be only too happy to indulge in witch-hunts
in any way they could. So much for the feigned sympathy
her counterpart at Three, Val Richards, had tried to pass off at this
morning's Kennedys meeting.

Once she'd dealt with the other journos, Rosie knew she could no
longer put off the inevitable. It was time to call Greg Leach at the
Sentinel. She was keen to find out how on earth Simon 'The Darkness'
Nash had discovered they'd once had a fling, as it was a bonk buddy
relationship at best, and she'd counted on Leach's discretion.

Before she picked up the phone, Rosie got up and shut her office
door. After what had already gone on today, she didn't want anyone
overhearing the conversation. As much as she tried, she couldn't
believe one of her own staff could be the leak. Still, there was no
point taking chances, even though she prided herself on having an
open door policy with colleagues at all times. Yet another principle
compromised, she realised.

Greg picked up his phone after two rings.
'Sentinel.'

'Greg, Rosie Lang, Network—'

'No need for you to explain who you are, Rosie. I'm glad you
called, though. I've been trying you all day.'

'I know and I'm sorry. There's been a bit going on here.'

'You're not wrong. My editor is on my back about getting a
follow-up on Hunt. I'm really going to need a comment from you. It
was a lovely dinner last night, by the way. You looked quite beautiful
in that dress. Wish I'd stayed on by the sound of things.'

'I have nothing to say in addition to the statement we released
earlier, Greg. Sorry.' Rosie knew she needed to draw a professional
line in the sand early.

'Come on, Rosie, you can't leave it like that. I mean, his marriage
will need to be addressed in some way.'

'Greg, I'm sorry but the network has nothing more to say. Full
stop. End of story. And Graham's marriage is his business.'

'But he'll need to say something about his ex wife's allegations,
surely?'

Rosie sucked in a deep breath and braced herself. 'What do you
mean, ex wife's allegations, Greg?'

'Holy shit, you don't know, do you?'

'Don't know what, Greg?'

'Rosie, I can't tell you . . . although I guess you'll find out soon
enough. What's the time by the way?'

'Greg, please, don't stuff me around. I'm not in the mood. What
don't I know?'

'Look, I'll give you the heads-up. Watch Around Australia at six-thirty
then call me back.'

'Greg, please. I've had a horrible day. Just tell me, will you?'

'Three has an exclusive with Hunt's ex wife that'll be front page
news for us tomorrow . . . Rosie, you still there?'

'I'm here,' she finally answered, the phone hanging limply in her
hand.

'Not a good day, huh?' Leach replied, trying to sound sympathetic.
'You can always come back to the light side and leave that place,
you know. You're a nice writer, Rosie, always have been. I think
that husband of yours tried to overshadow you. Just because he's
won awards doesn't mean he's bloody Hemingway. He's a first-class
wanker, if you ask me.'

'I didn't, but thanks, Greg. For everything. I mean that. But I'm
sure you can imagine I have a lot to do now.'

'I sure can imagine that,' he laughed. 'I'd love to be a fly on your
office wall.'

'Well, someone from the paper already is, Greg, so there may not
be room,' Rosie replied sharply. 'You seem to know more about what's
happening here than I do.'

'Rosie, I've told you a dozen times, I can't reveal my sources. You
know that.'

Rosie understood only too well but it infuriated her that her old
friend was privy to the leak's source and wouldn't share.

'I understand, but it's not easy,' she replied.

'That's PR for you,' Greg responded. 'Bitch of a job if you ask me.
I don't know how you do it.'

'I don't either,' Rosie answered.

'I feel for you, babe, I really do. Hey, I heard about Jeff and
Heather,' Greg continued. 'That's gotta be tough.'

Rosie took a second to control herself. Of course the entire Sentinel
knew about her ex's marriage plans, she rationalised. Jeff still wrote a
weekly column for the paper.

'Yeah, divorce. What can I say? It ain't easy,' Rosie said, trying to
sound chipper and failing miserably.

'Well, if you need a shoulder to cry on, you know where I
live . . .'

Rosie was almost tempted. Just to curl up in a man's strong arms
was what she needed, but even her old port in a storm from her single
days was off-limits to her now.

'Thanks, Greg, you're a sweetie, but I think you understand
that might be a little compromising. Hey, can I ask you one more
question – did you ever tell anyone else about you and me, you know,
in the old days . . . ?'

'Of course not! You know I wouldn't!'

Greg's anger at her accusation relieved Rosie momentarily. She
didn't think he would be the Johnno Johnston type, big-noting his
sexual conquests to all interested parties and those, like Rosie, who
would rather not know.

'Cool, I believe you,' she said, and meant it.

'Hey, babe, good luck and don't forget to call me. I'll be waiting
by my phone. We'll want a fresh quote from you guys when you've
seen what the ex has to say. You know our deadlines but, as always,
sooner is better than later.'

'I'll do my best,' she replied curtly.

'And, Rosie,' Greg continued, 'it would be good if it could be
exclusive.'

'Yes, it would, wouldn't it,' she said cheekily, then hung up and
frantically dialled Mae's extension.

'He's not here,' Mae answered when she saw Rosie's number light
up.

'Mae, I need to speak to him. It's urgent.'

'He's actually gone home sick, if you can believe it,' Mae replied.
'First time I can recall in twenty-four years. What's happening?'

'Armageddon, that's what.'

Rosie shocked even herself with the efficiency of what happened
next. First, she rang Allan Bales's PA and told her to clear whoever was
in his office out – and pronto – as she was on her way up to see the
head of news right now. Then she rang legal and told the network's top
lawyer, Richard Barker, to meet her in Bales's office immediately. She
gave Lisa the job of finding Hunt and getting his sorry arse to the news
department – fast. As she was scrambling for a notepad, she looked up
and saw Bettina at her desk.

'Oh hell, I'm so sorry, Bettina, but something's come up and now
really isn't the best time. I'm going to have to reschedule our chat.'

Bettina gave her one of those looks that said, wordlessly, she thought
Rosie was a dishevelled, out-of-control mess. 'Dear me, Rose, you are
hard to get five minutes with,' Bettina said icily. 'What I have to say
to you is quite important, you know.'

'I know it is, Bettina, honest I do, but I have a bit of an emergency
on my hands.'

'Perhaps I can help?'

Yeah, you could get out of my face.

'Oh no, Bettina, I'll be fine. Just a hiccup. Happens every so often.'

'Well, if it's just a hiccup, I can have at least a minute then,' Bettina
said, closing Rosie's office door behind her.

Go away, will you, pest? Shoo!

'Rose, we need to speak about that meeting this morning. I have
never in my entire working life witnessed such behaviour,' Bettina
said, taking a seat. Rosie wasn't sure if she was talking about the
Kennedys meeting or Graham Hunt's performance but knew neither
was a good option.

'I think this network needs some big changes at the top. Plans are
in place and I need to know whether you want to be part of the new
Network Six or stick with the old. It's that simple.'

What Rosie really wanted to do was get on her knees, grab Bettina's
feet and beg her, for the love of God, to give her a payout and release
her from this living hell. But unforunately Rosie needed the money,
especially now she was paying for Leon's daycare as well as most of
the ridiculous mortgage on the Bondi house Jeff had insisted they
buy so he could be close to his beloved surf. Instead, she thanked
Bettina for her honesty and told her she would give things a lot of
thought. She was not about to betray Big Keith for anything or
anyone despite a nagging feeling that he might not reciprocate the
loyalty.

'I do hope to have you onside, Rose,' Bettina said. 'Let's face it, the
network needs more women like us.'

Rosie balked at the thought that she was a woman like Bettina.

'However, as much as I want you onside, I must also point out
that you can be replaced. I might come from a different world
than TV but I know business. Human resources are just resources.
Everyone – even me – is expendable in the end if it betters the
product and the bottom line.'

Rosie blanched at having been called a resource – and an
expendable one at that.

How does she expect to run a business fuelled on ego when people are
referred to as commodities?

'If I were you I wouldn't go calling the network talent "resources",
Bettina,' Rosie cautioned the steely woman in front of her. 'Morale is
low enough around this place.'

'This is no longer a vanity business run by old men intent on ratings,
not revenue, Rose. We will be moving on, that's all I'm saying.'

'I hear you, Bettina.'

'You may well think I'm the villain here, Rose, but behaviour like
this morning's simply has to stop. Keith's performance was absolutely
intolerable on every level. Tell me you agree. You can't possibly defend
that type of behaviour?'

Poor bloody Keith, Rosie thought. He didn't win any friends today.

'I understand things have to change, Bettina, and as I said earlier,
I'll give a lot of thought to what we've discussed. But in the meantime
I really have to go. There are several people waiting for me in a
meeting, so if you don't mind?'

'All right, Rose. I've said what needs to be said. It's up to you
now.'





CHAPTER 11

The news department was probably the place Rosie felt most
comfortable and familiar in the entire network, which was surprising
given the cool reaction she received from the journos on the floor.
For a while she took it personally, until Allan Bales explained to her
that, just like newspaper reporters, they tended to look down on one
of their own who had gone to the dark side.

Rosie wasn't surprised when she learned this, as her very own
husband had done the same, deeming publicity a soft and humiliating
option for the wife of an award-winning writer.

As she entered Bales's office, she saw that Hunt and the lawyer
were already there as she'd requested, with the addition of Simon
Nash and Johnno Johnston.

'Gentlemen,' she said to the unwelcome duo, 'you're a surprise.
I don't know what this matter has to do with entertainment or
programming.' Even as she said the words, Rosie knew she shouldn't
have. She just didn't need matters to become even more complicated
than they already were.

Of course, it was Nash who fired back first, never one to take
a slight lightly. 'I hardly think it's up to you, Rose, to determine
which executives should be involved in such matters, especially
when you've done very little to help the situation thus far.' He shot
her his insidious grin, the one that made Rosie reconsider her pacifist
philosophy. She wanted to strangle the mean bastard until his hair
plugs popped.

'As Keith has gone home ill,' he went on, 'I am effectively in charge,
as instructed by Bettina Arthur, who, by the way, I have also asked to
join this meeting.'

Instructed by Bettina Arthur? I can imagine what Keith would think
about that!

'Now, if we can get to business, I hear we have quite a mess on our
hands with your charge Graham Hunt.'

My charge? I hardly hired him!

Rosie glanced at Allan Bales, who looked as pissed off with the
situation as she felt. Then the door opened and in came Bettina
Arthur.

'Good of you to come at short notice, Bettina,' Nash smarmed as
she took a chair beside him.

'Not a problem at all,' Bettina answered, clearly flattered. 'From
talking to Rose earlier I had no idea the matter was so serious.'

Great. Anyone else care to take a kick?

'It seems Rose's communication skills aren't quite up to par at
the moment, Bettina,' Nash replied. 'Frankly this concerns me,
considering she's our public mouthpiece.'

It took Rosie all her strength not to flee the room and keep on
running. The only thing that saved her was that she didn't want to
give Simon Nash the satisfaction.

'If everyone has finished critiquing my communications skills, you
may be interested to know the latest on Hunt,' Rosie said without
trying to hide the animosity in her voice. Allan Bales winked at her
approvingly.

Rosie told them about Greg Leach's tip-off before turning to
Hunt. 'Graham, what could your first wife possibly say about you?'

'She's a fucking mental case,' Hunt replied, still immune to Bettina
Arthur's dislike of colourful language. 'Bitch could say anything.'

'How did things end with you? Was it amicable?' Rosie asked.

'Shit no, the psycho took out a restraining order against me.
Reckons I beat her up.'

The room went silent as every pair of eyes turned to the obnoxious
saviour of news.

'And did you?' Rosie said, asking the question no one else seemed
willing to.

'Look, I pushed her a couple of times. Bitch always went me first.'

Charming, Rosie thought to herself. Could this guy be more repulsive?
'Were any charges ever laid?' she asked.

'Yeah, but she retracted them later. Bitch knew they'd never
stick.'

'Okay, Richard, where do we stand here?' she said, turning to the
head of the network's legal department. 'Is there any way we can get
an injunction against Around Australia to stop them broadcasting?'

'I doubt it,' Richard Barker replied. 'We'd never get it cleared
through the court in time. I could scare them enough to stop them
broadcasting anything that could be defamatory, though. They'd be
cautious about having to compensate after the fact.'

'Scaring sounds good,' Rosie said.

'It's not exactly proper practice, however,' Richard continued, 'and
we'd be setting ourselves up to have them do the same at will.'

'Simon?' Rosie asked, turning to her nemesis.

'Go do it now, Richard. Get them frightened,' Nash said, ignoring
Rosie and turning instead to directly address the legal head.

'I'll do my best,' Richard Barker answered, glancing at Hunt
critically as he left the room.

Once again there was silence until Rosie spoke up. 'Allan, I think
we need to get Up To Date to run a spoiler, maybe exploit the scorned
woman hell-bent on revenge angle,' she said. 'Perhaps we should
suggest that the former Mrs Hunt is not having the easiest time
adjusting to her ex's new marriage and subsequent pregnancy.'

'Done,' he replied, turning to Hunt. 'Are you going to be able to
pull this off for me though, Hunt? I need you to go out there and
say you love and respect your ex wife and hope she finds the help she
needs. You fuck this up and we're both cactus.'

'Sure I can,' Hunt replied smugly. 'I'll need a script though.'

Even Simon Nash rolled his eyes at that one.

'Fine,' Rosie said. 'I'll have something for you in ten.'

'All right, we have tonight covered but what are we going to do to
repair this going forward?' Nash asked.

'I'm calling in some big favours, that's what,' Rosie told him. 'Now,
if you don't mind, I have some grovelling to do.'

As she got up to leave the room, Nash piped up again: 'Don't blow
things, Rose,' he said. 'You're running out of second chances.'

'Oh, thanks for your support, Simon,' she replied. 'As always you've
been such a great help.'

Back in her own office Rosie slammed the door, cursing Nash
under her breath like some schizophrenic bag lady at Central Station.
On her desk was another long list of messages. Three were from her
mother, of course, and there was yet another from Lou asking her
to call ASAP. There was also a handwritten post-it on her computer
screen from Portia, saying she didn't feel well and had gone home.
Hell, I never found out what had her so upset. All of it would have to
wait yet again.

The sun was disappearing over the peaceful suburban landscape
that mocked her from her office window. That life could carry on
normally for others in the vicinity of such chaos seemed cruel, unfair
and ironic. In the old days, sunset had meant the end of work and
the beginning of her home life. These days, the beauty of the fading
light only reminded her that she wasn't with her son where she was
supposed to be, tying that guilt knot in her stomach a tad tighter.

Rather than ruminate on what she wasn't doing, Rosie focused
on what had to be done. Her first call was to the editor of Australian
Woman which, luckily for Rosie, was partly owned by Tang.Inc and
was thus obliged to run positive Channel Six stories. The editor would
be resentful, of course; the only time the network gave her anything
in return was when they had TV crews tag along on the magazine's
swimwear fashion shoots. They used the resulting footage as filler on
Up To Date – blatant pervs disguised as news stories – and called it
'cross promotion'.

By the time the call was over, Rosie had the editor's word that
Graham Hunt and his pregnant wife would feature on their next
cover, along with a question-and-answer interview with copy
approval. Rosie hated having to ask for final approval on stories.
Having been a journalist herself she knew that only meant censorship
and interference. However, as all the Hollywood stars these days
demanded it – you simply couldn't get a cover photo released without
a publicist sanctioning the accompanying story – at least the editors
were used to such annoyances.

The editor of Australian Woman was a great girl who was used
to trade-offs disguised as stories, but that didn't stop Rosie from
being aware that she would now owe a big favour in kind. Hopefully
Alicia's drama would have someone with a nice story she could offer
the magazine as an exclusive. Rosie then recalled her conversation
with Portia about the lesbian lead and shuddered at the thought of
what Alicia was cooking up.

She then sent Hunt an email cc'd to Allan Bales and Simon Nash,
telling him that from the next day on he would be wearing a pink
ribbon on air. He was also to find a story within his past that he
could exploit – breast cancer sufferer would be ideal – as he needed
to show his sympathetic side to the public. As he didn't actually have
one, she realised she would have to create it for him.

I really am going to hell, Rosie thought as she mentally flagellated
herself yet again.

Before she sent the email, she added a PS at the bottom, telling
Hunt it was time to open up his home (Oz Interiors would love it) and
that he was to take his dog to work with him starting from now.

'Wind the windows down when you get near the gatehouse!' the
email read. 'I'll ensure a photographer will be there waiting. Do not
say a word – I can't stress that enough – but do wave.'

Rosie knew every paper would be after a fresh shot of Hunt the
next day and a pic of Mr News with his dog in tow like a regular
every-bloke would appeal to the nation's pet lovers at least. Finally,
she drafted the speech for Hunt to read on Up To Date and again
cc'd it to Bales and Nash with a red flag to signify the email was
urgent. Rosie was amazed how little time it took her to bash it out
and how easily the lies flowed from her fingertips.

I have just turned a wife-bashing bastard into a good bloke. I am not
only going to hell, I'm already through the gates and feeling the burn.





CHAPTER 12

It was 7.45 pm by the time Rosie drove her trusty old Jeep out the
network gates and into bumper-to-bumper traffic which had turned
all the entrances to the Harbour Bridge into a veritable car park. She
couldn't work out what was making her feel worse: the memory of
the Kennedys meeting, her dummy spit at Graham Hunt, Portia, her
ultimatum from Bettina, Keith's fall, or the fact that she hadn't yet
rung her mother to apologise for picking Leon up late. Oh yeah, and
her ex husband had told her he was getting married. Maybe that had
something to do with it too.

She was sure the spectacle she had just witnessed – the duelling
Graham Hunt stories on two different current affairs shows – were
the real reason for the guilt churning inside her. By the time Richard
Barker was through with threatening legal action, Channel Three's
story had been cut to shreds. Instead of exposing Hunt as a wife-beater
and serial philanderer, all that was left was a wishy-washy piece
depicting an obviously bitter woman who was far from sympathetic.
Because Three couldn't pull it at the last moment, they cut out
anything even slightly libellous, which meant everything that in any
way painted Hunt to be the low life he was.

Poor original Mrs Hunt wasn't helped by the truly fantastic hatchet
job Allan Bales and the Up To Date producers had managed to turn
around in an hour. Their piece made Hunt look like a man haunted
by his irrational ex, a great bloke who just wanted to get on with his
new life.

Rosie's speech went down well and Hunt did what he did best –
kept to the script. As she heard her words come out of his mouth,
explaining how his ex's constant sniping and his concern for her
fragile mental health had led him to 'let off some steam' after the
press dinner the previous night, she had never been so disgusted with
herself. The smug bastard had come across like a veritable saint, and
Rosie had been a major part of making that happen.

At a standstill in the queue for the Harbour Tunnel, Rosie pulled
down the visor in front of her to take stock of what she looked like.
Shite was the first word that came to mind as she took in her drained
complexion, puffy eyes, frazzled hair and a nasty stress zit which had
emerged some time during the day. She also noted the lines around
her eyes. A year ago they had only been visible when she laughed or
smiled, two things she hadn't been doing a lot of lately.

What has happened to you? Rosie silently asked her reflection. When
did your inner light go out? Is this what Jeff saw before he left?

She slapped the visor back up in disgust and rifled through her bag
for a cigarette. She already felt like death, so she might as well inhale
some noxious toxins to help things along. As she lit the coffin nail,
the sinister carousel chime started up yet again.

'Rosie Lang speaking,' she answered, knowing very well who was
on the other end.

'Well, well, that was an amazing stunt you just pulled. Very good,
Rosie. I see you're getting the hang of this PR game.'

'Well, Greg, it is my job now,' she answered brusquely.

'Yes, I guess it is. Excuse me if I prefer to remember you as a real
journalist.'

'Funnily enough, Greg, I remember when you were too, before
media gossip was your portfolio,' she snapped back.

'Touché! You always were a feisty one. God, remember when we
were both on courts together? You used to chase after those crims
through six lanes of traffic in high heels without a second thought.
They're lucky to have you there. I hope they know that. By the way,
that speech of his had you all over it. I told you you're a nice writer.'

Rosie felt a tightness in her chest. She wasn't used to compliments.
'Is there a point to this call?'

'Have dinner with me.'

'I thought I did last night.'

'No, not with other journos . . .'

'Greg, why do you keep doing this?'

'Because I fancy you like crazy.'

'You have to understand that as far as my bosses are concerned,
you're enemy number one. I can hardly be seen going out with you.'

'We'll hide then.'

'Greg, please . . . do you want a fresh quote regarding Hunt or
not?'

'Nah, I already have one.'

'What do you mean you already have one? There's a blanket ban
on anyone talking to the press about Hunt.'

'Yeah, but I have my Deep Throat, remember.'

Rosie felt her entire body tense with anger.

'Yeah, so you do, Greg. I really can't see why, as an old friend, you
won't at least give me a hint.'

'Not this again, Rosie,' he laughed. 'You'd have to give me a full
weekend of unbridled passion before I'd even think about it.'

'I might be a publicity whore but I'm not a prostitute, Greg,' Rosie
countered, enjoying the flirtatious banter despite herself.

'Honestly, babe,' Greg continued, 'I gotta warn you that my source
is not nice when it comes to you.'

Well, that hardly reduces the possibilities, Rosie thought. The way
things are going, that could be whittled down to . . . oh, a hundred or
so.

'Thanks for the warning, but I am a big girl,' she replied.

'You're swimming with sharks . . .'

'You know I love the ocean.'

'Touché again!'

'Why, thank you. Now, can I pick up my boy and see if I can have
an hour of home life?'

'Fair enough. How is the little tyke?'

'From what I can remember, he is the most precious, wonderful
thing that's ever taken a breath.'

'At least one good thing came out of your marriage. I'm jealous.'

'Well, Greg, maybe if you didn't run from every relationship you
form you might be a dad too one day. If I recall, you used to say that
anything over a one-night stand was as serious as you could get.'

'Yeah, well, I was an idiot.'

'Was?'

'Yeah, was. Give me another chance?'

'Greg, now is not the time and I'm certainly not in the space. But
thanks. I mean that.'

'Any time, babe. And I mean that.'

As Rosie hung up she realised she was blushing. If she was honest
with herself, Greg had always been more than just a friend with
fringe benefits to her, but as he was a self-confessed commitment-phobe,
she'd never put a lot of stock in her chances of him changing
his ways. Now, of course, when he was ready for something serious,
she was far from being able to reciprocate. Ah, the irony. Her mother
always said Greg was destined to be part of the family and—

Shit! My mother!!

Rosie took a serious deep breath and scrolled through the numbers
on her phone until she came to 'Mum'. Pressing the call button, she
repeated her breathing mantra until the unmistakable huff of her
mother's cranky voice answered.

'Rosemarie, I hope that is you,' Vera said abruptly.

As soon as she heard her tone, Rosie had an overwhelming desire
for another cigarette, so she took her chances on Vera not hearing
her light up.

'Yes, Mum, it's me, and I can't tell you how sorry I am. You
wouldn't—'

'Yes, I know, Rosemarie, I wouldn't believe the day you've had. I've
heard it all before. When was it? Oh, that's right, yesterday. You're
becoming a broken record.'

Breathe . . . breathe . . . she thought as she inhaled deeply on a
Marlboro.

'Your son hasn't had a great day either,' Vera continued. 'Remember
him? Small boy, angelic face, handsome like his father? Turns out he
had food poisoning all along. Luckily Dr Drake saw him without
an appointment. Poor little fella was severely dehydrated from
vomiting.'

'Oh, Mum, why didn't you tell me?' Rosie said, yet again realising
she should have thought before she spoke.

'Sorry, Rosemarie. Perhaps if I was a game show host or another
of your showbiz types you may have deigned to take my call. I don't
ring your office half-a-dozen times for the fun of it, you know.'

'You're right, Mum, sorry again,' Rosie replied. She had no fight
left in her for Vera. Taking another deep draw on her cigarette, she
exhaled loudly.

'ROSEMARIE! You're not smoking, are you?'

'Mum, just lay off me, will you. I need you to be gentle with me
right now . . .'

'Rosemarie, you sound awful. Are you okay?'

'No, Mum, I'm not okay, not at all,' Rosie answered. This time she
didn't even attempt to hold back her tears. 'I am absolutely miserable
in fact.' She began to sob so hard she had to pull over to the side of
the road as she could no longer see through her tears.

'Darling, where are you?' Vera asked, her voice softening from
anger to concern.

'I'm on my way, Mum. The traffic is hell. I'll be okay. I'm just so
tired.'

'Darling,' Vera said, 'you've gone and got yourself in quite a
state, haven't you? Look, Leon is sound asleep. I'm loath to disturb
him when he's been so sick. Why don't you go home to bed and
concentrate on looking after yourself tonight.'

Rosie was overwhelmed with gratitude. 'Oh, Mum, you're
wonderful. I mean that. I'm sorry, I've been such a bitch lately.'

'Oh, darling, I hate to think of you all alone in that house when
you're like this. Why don't you move back in with Dad and me for
a while?'

Rosie laughed quietly to herself. That, I am sure, would do me in
completely.

'Oh that's sweet of you, Mum, but I just need some rest.'

'Darling, you can't be on your own when you're like this. Why don't
you go and see Lou. She'll take care of you. She called me today asking
if I could get through to you. Of course I said no. She's not having the
best time either. Seems she can't get pregnant no matter what. I mean
she has everything but not what she really wants. It's a tragedy.'

Poor Lou! I've been such a bad friend.

'You're right, Mum, Lou's exactly what I need. And thanks for
looking after Leon. You're a champion.'

'Well, darling, he is my grandson, you know. It's hardly a trial
spending time with him. I do worry he misses having his dad around,
though. Not easy on a little man like him.'

'Mum, Jeff called today to tell me he's getting married.'

For the first time in her life that Rosie could recall, Vera Lang was
rendered mute.





CHAPTER 13

The traffic had started to move again by the time Rosie had pulled
herself together enough to keep driving.

With the car idling, she dialled Lou's number, let it ring twice,
then hung up and rang again. This time it answered immediately.

'Hello, stranger,' Lou answered, clearly a little ticked off.

'Honey, I am so sorry I haven't been in touch but work . . .'

'I know, it's a nightmare. You're sounding like a broken record
lately, babe.'

'Please, Lou, not you too.'

'Rosie, I've been calling you at least three times a day. Surely no
job can be so busy you can't call your best friend back. I've taken to
ringing your mother, Vera Vile, to try to get through to you. I mean,
how sad is that?'

Rosie could feel the tears well again but was so desperate for Lou to
understand the state she was in that she summoned up anger instead.

'All right, well try this: Jeff dropped Leon off sick this morning
without warning, I had to leave him at my mother's or be reported
to DOCS; the network's biggest investment, who I am supposed to
be looking after, is a pantsman with a Bolivian marching powder
problem; my boss almost had a heart attack in front of me; and I've
been told to dance with the devil or I have no job.'

'Fuck me,' replied Lou. 'Honey, where are you? I'm coming straight
there. With vodka.'

'Make that a Valium drip, babe, 'cause there's another thing. Jeff
has asked his girlfriend Heather to marry him.'

'Bull! Shut up! He's only been with her a few months . . .'

'Yep, well, it's true. And how was your day?'

'Better than yours. Honey, where are you now? How can I help?'

'You can pour me a drink and break out the straitjacket 'cause I'm
coming over.'

* * *

Finally making it across the bridge, Rosie steered towards the eastern
suburbs, straight to Queen Street, where she stopped to pick up two
bottles of red and another packet of cigarettes.

From there, she made two left turns and parked under a verdant
canopy of trees, straight in front of the familiar fence groaning under
the weight of unclipped jasmine.

Given that Lou and Stephen's house was in one of the snootiest
streets in Sydney, it was as inconspicuous as it was charming, just
like the couple who lived there. It was also a bit of hippy bohemia
in a suburb better known for bonds than bongs, with its dozens of
garden wind chimes pinging in the evening breeze, interrupting the
sounds of BMWs and Range Rovers pulling into automated garages
nearby.

Little did the neighbours know that behind the unkempt garden
walls was one of the best dope crops south of Byron Bay – well, at
least that's what Lou claimed about her beloved hooch plants.

'You look like shit warmed up,' Lou said as she opened the front
door. 'Here, quick, get this into you. It's from last year's crop. Organic,
of course,' she said, handing Rosie the burning joint.

Rosie laughed to herself, marvelling at how flawless Lou looked
with so little effort. Tall, lean and naturally blonde, Lou was one of
those women so visually arresting she could silence a room with her
mere presence.

'I'd better not get stoned yet,' Rosie said, leaning forward to
embrace her friend. 'I might get paranoid and, believe me, a case of
the heebie-jeebies is the last thing I need right now.'

'It's that bad, is it?' Lou answered, momentarily taking the joint
out of her mouth to return the hug. 'Come on inside and let's have a
drink, then you can tell Aunty Lou all about it.'

Lou led Rosie down the hallway and into the stadium-like main
room that formed the heart of the house.

Although Lou had unlimited money to decorate, Rosie loved that
she still raided Newtown's backstreet stores and secondhand outlets
in search of eclectic bargains to furnish her home. Huge embroidered
Indian pillows were thrown into the recessed area around the massive
open fireplace like a padded adult version of the kids' ball room at
Ikea. Over-stuffed lounges were adorned with tribal blankets from
Lou's travels to Nepal and Peru and amateur paintings of faded roses
and dingy streetscapes shared space on the walls with the real art she
regularly bought anonymously at auction, always because she liked
what the artist was saying and never for its investment value, which
was often substantial.

'Kick off your shoes, babe, and get comfortable,' Lou insisted.
'What's your poison? I know, let's have some champers to celebrate
you surviving your shitteous day.'

Rosie looked over at her barefoot friend and was overwhelmed
with affection.

'I love you, Lou, you know that,' she said, tears welling again.

'Fuck me, you are in a state,' answered Lou, her stoned red eyes
now misting over too. 'Honey, I hate seeing you like this.' She
hurriedly poured champagne into a water glass, ignoring the French
crystal stemmed flutes in the glasses cabinet. 'What are those pricks
doing to you? You look so sad I can't stand it. Who do I need to
kill?'

So Rosie told her, gasping for breath between every tear-filled word
like a car kangaroo hopping into gear, and ending with, 'And . . .
now . . . Jeff . . . is . . . getting . . . married!'

'Rosie, Jeff's an arsehole, always has been, always will,' Lou
confessed. 'I can say that now. I've wanted to from the beginning,
but he made you happy so I kept my mouth shut.'

'But . . . why . . . so . . . soon?' Rosie bawled back.

'Because some men just can't be alone, especially weak, egotistical
men like Jeff. He always wanted a trophy wife, not an equal. Christ,
I know the type – I've had a few myself, if you recall?'

Over the years Rosie had seen many men in Lou's life who saw
only what they wanted in her friend – her looks – choosing to ignore
her sharp brain and unbridled passion as unfortunate affectations
they could iron out over time. More fool them.

'Jeff wanted someone pretty on his arm at dinner parties, someone
who'd nod dutifully at his boorish opinions,' Lou said, patting her
friend's long, russet tresses away from her freckled, tear-stricken
face. 'He said he wanted you to have a career but as soon as you
had Leon he was very happy for you to stay home and raise his
child. There was only ever room in your house for one star and he
was it.'

Rosie felt better hearing Lou say what she knew to be true. Jeff
had suppressed her in so many ways, spiritually, physically and
mentally. She always knew it deep down, but it was a relief to finally
acknowledge the fact openly.

'Now, come on,' Lou continued, 'let's have a drink or ten and see
if we can't get a smile back on your beautiful face. I've missed you
so much.'

For the first time that day – no, make it that month – Rosie felt so
happy and content, she didn't even notice the sound of the carousel
repeatedly ringing out in her handbag in the hallway.

By the time Stephen wandered in an hour or so later, the two friends
were collapsed into each other, giggling like Japanese schoolgirls.

'What's going on here then?' he said, surveying the smouldering
joint, the empty bottle, the half-full bottle . . .

'Stephen!' Rosie yelled, struggling to get up out of her pillow
surrounds and falling back down on her bum with an ungainly
thump. Realising she was stuck where she was, she beckoned him
towards her. 'Come and give me a hug,' she ordered. But Stephen was
already on his knees and crawling between the pillows.

'Geez, we've missed you, Rosie,' Stephen said as he embraced her.
'Where the hell have you been? I understand you're busy but it's been
weeks.'

'I've been in hell, honey. I'm so sorry. I've missed you both so much
too.'

Rosie noticed Lou tousle her husband's dark hair as he hugged her
warmly.

Why can't I have a relationship like that? she thought, before
admonishing herself for being so selfish. Lou and Stephen had
problems too. Rosie's lip began to tremble again, something Lou
picked up on quickly.

'Babe, can you make us that thing we had the other night – you
know, the curry with the lentils and chickpeas,' Lou asked, putting
on a cute voice she knew her husband couldn't resist.

'Of course I will. Good idea,' Stephen said, realising his wife was
not done counselling her friend yet. Noticing the two spent joint
butts in the ashtray, he added with a grin, 'I'll make a big batch.
Looks like you two will be hungry.'

Under cover of the noise Stephen was making opening and closing
cupboard doors, Rosie leaned in close to Lou and grasped both of her
hands in her own.

'Tell me,' she said in a whisper, 'what's happening with you?'

Rosie watched her friend's beautiful face fill with unmistakable
pain and wondered if she should even have raised the topic.

'I'm stuffed,' Lou replied sadly. 'We keep trying to get pregnant
but it's getting to the point where we aren't enjoying it any more. It's
heartbreaking.'

'Oh honey, don't give up yet,' Rosie replied, not knowing what else
to say.

'Thanks, but it will have to stop at some stage. This will be our
fourth round of IVF and so far, nothing. Those drugs they make me
take are turning me feral. I hate them. I mean, thank God for pot,
otherwise I reckon I would've taken out half of Woollahra with an
Uzi by now.'

Rosie felt paralysed with grief for her friend.

'Oh, Lou, I'll have your baby for you if it gets to that. I'd carry it,
you can have an egg of mine, you can have a dozen, anything.'

'I know you would,' Lou said, cupping Rosie's face in her hands.
'You've already given me my godson and for that I'm eternally
grateful. But Stephen and I have talked about this and if we aren't
meant to have children then we have no choice but to accept it. We
have each other. Maybe we're greedy to hope for more.'

Rosie was overwhelmed with conflicting emotions. Her friend,
with so much to offer a child, was gracious enough to accept her
destiny, while she, with a healthy child, was so desperately unhappy
with her lot.

'Lou, you shouldn't deny yourself the chance to be a mother.
Honestly, you're the most wonderful woman I know. What about
adoption? Think of all those kids you saw when you were in Cambodia
last year that need a home.'

Lou smiled at Rosie's kindness.

'Yeah, that's definitely an option. I mentioned it to my mother,
though, and she nearly coughed up a kidney stone. I don't think she's
too happy about having our bloodline diluted.' Lou tilted the end of
her nose with her finger, indicating her mother's uppity attitude.

'All the more reason to adopt a bloody village if you ask me,' Rosie
replied. 'Go for it, honey, get your name on a list and let's get you a
baby.'

Rosie was thrilled to see a cheeky smile return to her friend's face
just as Stephen came back.

'Dinner's on,' he said, helping himself to a glass of champagne.
'Can I join you? I wouldn't mind catching the late news.'

Stephen didn't wait for a reply. Instead, he grabbed the master
remote from a nearby antique child's desk that acted as a side table –
another of Lou's charming touches – and dived in to join the girls.

At the press of a button, a large screen dropped down from the
ceiling, as big as the one in the executive screening room back at the
network.

Stephen channel-hopped until he got the news on Network Three,
Rosie noted. Even her best friends were no longer tuning to Six for
the nightly bulletin, just like the rest of the nation.

After an item on yet another cab-driver stabbing in North Sydney,
a blurry photo with the word 'SCANDAL' emblazoned on it appeared
behind the newsreader's head. If Rosie hadn't been stoned, she would
have sworn it was a picture of Graham Hunt.

'And in late breaking news,' the presenter intoned, 'the Three
newsroom has received a series of photographs taken on a camera
phone showing controversial Network Six newsreader Graham Hunt
snorting a white powder believed to be cocaine in a toilet cubicle last
night. The photographs also reveal the thirty-one-year-old in various
sexually explicit poses with an unidentified blonde woman. The
incident in the toilet allegedly took place in a Kings Cross nightclub
following a press dinner held to announce Hunt as the new face of
the troubled network's national news bulletins. An interview with
Lorraine Hunt, the newsreader's ex wife, was scheduled for broadcast
on Australia Tonight this evening, but was halted by Network Six
lawyers shortly before it was to be aired. However, in light of the new
revelations, the full, unedited report will be aired following this late-night
bulletin. Hunt, who is expecting a child with his second wife,
denies his ex wife's allegations of drug use and physical abuse . . .'

Rosie didn't hear what else was said. She was frantically searching
for her handbag in a shocked daze. It was Stephen who found it in
the hall and silently handed it to Rosie as Lou looked on, mute with
concern.

After clumsily trying to locate the phone in the cavernous black
tote with no success, Rosie tipped its contents out on the floor, fell to
her knees and scrabbled through the mess like a junkie looking for
a lost pill.

Her hands were shaking so much her fingers couldn't flip the
phone open when she finally found it, tempting her to smash the
damn thing to bits.

Eventually she prised it up and saw instantly just how much trouble
she was in. There were seventeen missed calls and one text message.
Before she even looked at the caller IDs she decided to check the text.
It was from an unknown number and simply said:

Keith hospitalised. St Andrews. Intensive care.
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CHAPTER 14

Rosie double-checked that both her phones were within easy reach
on the cluttered passenger seat of her car. For a second there she
was panicked by the notion that some karmic fluke had caused the
charger to fail unnoticed and she was missing a call from the hospital.
Ever since the incident at Lou's where Rosie had missed so many
important calls, she dared not lose sight of her mobile again. Ever.
Actually, she'd been told not to in no uncertain terms by everyone
from regional papers to the metro dailies, broadsheets, tabloids,
weeklies, glossies and the rival news and current affairs departments
that had been trying to get hold of her that awful night. And, most
loudly, Six's own newsroom.

Predictably, however, the worst spray came from her colleagues in
management. Rosie had never been called 'useless' in her life before.
She had now. She had also never been described as 'a moron'. She
could tick that box now too. Sure, she'd been near before – newspaper
folk on deadlines aren't known for their niceties – but never had
such venom been levelled at her with such spite as the night of
Keith's heart attack. As a result of her 'overwhelming incompetence
and audacity to be out of phone contact' for two hours, Rosie had
been allocated two mobiles which, as per her contract (pointed out
repeatedly during ensuing tirades), were required to be on 24/7, 365
days with no exceptions. None. And yes, that included shower and
toilet time. She refrained from asking about sleep and sex breaks,
assessing accurately that both would be considered fringe benefits
at best.

While every member of the media in Australia had her mobile
number, as did anyone who rang the switchboard and simply asked
for it, this second phone was exclusively for management – The
Darkness, Johnno Johnston, Allan Bales, Russell Frazer, her staff
in Sydney and interstate and, most importantly, Keith's wife
Elaine and his PA, Mae. It had been three weeks now since Keith's
hospitalisation and still Rosie hadn't been allowed to see him, with
Elaine banning visits from anyone connected to the network, saying
they could place undue stress on her husband's fragile heart. Even
the thought of Keith being ill seemed incongruous to Rosie, who
imagined him as an indefatigable beast, a member of a species so
inured to its environment it defies any further need to evolve. But
that was not the case and, she realised sadly, most likely wouldn't
be again.

As it was Saturday, there was little traffic once she reached the
bridge, so she wound down all her car windows to breathe in fresh,
free air while she could. She was pleased the sun was out as it meant
Leon wouldn't be playing soccer in the cold, but she had packed him
a change of clothes and his cute fluoro gumboots just in case. Rosie
hoped her ex would have the good sense to get the boy out of his
wet gear should the storm arrive as predicted. Jeff considered himself
a dictionary definition of He-man, and was determined to pass on
his rugged attributes to his son who, unfortunately, took after his
mother when it came to respiratory problems. But surely Jeff knew
the damp would only exacerbate Leon's asthma – or did he? Rosie
couldn't remember if he had been around during Leon's last attack
or not. The past year had been such a blur. Hopefully Heather, at
least, would know the right thing to do. She was about to become his
stepmother after all.

Rosie tried to banish haunting images of Leon favouring Heather
over her. They had become more familiar of late. Still, she thought,
attempting to perk herself up, even though she was off to crisis
meeting hell at the network, she was in her casual clothes and there
was a chance she'd get to savour a little of her so-called day off at
some stage. A swim at Bondi? Maybe a swing by the organic markets
before they closed? A visit to that new boutique in Paddington for a
Kennedys dress?

Rosie knew in reality she would be lucky if she even got to pick up
her dry-cleaning but had resolved to try to see the glass half full in
every situation from now on. It was that or fall into a deep dark abyss
she feared she would have no energy to climb back out of. Plus, there
was no time for such an indulgence, even though she'd come mighty
close to that perilous tipping point lately.

Nothing is as bad as it seems, look on the bright side, you have your
health, think of your son . . .

Rosie was happy to see she was a good ten minutes early as she
turned her Jeep into the network entrance and made her way to the
gatehouse to be checked in by security. The cute guard who only
worked weekends was there, grinning as she approached. Rosie
blushed as she handed him her pass, finding his good looks and
flirtatious manner unsettling. I am so out of practice with men, she
realised. Why can't I even make eye contact with the ones I'm actually
attracted to?

'Morning, Rosie,' he said merrily. 'They've got you working today
too, I see.'

'Yes,' she replied, looking anywhere but at him. 'There's a big
meeting happening.'

'Yeah, I know. Looks like all the big brass are here.'

'What do you mean, they're all here? I'm early.'

'Oh, are you? That's strange – there are at least half-a-dozen execs
who've been here since eight. You must be lucky if you've got the late
shift.'

'Oh yeah, real lucky,' Rosie answered, realising with dread that
much conversation must have already taken place without her, which
could only mean one thing – she was one of the subjects. The boys'
club in action again . . .

'Oh well, good luck,' the handsome guard continued. 'Hopefully
I'll still be here when you leave.'

'Something tells me that won't be the case, but thanks, and have
a great weekend.'

Rosie turned the corner and drove past the massive transmission
tower that stuck out like a steel dagger plunged into the heart of
Sydney's skyline and drove on to the executive car park. She would
never forget how glamorous she'd felt pulling up to the network's
gatehouse and being ushered to her parking spot – in the top car park,
no less – on her first day at Six. The top car park spaces were reserved
for the swinging dicks at the network and the most demanding onscreen
talent – people who preferred to walk the extra distance to
the studios rather than park closer in one of the 'lower' areas. Like
everything else at the network, car spaces were highly contested, as
they indicated status, with more than one car having been keyed over
the years by envious lower-level parkers who felt they deserved better.

Even today, Rosie still got a rush seeing her name painted on
the rise of the gutter like a star on the walk of TV fame, but these
days she knew just how tenuous those screenprinted letters could
be. People's names were often painted over even before they'd been
told their services were no longer required. They'd arrive at work
one day to discover a new name on the kerb where theirs had been
the day – sometimes just hours – before. From glory to gutter in a
brushstroke, that's TV for you.

As she reverse-parked her car, Rosie once again became acutely
aware of its every dent and scratch and the smell emanating from
under the back seat that she had been trying to ignore: rotting banana,
no doubt jettisoned from Leon's lunch box days earlier. Looking at
the line-up of executive cars surrounding her, Rosie thought she
could have been in a BMW dealership. The latest model 4WD was
there – three in a line in exactly the same silver. Then there were
two sporty convertibles, also parked side by side, and two identical
black Audis beside them. The several Porsches interspersed among
the others signalled the still-single executives.

Keeping up with the Joneses in penis extensions, she thought to
herself.

While she frequently cursed herself for not pushing harder for a
car allowance in her package, she was damned if she'd forfeit any
mortgage payments by buying a model she couldn't afford just to fit
in. Her Jeep, the one Jeff had insisted she buy as it was ideal for his
surfboards, would have to stay, even if the canopy leaked when it
rained and water would splash her shoes every time she accelerated.

Now, whenever she had to drive a journalist or, worse, network talent
to an interview, she experienced a prick of unworthiness, as if the car
was revealing the fraud she felt herself to be.

The emergency meeting was to take place in the boardroom, as
usual, so Rosie took the opportunity to stop by her office on the
way. A card had fallen off the filing cabinet and was face down on
the floor. It was the one Crystelle Callaghan had sent as a chin-up
after the Hunt fiasco. Rosie hurriedly bent to retrieve it, not wanting
the kind gesture disrespected. You have to be a tough broad to last as
long in this business as Crystelle has, Rosie thought, contemplating
the undisputed queen of Australian TV's long career from nighttime
variety show host to the afternoon chat institution she remained
today. Still, she was a generous soul who had gone out of her way to
ease Rosie into the job from day one, realising she was being led like
a lamb to the slaughter, as newcomers perceived to 'know nothing
about television' generally were at Six.

Rosie eyed the bulging manila folder marked 'KENNEDYS' on
her desk and wondered whether Keith would be well enough to
accept his lifetime achievement award. Word had it he was seriously
ill, but she hoped this was just the usual exaggeration that plagued
network gossip.

Next she surveyed the pile of untouched newspapers and magazines
beside her desk, and her groaning in-trays. It would all have to wait,
she sighed, and went to close the door. As she did, she noticed a
handwritten envelope that had been slid under at some stage.
Immediately recognising the handwriting as Portia's, she opened it.

Dear Rosie,

I am so sorry to let you down like this but I need to take some
stress leave from work for personal reasons. I have notified HR
of this and they have informed me it is within my rights.

One day I will explain everything but if you can just bear
with me and give me some time to get my head together
I would be forever grateful.

I know I haven't been at the top of my game lately and I
want nothing more than to make it up to you and show you
I am your biggest supporter – which I am.

Thank you again,

Portia

Rosie was gripped with concern as she placed the letter in her
handbag.

God, I hope she's okay, whatever's going on.





CHAPTER 15

Rosie knew she had been discussed at length the minute she opened
the boardroom doors. The men present stopped talking all of a
sudden, looking anywhere but at her. There were the usual suspects:
Simon Nash, particularly portly in a lemon penguin shirt and
immaculately ironed chinos; Johnno Johnston, with his hands deep
in his cargo shorts, playing with his balls yet again; Russell Frazer
in a signed football jersey of some sort; two men Rosie only knew as
bean counters from sales; and a tall man she had never met before
but who seemed well aware of who she was.

'Gentlemen,' Rosie said, trying not to look as uncomfortable as
she felt. 'I thought the meeting was at ten, so please excuse me if I'm
late.'

'No, you're here at the right time, Rose,' Nash answered, looking
smug. 'We're just waiting on Alicia Charles and the meeting can
start. Oh, have you met Adam Short, CEO of Tang.Inc and the
world's flukiest golfer?'

The tall man Rosie didn't know stood up and stretched his hand
out to shake hers.

'Hello, Rose,' he said politely enough, before turning to Simon to
resume their banter.

'And it's skill, not fluke, mate!'

'Well, I'm sorry, but that fourth hole wasn't skill, it was divine
intervention,' Simon quipped back, laughing loudly.

'Lovely to meet you, Adam,' Rosie interjected. 'And here's me
thinking golf was a car!'

When no one laughed at her sad attempt at humour, Rosie timidly
took a seat and helped herself to a coffee from the silver pot in the
centre of the table. She poured a large cup and grabbed an oat biscuit.
(They were her favourites, and she knew Jan would have baked them
specially.) She had only managed a sip when Alicia arrived, late and
flustered as usual. Rosie could see the men at the table were as shocked
by her friend's appearance as she was.

Always what could be deemed an eclectic dresser, Alicia had
outdone herself for Saturday mufti. Despite it being at least
28 degrees outside, she was in bright orange wool leggings, a violet
knee-length skirt and a fuchsia paisley blouse with billowing
sleeves like sails. She looked like she had dressed herself from a
Cirque du Soleil charity bin on the way in. The fact that she had
cropped her trademark scarlet red hair into a number two buzz-cut
didn't help.

Luckily, Alicia was oblivious to the men's sniggers, instead waving
enthusiastically at Rosie while chortling, 'Hello, darling.' 'Ooooh,
coffee, lovely,' she continued, ignoring Adam Short, who had stood
to introduce himself.

'Alicia, you're being addressed,' Rosie whispered from the corner
of her mouth.

'Oooooh, so I am. Hello, darling, who are you?' she asked,
momentarily ceasing to pour.

'Adam Short, CEO of Tang.Inc Australia,' he said, clearly taken
aback by Alicia's lack of ceremony.

'Oooh, good on you. That sounds very important,' Alicia said,
instantly dismissing him as boring. Alicia was only interested in
creative types.

'Well, now we're all here, let's get down to business so some of us
can still have time for a quick nine holes,' Simon Nash said, taking
on the alpha role of leader.

'Um, shouldn't Bettina be here?' Rosie asked, wondering why she
wasn't.

Nash threw a knowing glance at Adam Short.

'Bettina won't be required today,' Short replied, shooting a look
back at Nash who, in turn, grinned awkwardly.

'Right, now perhaps we can get to the matters at hand,' The
Darkness said, glaring at Rosie. 'As you all know, Keith Norman is
not well and may not be back at work for some time, if at all.'

Rosie was about to comment on the 'not at all' inference but Nash's
stare told her to shut up in no uncertain terms.

'This network is currently in crisis. Ratings are down – no slight
on you, Johnno, you've had a lot going against you, mate – but
declining ratings mean declining revenue and we all know that's not
a good thing.

'We have also just endured one of the most humiliating scandals
in this network's history, which is why Rosemarie Lang is here to
update us all on what the Graham Hunt situation is and where we
are to go from here. So, before we get onto other matters, Rose, if
you don't mind?'

Nash indicated that Rosie should stand at the head of the table,
no doubt aware how terrified she was of public speaking. Normally,
executive meetings were casual affairs, with everyone seated and
stating their piece in turn without such formalities. Rosie realised
The Darkness was trying to intimidate her.

You can do this, they're only people, think of your son . . .

'Well, gentlemen and, um, Alicia, of course,' she said, hugely
selfconscious to be standing in her jeans and runners with all eyes
on her. 'As you know, Graham Hunt left for California two days
ago to enter the Golden Spur Rehabilitation Centre for a thirty-day
stint. Unfortunately, he did not arrive at the facility at the designated
time and no one knows his whereabouts since he arrived at LAX
yesterday. The good news is that the press has not cottoned on to this
fact as yet. However, I fear we will not have much time until they
do. My sources claim the Sentinel is sending a crew over to cover the
story and, in the meantime, they have their LA bureau on the case.
Luckily for us, the recent shooting in San Francisco has meant the
bureau is short on reporters and the Hunt case has taken a back seat
until the new crew gets there—'

'So, Rose,' Nash interrupted, 'if you could get to the point, are you
trying to tell us that we have a day or two at best before this news
gets out?'

'Yes, Simon, that's what I'm saying.'

'Rose, where do you believe Hunt is?'

'Well, I don't know where he is, but I can guess what he's on, and
that's a bender.'

'And what exactly, to your knowledge, is a bender, Rose?'

'A bender is an extended period of time under the influence of
drugs, Simon.' Rosie could barely disguise the disdain in her voice.

'And, Rose, is it true that Hunt's recent behaviour following
your disastrous press dinner has even now gained international
attention?'

You mean bastard!

'Yes, Simon, Graham Hunt's exploits are currently the focus of
some bloggers in the US.'

'Some bloggers, huh? Doesn't the Hornblower receive some four
million hits per day?'

'Why, Simon, you seem to be a lot more au fait with the blogging
world than I am. Yes, I believe the Hornblower does receive a lot of
daily traffic but—'

'And is it true that the site is calling Hunt "the Snorter Reporter"?'

'That's gold!' Johnno Johnston cried, cracking up with laughter,
which incited more chuckles from the gathering.

Rosie wasn't laughing, though, knowing very well that Nash was
trying to unravel her. She wasn't going to have a bar of his bullying.

'You tell me, Simon, you seem to know more about this than I do.
I've been focusing on the local media as I really don't have time to
trawl the kind of mucky sites you seem to.'

'Just as well I make the time, Rose, considering you can't seem to
keep track of the press . . .'

'Hey, come on, you two, there's no need to take this mess out on
each other,' Adam Short said. 'Now, Rose, don't take this personally.
Simon is just trying to get a handle on the situation. I think we're
all a little upset about Hunt at the moment, which is why we're here
today and not at home with our families.'

'Well said, Adam,' Nash decreed.

Crawler!

'So, Rose, we would all love your thoughts on what should be
done,' Short continued.

'My thoughts are that we should let Hunt go. He is in breach of
the good conduct clause in his contract and I can't see how he will
ever regain the authority required to be this network's face of news.

Everyone has seen the pictures of his erect penis in the toilet cubicle
by now, and the shots of him snorting cocaine through a rolled-up
$20 bill. If not, there are T-shirts being sold out there with the
images printed on them, so it won't take long. The public also know
his pregnant wife has left him and that his toilet cubicle paramour is
selling her story to anyone with a chequebook. The man can hardly
fill the elder statesman role left by Willard Frost now. I suggest we
keep Helen Wales in the chair. She's been doing great numbers on
the weekends and has a spotless journalistic record. She's covered
seven elections, three wars and has won countless awards. And unlike
Hunt, she has the country's respect as a real journalist. I'm sure Allan
Bales would agree – he is the network's head of news, after all – if he
was here.'

Why isn't Bales here? Don't tell me someone else is on the stink.

'Well, you've given this some thought, I see, Rose,' Nash replied.
'Have you also considered that Helen is a woman and in the history
of Network Six news there has never been a female in the six pm
chair?' Nash looked around to ensure he had the backing of the other
men.

'Yes, I have considered that, Simon, and I've also contemplated
why exactly that has been the case. Surely it's time. I see no reason
whatsoever that a woman would not work at six pm, especially
someone with an impressive pedigree like Helen Wales. In fact, there
are several women up to the task at the network. Why, Karen Day is
a promising young journo being wasted as a morning weathergirl –
she could easily cater to that younger demo Hunt was supposed to.'

Adam Short looked at Nash quizzically.

'She's the blonde with the great tits we moved to G'day Australia,'
Nash explained.

'Actually, make that used to have great tits,' Johnno interjected.
'She's gone to fat lately. Porked up overnight. Lost her fuckability, if
you ask me.'

The men at the table all laughed uproariously while Rosie and
Alicia seethed in silence.

Comfortable he had the majority of opinion behind him, Nash
continued: 'Actually, Rose, isn't it part of your job to ensure the
female staff are well groomed at all times? Surely you could have a
word in Ms Day's ear about her weight? Best you do it rather than
Allan Bales, don't you think? It could sound a little . . . well, sexist
coming from a man.'

Rosie was once again stunned mute. She looked around the room
at the men and saw them as they should be: attired in crudely cured
animal pelts, their knuckles scraping on the ground, dragging tree
limbs and farting mammoth gas.

Adam Short was next to speak – or should that be grunt? 'Just
how fat is she? We don't want a hound reading the news. But I agree
it could be good getting a woman in there. Could also save us some
money. I mean, good men don't come cheap. I've seen what we paid
for Hunt.'

'Well, I think Keith might have something to say about that,'
Nash countered, looking to Johnno for affirmation.

'Keith's not here, Simon,' Adam Short interjected, 'and he won't
be for the foreseeable future, so I think we'd better have a show of
hands. Frankly, Simon, I can't see that we have an alternative. So,
who's for Helen Wales?'

Rosie watched what happened next closely. It was as she predicted.
No one was ready to put up a hand first. Johnno's eyes darted to
Simon, who glared back, as if to say, 'Don't you dare.' Johnno then
looked to Adam Short nervously, not wanting to put him offside
either. The other program executives were waiting on Johnno's nod.
It was a classic Mexican stand-off.

'Well, hooray for Helen and the sisterhood!' Alicia shrieked,
waving a paisley arm in the air, her trinket-laden bracelet jangling
triumphantly. 'I couldn't agree with you more, Rosie darling. It's
about time. You know we women have had the vote for a while now
too, don't you, gentlemen? Why, we're allowed in public bars these
days . . .'

Bless you, Alicia.

'Alicia has a point,' Rosie said. 'I could spin this in a positive
light, that we're a network going forward, up with the times. And
let's face it, we do have a bit of a reputation as a male-dominated
network . . .'

Simon Nash threw her another death stare but its sting was diluted
as Adam Short raised his hand skyward. Once the big boss had
taken the leap, the lemmings followed – first Johnno, then Russell,
then sales, until the only person left with their hand down was The
Darkness. After a pause of some seconds, he too reluctantly raised his
arm, saying, 'I want it on the record that I am not entirely convinced
this is the right move, but as there seems no other viable option at the
moment, I will agree with caution.'

Rosie laughed inside. Nash would never allow himself to be seen
backing a wrong decision – or any decision at all, really. He always
left an option open for an 'I told you so'.

'Good, well that's done then,' Adam Short continued. 'Now, what's
next?'

'We should address drama,' Simon replied, clearly wanting to
resume the chairing duties. 'Alicia?'

There was no need to ask Alicia to stand, she was already up
and making her way to the head of the table. Rosie watched Nash
stare at Alicia as she walked towards him. Nash was a fence-sitter
when it came to Alicia, questioning whether she really 'knew about
television'. Still, his new role as head of entertainment was dependent
on Alicia delivering him a top-rating drama and he knew it.

'Well, as you all know I've been gestating my new baby for some
months now and I feel she is almost ready to be birthed,' Alicia said
proudly. 'As you may also be aware, I have been given free creative
rein to produce a series which will bring a new generation of drama
lovers to the network, the highly coveted eighteen to thirty-five
demographic advertisers are desperate to target. Gentlemen, this
series will signal a seismic shift. It will show we are no longer
obsessed with cop shows – cops on the streets, cops on water, cops
in the country. What this network has been missing is a bleeding,
beating heart – the pounding force of love gone wrong, families
at war, youth off the rails. I plan to give throb to Tuesday nights,
gentlemen, a meaty, modern-day family drama that will be the talk
of the nation.'

Rosie felt like she had just watched a televangelist deliver a sermon
from the pulpit, so powerful was Alicia's conviction. Problem was
she, like everyone else in the room, still had no idea exactly what
Alicia was talking about.

'Bravo, lovely,' Rosie exclaimed, aware that no one else was going
to say anything. 'Any more hints as to what it's actually about?'

'All shall be revealed next week when I present my concept teaser
reel. It won't feature the actual cast, as that is yet to be finalised, but it'll
be a taste of what's to come, to whet advertisers' appetites, so to speak.
I do wish Keith was here to see it, though. He and Simon have been so
very kind putting their trust in me to come up with the goods.'

Rosie looked at Simon Nash and saw a flash of panic. Just what has
he allowed to happen here? Rosie wondered. Does Simon really have
no idea what Alicia is up to either? Rosie's thoughts suddenly turned
to the letter from Portia. If anyone had a real inkling about this
drama it would be her 2IC. Then again, the only thing Portia had
mentioned to Rosie was that the lead was a lesbian.

This could be scary.

'I know I've been a secret squirrel about this but, believe me, all
will be revealed,' Alicia trilled, 'and when it is, Australian drama and
Network Six will never be the same again!'

Rosie had a feeling Alicia might be right – but for all the wrong
reasons.

The rest of the crisis meeting was relatively straightforward:
the Sports Hall of Fame Dinner in Adelaide would go ahead as
previously planned, as would the live telecast. Rosie would fly down
with six hand-picked journalists and Nash, Johnno and Russ would
all attend.

On Monday, she would be given a list of the new cast of the reality
renovation show, Makeover This Mess, which had been a huge hit
for the network last season, meaning the massive press push she'd
planned could finally begin.

The last topic of discussion was the unveiling of the new network
promo, the annual clip featuring all the talent from various programs
looking like they were part of a warm, happy family called Six. As
Graham Hunt was to be the star of this year's promo, the entire fiasco
had to be re-shot to focus on light entertainment rather than news,
as was originally planned. This was exactly what The Darkness, as
the head of entertainment, had wanted all along. It made sense for
Johnno as well, as he desperately needed help across all timeslots
rather than just focusing on six pm.

The two men had already shot the promo, and were ready to unveil
the result. They were obviously chuffed with what they had come up
with, so much so they decided that, if Keith was well enough, they
would take a copy to show him.

Rosie had already had complaints from some of the talent – mainly
women – that they were uncomfortable with both the wardrobe and
the angle of the promo, but this was par for the course whenever
the network's female talent were featured together. Rosie knew
this only too well, as wardrobe issues had plagued her since she
arrived, with Keith deeming her the person to sort them out – her
being 'a sheila' and all. Having dealt with the issue of gowns for
last year's Kennedy Awards – and with this year's bun fight now in
progress – Rosie knew that pieces of expensive fabric could bring
out the worst even in stars who were normally complacent. It was
like she had thirty-five-odd bridezillas at once and, as such, was
keeping her powder dry in the promo battle in preparation for the
Kennedys stoush ahead.

As Nash, Johnno and Adam Short were keen to play a round of
golf and continue their bonding and bum-sniffing, Rosie found
herself with some rare free time. All those earlier plans she had of
buying organic vegies suddenly seemed far less fun than a catch-up
with Lou, so she called her friend, let the phone ring twice, then
redialled.

Lou answered immediately.

'Rosie! Hello, honey. Where the hell are you?'

'Hold on, this is going to rock you, but guess what? I have two
hours before I have to pick up my boy.'

'Bull and shit!'

'I know, hard to believe but . . .'

'What will we do?'

'You don't feel like having a quick look for Kennedys dresses with
me, do you?'

'Hell yeah! What a hoot. Where do you want to go? Prada?
Gucci?'

'Er, Lou, I'm not sure if I can afford—'

'Don't be ridiculous. You have to look drop-dead gorgeous on the
night, I insist. Stick it up those mean bastards you work with. How
are they all, by the way? Hovering over Keith like buzzards ready to
pick at the carcass, I bet.'

'You put it well. That's exactly what they're like.'

'I don't know how you stop yourself from just going in there in a
black trench coat armed to the hilt and taking them all out. It would
be a bloody public service, if you ask me.'

'I know, but unfortunately I hear that's illegal.'

'So, where do we start then?'

'Lou, I'm not up for anything too posh. How about we check out
that new shop in Paddington. You know, the one with the European
imports?'

'I thought that was for blokes.'

'No, it's both. One side is women, one side men.'

'Sounds good to me. Say fifteen?'

'Yay! See you there.'





CHAPTER 16

As usual, Rosie noticed Lou before Lou noticed her. It was hard
not to. Her friend had a presence about her, a star factor that
transcended her dressed-down demeanour. Rosie smiled to herself
as she noted what Lou was wearing to go shopping at the type of
store Rosie was normally too intimidated even to enter: a pair of
leggings, two long singlets – probably Stephen's – layered on top
of each other, and scuffed ballet flats on her feet. Her honey blonde
hair, unwashed and certainly a stranger to a brush, was tucked
into a crocheted beanie and her face was stripped of any semblance
of make-up.

Despite this, Lou looked incredible, like a supermodel arriving
backstage at a fashion show or an Olsen twin stumbling out
of a trendy Lower East Side nightclub in Manhattan. Which all
contradicted her aim: to look as average as possible. Bless.

'Lou!' Rosie hollered as she neared.

'Girlfriend!' Lou replied, her face lighting up.

The two friends embraced, holding their hug and squeezing each
other that bit tighter and longer to stress their mutual happiness.

'Honey, you look amazing as per usual – dammit,' Rosie said,
taking stock of Lou. As she looked into her friend's eyes, she noticed
something was different, almost unnerving.

Lou saw Rosie's quizzical stare and decided to put her out of her
misery.

'I'm not stoned!' she cried, laughing at how silly her comment
actually was.

'Lord above, so you're not! I knew there was something weird
about you.'

'Ask me why, go on!'

'Okay, why aren't you stoned?'

As the words left Rosie's lips she thought of a possible reason but
didn't want to offer it up just in case she was wrong.

But please let it be what I'm thinking . . .

'Honey, I'm knocked up!'

Rosie screamed at the top of her voice and jumped up and down
on the spot like a madwoman before picking Lou up and attempting
to swing her around in a circle in the middle of the footpath. By the
time she had calmed down enough to remember her friend's delicate
condition and stop her ecstatic hugging frenzy, she had tears of pure
joy streaming down her cheeks.

'Oh, honey!'

Lou took Rosie's hand and placed it on her belly.

'Your godchild is in there. Can you believe it? Well, it's probably
only a few cells at the moment. I only peed on the stick for the first
time a few days ago but two packets of tests each day since and it's
still positive!'

'I can't believe it! Stephen must be beside himself. This is the best
news ever!'

Rosie realised she was a puddle but didn't care. These were the only
happy tears she had shed in a long time.

'Take a look at you,' Lou said, putting an arm around her friend's
shoulder. 'You're happier than I am. Come on, stop your blubbering,
we've got shopping to do.'

* * *

As Rosie hid behind heavy silk velvet curtains trying to avoid the
reflection of her hips from behind and her heavy boobs which, since
breastfeeding, saw her puppy's noses point earthward rather than
skyward, Lou set about selecting gowns for her to try. One of the
things Rosie loved most about Lou was how oblivious she was to her
beauty, thinking everyone else was blessed with legs to their armpits,
flawless skin and arms like balsawood twigs – even Rosie!

First Lou picked out a bias-cut, emerald silk column for Rosie to try
on that stuck to her butt, the cellulite dents making her look like an
upturned broccoli flower. Then, after Rosie pointed out that she had
issues with her bottom, Lou chose an empire line gown that flowed
voluminously from a jewelled brooch at the base of her throat.

'I look like I'm wearing a freaking teepee,' Rosie cried, refusing
to come out from behind the curtain and show Lou. 'No, it's worse.
I look like a wizard hat. Actually, I look like a big black Christmas
tree, my pinhead being the ornament on top.'

'You couldn't,' Lou yelled back at her through the drapery. 'You're
gorgeous.'

'Thanks, honey, but I think you'd best remember you're the one
who's pregnant, not me. Honestly, I swear I could be hiding triplets
in here! And I've dropped a good eight kilos since I started at the
network!'

'It can't be that bad,' Lou giggled.

'It is, believe me,' Rosie countered. 'Next!'

'Okay, this may be a little out-there for you but I saw a picture of
J. Lo wearing a similar colour so it has to be fashionable.'

Rosie gritted her teeth to stop herself pointing out to her well-meaning
friend that she was not a Latina with golden skin and
sculpted abs but rather a misshapen Irish descendant with frizzy
strawberry hair and freckled skin so pale it was almost blue.

'Just try it. I think you'll like it.' This time, Lou handed Rosie a
garment that could only be described as puke bile yellow.

'Lou, I'll look like I have hepatitis! What are you doing to me? I
have to have sex sometime this century and you're dressing me like
I'm bloody Big Bird. I'll be the colour of Bart Simpson!'

Rosie heard Lou's unmistakable giggle and then some muffled
chatter with the sales attendant.

'No, wait, we've got it. Ignore the yellow. This is it. Come on, just
try it for me . . . pleeeeeease.'

Lou's arm appeared through the curtain once again, this time with
a cacophony of multicoloured swirling silk chiffon.

Not wanting to hurt her friend's feelings, Rosie decided she would
try on just one more dress and then make an excuse to put off
shopping for another time and grab a drink before picking up Leon.

'You need a degree to put this bloody thing on,' Rosie yelled
through the curtain, grappling with the gown's lace-up bodice. 'You
sure it's not a straitjacket? This isn't an intervention, is it?'

'Hurry up, I can't wait!' Lou yelled back. 'You're going to look
beautiful, I know it.'

Rosie wrestled herself into the layered swathes of material then
looked in the mirror and had to laugh. She looked so utterly ridiculous,
this time she had to share. 'Okay, here I come . . . are you ready?'

'Come on!' Lou said impatiently. 'Get your arse out here and show
me!'

Rosie sucked in her breath, struck a theatrical pose, pulled the
curtains aside with a flourish and yelled, 'Voilà!'

Unfortunately, what had been an empty dressing-room area when
she'd entered the cubicle was now full, with every eye resting on her
dramatic unveiling.

Lou took one look at her friend and doubled over in hysterics.
'You look like a test pattern,' she said, between unladylike snorts of
laughter.

'I look like a bloody lava lamp,' Rosie replied, and completely lost
it herself.

'Is this where you turn it on?' Lou roared, pointing to Rosie's
exposed left nipple, which had managed to wriggle out of its bodiced
surrounds as if to say hi.

'Eeeeek!' Rosie cried, crossing her legs in case she wet herself from
laughter.

'I actually think you look quite beautiful, Rosie,' a man's voice
interjected through their cackling.

Rosie looked up to see it was none other than Snag Dad Daniel
from Little Darlings Daycare. And he looked good enough to eat.

Lou could only see Rosie's face mottled with a mixture of shock
and horror and turned to see who or what could have caused such a
violent reaction in her friend.

'Well, hello there,' she said upon sighting Daniel, composing
herself enough to reach a hand out to the attractive stranger. 'I'm
Lou. You obviously know Rosie, my friend the kaleidoscope.'

'Not as much as I'd like to, but yes, we're acquainted,' he replied.

Lou turned to face Rosie, giving her a look that Rosie knew meant
'Who the hell is this gorgeous man and why don't I know about him?'
Rosie was so embarrassed she could barely squeak. Lou, sensing her
friend's mortification, stepped in on her behalf. 'Um, we're shopping
for dresses,' she said, sounding a little nervous herself.

D'uh! Rosie thought. What else would we be doing? Fly-fishing?

'I can see that,' he replied, beaming a cheeky smile. 'My name is
Daniel Jones. My kid Elroy is friends with Leon.'

'Oh, Leon is my godchild,' Lou replied proudly. 'Genius child,
of course. Did you know he's going to be a rock star? That or prime
minister. I'm pushing more towards rock god.'

Lou, shut up. You're gibbering.

'He's a great kid, that's for sure. Elroy is currently having guitar
lessons. Maybe he can be in the band?'

Lou turned to Rosie again, this time to give her a 'this guy is
yummy' look. Rosie was too occupied covering her breasts to do
more than blush.

'Rosie, you might want to change,' Lou said to her mute friend.
'I'll be outside, chatting to . . . what was your name again?'

'Daniel.'

'Yes, that's right. I'll be getting to know Daniel. So, tell me, Daniel,
are you here with your wife?'

Without saying a word, Rosie slunk back behind the curtain, where
she could have happily remained forever more. After putting on her
daggy runners and jeans again, she sat on the gilt-legged dressing-room
stool and tried to compose herself. She couldn't understand
why she was so rattled – aside from the slipped nipple, of course.
Maybe she really liked Snag Dad after all?

You just haven't had sex for a long time, that's all, she counselled
herself. Although he does look very cute, and he did say he wanted to
know me better. Get yourself together, woman! You're thirty-five, not
fifteen!

After several deep yoga breaths and an application of lip gloss,
Rosie re-emerged, hoping – no, make that praying – that Snag Dad
had moved on. At first it looked as though that was the case, because
all she could see was Lou's back as she faced a rack of clothes. Then
she saw her friend's skinny torso shake with laughter and noticed a
pair of scuffed RM Williams boots peeking from under the rack.

He's still here!

Snag Dad must have indicated to Lou that Rosie was behind her,
as she suddenly turned and practically skipped over to her friend.
'Rosie, honey, Daniel is absolutely wonderful. He's funny, and clever,
and best of all – single! I've invited him for dinner tonight. At your
place! That way he can bring his boy to play with Leon. Oh, and I
think I'll ask Stephen because those two will get on like a house on
fire. Honestly, Rosie, Daniel is heaven. He's perfect! And I think he
really likes you!'

'Will you calm down, Lou! You've only known him five minutes,'
Rosie griped under her breath. 'And holy hell, honey, dinner at my
place? Are you trying to give me a stroke? I have nothing to eat, the
place is a disgrace . . .'

Rosie's scolding session was cut short when Snag Dad moved
closer, his green-grey eyes twinkling knowingly. 'Oh, Rosie, you've
changed. I thought you looked quite fetching in that last outfit,' he
said with a smile. 'Your friend Lou has kindly asked me to dinner,
but I just had a thought . . .'

Please cancel . . . Please!

'I went to the fish markets this morning and bought way too much
for my boy and myself, so why don't we go to my place instead? It'll
be a casual barbecue and I promise it won't be a late one.'

As Rosie searched frantically for a quick excuse, Lou chimed in.
'What a great idea! We'll be there, Daniel, and thanks so much,
that's very generous of you. Isn't it, Rosie?'

Rosie wasn't sure what she said in answer to Lou. All she knew was
that there was nothing she could do or say now to get out of tonight.
She was having dinner with Snag Dad Daniel Jones.





CHAPTER 17

Rosie was overcome with nervous excitement as she drove to Jeff's to
pick up Leon. The giddiness of a first date was something she hadn't
experienced in years – if that was in fact what tonight actually was.
But here were all those conflicting feelings again, making her feel
like a prepubescent teen.

Clutching the steering wheel, Rosie looked at the pine tree
deodoriser swinging from her rear-view mirror and pictured herself
similarly pendulum-like, swinging from desire to dread, fantasy to
fear, yearning to yawning.

Pull yourself together, woman! You are officially Jatz crackers.

To try to stop the negative voices, Rosie turned the radio up to
capacity and began to sing along to the Killers at the top of her voice,
as appallingly tuneless yet fervent as ever. Somehow it worked and
by the time she reached the small worker's terrace Jeff had moved
into when they split, she was in a good mood until several telltale
signs attracted her attention. The first being that the garden had been
worked on – a lot – since Rosie last visited a month or so ago. There
were herbs planted along the fence line to catch the most sun – basil,
rosemary, parsley (continental and curly), coriander and oregano. The
old mosaic tiles on the porch had also been repaired and the groaning
pile of newspapers that used to sit beside the recycling bin was gone,
replaced by a rough wooden bench adorned with mismatched Mexican
pots featuring an impressive collection of cacti.

A woman has been here, Rosie realised. Heather must already have
moved in.

For the umpteenth time that day, Rosie cursed her mufti outfit,
wishing she was wearing something vintage and carefree, something
casual and chic that Heather would be jealous of. It seemed the two
women shared the same taste in decorating and plants, so it was
likely they would also have similar preferences in clothing.

Rosie pulled out her compact to check her make-up but, as usual,
she couldn't see her own reflection for the caked-on foundation
and greasy fingerprints she had not found time to remove from its
mirror. She dabbed at the make-up with its grimy sponge then ran it
across her face in giant sweeps, hoping like hell the strokes blended
in but doubting that was the case. She then grabbed a tube of gloss,
attempted to wipe away the loose tobacco that had adhered to the
lid, and applied it to her lips, mashing them together to distribute
the sticky pink goop. As she contemplated running back to the car
to get an elastic to put her hair up, the flywire door swung open and
her nemesis, Leather Heather, stepped out.

'Rose, you're here!' Heather said, obviously taken aback.

'Yes, Heather, isn't it?' Rosie replied. Gee, like you don't know the
name of the woman who broke up your marriage!

'I guess you're after Leon,' Heather continued nervously. 'He's in
the kitchen. We've been making muffins. Chocolate chip.'

'Chocolate chip,' Rosie muttered sarcastically under her breath,
hating herself at the same time for being so mean spirited. 'Oh, that's
nice,' she said more loudly, resenting this woman who had the time
to bake treats with her boy while she was in TV hell on a Saturday.

The two stood silent, neither knowing the appropriate protocol for
the situation.

'Um, would you like to come in?' Heather finally asked. Rosie
knew Heather desperately wanted her to say no, so she didn't hesitate
to answer heartily, 'I'd love to, thanks.'

Heather looked even more uncomfortable than before as she led
Rosie through the stained-glass panelled front door and into the
hallway. Rosie took the opportunity to study her husband's new
fiancée from behind and had to admit she was far more attractive
than she'd originally given her credit for. Wearing a pair of old
cargo pants rolled up casually to reveal slim ankles and bare feet
with bright pink toenail polish, a little chipped and tired, she looked
effortlessly gorgeous. Her navy singlet looked like it was a favourite
that had seen better days and her hair was caught up in a rough bun
that had probably taken a second to fasten but could not have been
more casually glamorous if she had spent hours on it.

Rosie also had to admit that Heather was not, in fact, as leathery
as she first thought when she and Lou had spied on her and Jeff at the
beach one day. Instead, she was one of those naturally golden-toned
women who bronze up into a warm caramel with the slightest touch
of sun. In fact, if she hadn't been about to marry her ex-husband,
Rosie realised Heather was the type of woman she would have liked
on sight: someone who didn't take herself too seriously and was in
no way a try-hard. She reminded her a lot of Lou, Rosie's favourite
person on the planet. And she hated her for it.

The terrace had changed so much since Rosie had last ventured
inside that she took her time walking so she could rubberneck as
much as possible. The hallway, once dark and dank, was now a sunny
lemon colour, like an enveloping yellow brick road leading into the
house. As they approached the lounge room, which Rosie remembered
as a jumble of unopened boxes, containing the thousands of books
Jeff refused to cull, she saw immediately that the place had been
transformed from a lonely bachelor pad into a comfortable home.

The first thing to attract her attention was a charming art deco
cabinet, exactly the type of piece Rosie hoped to stumble upon during
her many trips down the south end of King Street's treasure trove of
secondhand stores. Look, it's even got bakelite handles!

'You like that piece?' Heather asked.

'Yeah, it's adorable,' Rosie answered, too in love with the item even
to attempt faking her answer.

'I found it at the secondhand auction house, you know, Gardner's
Court?'

Rosie did indeed know Gardner's Court. It was one of her favourite
places to visit on a Saturday and leave a bid on a curio of some sort
in the hope no one else would see its beauty and it could be hers for
a steal.

'I'm just mad about its cute bakelite handles,' Heather continued
proudly. 'Silly, I know,' she added, no doubt concerned that she
sounded shallow.

As Heather moved on, Rosie took one last look at the lounge room.
An old embroidered Spanish shawl was draped across the overstuffed
couch Rosie had allowed Jeff to take with him, and it was strewn
with pillows which picked up the shawl's elaborate colours. A huge
art deco sunray mirror was mounted above, reflecting the fireplace
and its mantelpiece laden with silver-framed photos and half-burnt
candles in beaten holders. Rosie's heart sunk with admiration. It
was the sort of room she aspired to create: a warm, inviting and
unpretentious space where you could kick your shoes off and cuddle
into the furniture like a familiar lover. Turning, she saw Heather
waiting for her at the leadlight doors leading to the kitchen.

'I see you've noticed I'm a hoarder,' Heather confessed. 'I just can't
help myself. I'm always buying junk.'

'No apologies required with me,' Rosie replied. 'I've been known
to collect myself. Why, I would have to have a dozen shoe lasts and
milliner's dummies—'

'Oh my god,' Heather interrupted. 'Look behind you.'

There, on an old wooden ladder, was a collection of lasts and
hatstands that even outdid Rosie's, along with that darling green
glassware from the thirties she had always planned to collect, all
tastefully displayed. The two women looked at each other knowingly,
realising they shared deeper similarities than their taste in men. Rosie
prickled with discontent. Heather was making it hard to dislike her.
Must look harder for faults.

The dining room didn't give Rosie a lot of ammunition either.
A large wooden table rich with the patina of enjoyed meals past
dominated the room. Above it hung an impressive collection of
chandeliers, all old and all mismatched. An equally impressive
collection of kitsch vintage souvenir plates was mounted on the walls
and a large window looking out onto a drab brick side passage was
draped in quaint linen that looked like it belonged in a 50s caravan.
Rosie loved the room more than she could say.

'You see, more junk,' Heather laughed. 'Jeff calls it Tempe Tip
chic, as that's where I found most of this stuff.'

A momentary chill hung between the women at the mention of
Jeff's name, but this time Rosie piped up to break the silence.

'You'll have to watch him, you realise,' she warned, taking the
opportunity to exploit the fact she'd known him – and his annoying
faults – longer. 'He doesn't see the beauty in things like we do and
is prone to chucking out anything that can take space away from his
beloved books.'

'Tell me about it!' Heather replied, enjoying the exchange, much
to Rosie's chagrin. 'Those bloody books of his. I mean, what is this,
a library? Surely he can't need all of them?'

Rosie was trying her best not to smile at Heather's remark as they
walked into the kitchen and caught Leon's eye. 'Mummy,' he yelled
as he sprinted towards her and grabbed her in a sticky embrace, his
oversized apron covered in cocoa.

'Oooh, what have you been up to, my little champion?' Rosie
asked, reaching down to squeeze her boy.

'Heather and I have made muffins, come and look,' he said excitedly,
grabbing Rosie's hand and towing her towards the kitchen bench.

'Clever man,' Rosie gushed, looking at the bumpy brown lumps
in their cute coloured patty cases. 'You know who we might give one
of these to?'

'Who, Mummy?'

'Your friend Elroy. We're going to visit him tonight for dinner!'

Rosie watched her beautiful boy's face light up.

'Mummy,' Leon continued, suddenly appearing timid. 'Can I ask
Heather if she wants one too? She helped me a lot because I can't
measure properly yet.'

Rosie looked over at Heather and saw her genuine affection for Leon.
And vice versa. She felt her heart puncture, draining her of all joy.

My boy has a second mother now. And he loves her too!

'Yes, baby, Heather can have a muffin if she likes,' Rosie answered,
swallowing down tears.

Leon beamed a huge smile and ran full steam, muffin in hand, to
the other woman and burrowed himself into her legs. Heather looked
across at Rosie and the women exchanged an uncomfortable glance.
The tension of the moment was only exacerbated by the familiar
bellow of Jeff's voice.

'Are those muffins ready yet? I'm starving,' he roared, slamming
the kitchen screen door behind him carelessly. 'Rosie! What are you
doing here?'

'She's come to pick up Leon,' Heather said, nervously grabbing
his arm with both hands, as if to say, 'Stay back, I have this under
control.'

'Look, Daddy, they're muffins,' Leon chimed, pointing proudly up
at the bench where his culinary triumphs sat.

Jeff grabbed one of the still warm treats and shoved it into his
mouth, letting the crumbs fall on the shiny chequered lino below.

Rosie saw her little boy's eyes well and cursed Jeff's innate lack of
consideration yet again.

'Jeff, I think Leon had those muffins allocated,' she said, trying to
control her tone.

'What are you talking about?' he barked back, kneeling down and
scooping Leon up. 'Daddy's allowed to have a muffin too, isn't he?'

'Yes, Daddy,' the boy answered, still clearly upset but not wanting
to hurt his father's feelings. 'But I'm going to see my friend Elroy and
he'll want a muffin too.'

'Well, there's plenty left for Elroy, so enough with the sooks, huh?
Now, go and get your things together. I want to have a quick chat
with Mummy.'

Jeff flashed a look at Heather, who took it to mean 'evacuate the
room'. She grabbed Leon's hand and walked with him down the hall,
leaving them alone.

'Look, Jeff, I'm in a hurry. I have to be at a dinner in half an
hour – a date, actually – so whatever it is you want to say might have
to wait,' Rosie said, noticing her boy's paintings pinned to the fridge
door with the cutest frangipani-shaped magnets and cursing herself
for not getting around to doing the same.

'Well, Rose, when is a good time to talk to you these days? Should
I make an appointment with your PA to talk about our child?'

'I don't think it's come to that,' Rosie replied, not sure whether
what she was saying was actually the truth. 'But you've got five
minutes now. What's up?'

'As you know, Heather and I are getting married.'

'Yes, you've told me that.'

'Well, we both want Leon to meet Heather's family as soon as
possible.'

'Oh really? And where are they?'

'Perth.'

'Perth! That's so far away! How long do you plan to be there?'

'We're looking at two to three weeks.'

Rosie felt sick. She couldn't bear the thought of being away from
her boy for three days, let alone three weeks.

'Look, I'm sorry about this, Jeff, but I can't say yes to that period
of time. It will be too unsettling.'

'For you or for him?'

'Well, both actually. I'm not going to apologise for wanting to be
with my son.'

'This is a new attitude. From what I hear, lately you've hardly been
home to see him at all.'

Bastard!

'Oh, Jeff, you're all ears, aren't you? And who would be telling you
this crap then?'

'Your mother and your son, for a start. Leon says you're always
cranky these days and that he misses you. Your mother's on the
phone to me every second day telling me she thinks you're cracking
up, worried sick that Leon isn't getting enough attention.'

'Huh!' Rosie spat. 'This is from someone who drops his sick son off
to go surfing!' Rosie was yelling at a hysterical pitch but couldn't stop
herself. 'You're a fine one to be telling me how to look after Leon!'

Jeff leaned forward and grabbed Rosie by the shoulders, shaking
her violently. In a hushed rage, he continued: 'Look, you've been a
fucking nightmare ever since you took that job. I don't recognise you
any more and neither does anyone who knows you. You've been an
unreasonable bitch and it's time it stopped. Not only am I planning
to take Leon away with me, when we get back I'm going to see a
lawyer about full-time custody. You can't look after a child when
you're working sixteen-hour days. I mean look at you, you can't even
take care of yourself. You look like shit. You look like you're surviving
on an hour's sleep a night. Get a grip, Rosie. Tell me you like what
you see because I can tell you no one else does.'

Rosie could feel a tidal wave of anger, bitterness, frustration and
terror well within her. As it crested, her hand took its force, rising
upwards and then slamming down in a massive loud slap across Jeff's
cheek.

'FUCK YOU!' she screamed. 'IF YOU THINK YOU CAN TAKE
MY BOY AWAY FROM ME YOU HAVE A HELL OF A BATTLE
ON YOUR HANDS.'

Jeff struggled to pin down Rosie's arms and she shoved him back
into the kitchen bench, sending paraphernalia flying. A plate crashed,
and both combatants turned to check the damage. There, on the floor,
were the shattered remnants of Leon's muffins. In the doorway was
the trembling boy himself, clutching on to Heather for dear life.





CHAPTER 18

'I don't want to go! Let me stay here!'

Leon was screaming so loudly Rosie could see Jeff's neighbours
peering through their curtains to check where the ruckus was
coming from. As she attempted to get him into the car, the boy
protested with everything he had in him, his fists flailing and legs
kicking.

'Noooooo,' he screamed again, so intensely that Rosie almost gave
in, but couldn't. It would be just what Jeff needed to nail a custody
claim. 'Sweetheart, I am so sorry, please just get in the car for
Mummy. Aunty Lou is waiting to see you and Elroy! You like Elroy,
don't you?'

'I don't like you!' Leon wailed, wrestling against her with all his
might. He kicked again, his foot hitting Rosie straight in the eye. She
reeled back, dropping her bag, its contents spilling in all directions
around her.

Dizzy and disoriented, she made her way to the footpath and sat
on the kerb to get herself together. Through the swirl around her, she
could make out an angry roar: it was Heather, screaming at Jeff that
he was a bully and should know better. Somewhere else nearby, Leon
was still howling and, if she wasn't mistaken, her phone was cranking
out that twisted carousel tune . . .

'Hey, Rose, are you okay?'

It was Heather's voice, softer now and closer than before. Rosie
realised she was parked beside her on the footpath.

'Yeah, I'm fine, just a little winded,' she replied unsteadily.

'I'm sorry about Jeff,' Heather said. 'I guess I don't need to tell you
he can be a bully at times.'

'No, you don't. Is Leon okay?'

'Yeah, he's a little frightened he hurt you, though.'

'He didn't mean to . . . it's not his fault.'

'I know. Can you get up? Here, lean on me.'

For the second time that day, the woman who, only hours earlier,
was the focus of Rosie's bitterness and envy, was treating her with
unwarranted decency.

'Everyone is fine here,' Heather informed her nosy neighbours
tersely. 'Let's give the lady some privacy, please? Jeff, you can do
something useful and get some ice. And don't say another word or I
swear . . . !'

Rosie was impressed by the toughness in Heather's voice. Jeff
had indeed met his match in his fiancée. Unlike Rosie, who had
acquiesced to her husband's every whim, he now had a woman who
knew how to put her foot down. Rosie cursed her lack of assertiveness;
yet another reason why her marriage had failed.

'Leon, come over here,' Heather said, motioning to the terrified
boy. 'Your mum is fine. Don't be frightened.'

Rosie looked up to see her boy approaching nervously and cast
him the best smile she could muster. His terror gave way to elation
and he bounded towards her.

'Mumma, I'm sorry,' he said, nestling his face into Rosie's neck as
she picked him up.

'I'm sorry too, champ. Boy, that cuddle is making me feel better
though.'

Soon, Rosie felt strong enough to drive and looked around to
gather up her belongings. Heather and Leon managed to retrieve the
scattered contents of her bag except for her favourite lipstick, which
was now half submerged in a stormwater drain.

'Heather, I can't thank you enough and I'm so sorry things got so
ugly this afternoon,' Rosie said timidly. 'I can't believe I slapped Jeff.
I'm so ashamed.'

'Rose, I'm sorry too. I want you to know I'm not behind the
custody thing, as much as I love your boy. I can't tell you how many
times I've told Jeff that Leon belongs with his mother, but he has a
big issue with your job. And I've got to be honest, I don't think your
mother is helping your case.'

Bloody Vera. She just can't stop meddling.

'Look, I know and, yes, my job is a nightmare, but I'm really
trying. I love that boy more than life itself, Heather. If I lost him, I
don't know what I'd do. But Jeff is right, I haven't been myself since
I got this job – I guess I wanted to prove something.'

'And have you?'

'Yeah, I've proved I don't like TV, I don't like PR and I'm now
even starting to question whether I like men in general. But I have a
contract to see out, a horrible mortgage and a boss in hospital, so at
the moment I'm trapped.'

'I feel for you, Rose, honestly I do. If there's anything I can do
to help . . . I love Leon, he's an incredible kid, smart, warm and
generous. He's a credit to you.'

'Thanks, Heather,' Rosie replied, realising she meant every word.

This time Leon got in the car without any fuss, put his seatbelt on all
by himself and sat upright, on his best behaviour. About ten minutes
into the drive he couldn't hold back any longer and asked the question
he was bursting to: 'Mummy, are we really going to see Elroy?'

Rosie was asking herself the same thing, her eye throbbing as it
began to brew a deep yellow bruise. She was so rattled by the scene
at Jeff's that she felt fragile and hardly in a state to flirt. Still, she
had mentioned the two names that Leon loved to hear – Lou and
Elroy – and dared not disappoint her boy any more than she already
had. Disappointing people seemed to have become a habit of hers
lately.

Hell! My phones!

'Honey, will you get Mummy's phones out of her bag, please?'
Rosie asked, attempting to make it sound like a fun task. Reluctantly,
Leon picked up the bag and began rifling around inside. After several
minutes of his fumbling, Rosie started to panic. 'What's up? Where
are Mummy's phones? Please tell me they're in there. Do I have to
turn around and go back to Daddy's? Please say I don't . . .'

Leon looked at his mother blankly, then sighed. Pulling the bag
to his eye level, he fished in yet again and pulled out one of her two
phones.

'Here it is, Mummy. Want to see?' Leon asked, handing it to his
mother.

Rosie looked over her shoulder to check there were no cops around,
grabbed the mobile and pressed the call register button. There were
three missed calls, two from her mother and one from Lou.

Phew. No work dramas. On this line, anyway . . .

Still smarting over Jeff's revelation that her own mother had been
venting her highly critical opinions of her daughter's mothering skills,
she decided that returning Vera's call could wait. Her mother could
stew in silence for a few days yet. That, or risk a personality reading
from Rosie that would be far from positive.

'And the other phone?' Rosie asked, praying the emergency line
hadn't rung.

'Why do you have two phones now, Mummy?' Leon asked.

'In case one is busy and Mummy's boss is trying to get through.'

'But you don't like to talk to your boss. He makes you say naughty
words.'

Rosie smiled to herself even though she knew she shouldn't. Leon
was right, she was always swearing at her phone when Keith was on
the other end, often with Leon making funny faces in front of her in
an attempt to make her giggle and lose her cranky face.

Leon took his time digging around in her handbag looking for her
second phone.

'What's up, honey, is it not in there?' Rosie asked, starting to panic
once more.

'No, it's here, Mummy,' he replied sadly.

'Can I have it then?'

'I guess so.'

'What's up, Leon? Why don't you want me to have the phone?'

'Because your boss will stop us from going to see Lou and Elroy.'

Rosie felt that familiar curdle of guilt in her stomach and pulled
the car over to the side of the road. Turning to her boy, she took both
his hands in hers and made him a promise that would be almost
impossible to keep: 'From now on, my beautiful boy, you come
first, okay? I promise you Mummy will try not to work so hard, so
she's not grumpy all the time like she has been. I know you've been
missing having me around and I'm going to do my best to change
that. For a start, let's have a party for your birthday next week. It can
be anywhere you want, okay, my precious little man?'

'Yes, Mummy,' Leon replied wearily. Rosie realised he wasn't
buying her story either.

'Shall we go to Salty Sam's? We can have a pirate party and you
can invite your friends.'

Leon beamed. The bribe seemed to work.

'Can I invite Daddy and Heather?' the boy asked.

'Of course you can!' Rosie said, stifling what she really wanted to
say. 'So, can I have that phone now?'

Leon lifted his bottom and pulled the phone out from under
himself.

Holy hell, the kid had hidden it! How sad is that?

She was about to toss it aside without even checking it, but changed
her mind and glanced quickly at the screen. One message received.
Damn!

Rosie rang 121 and listened: 'Rosie, it's Elaine Norman, Keith's
wife, here. Keith is feeling a little better and wants to see you. He has
just learnt that a meeting took place this morning and will not rest
until he knows what's going on. He wants you to know that you're
the only one he can trust. Could you call me the minute you get this
message? Thanks.'

Eeek!

Rosie looked at Leon sitting up straight and excited beside her and
remembered her promise. She would reply to Elaine's message, but
when she had a chance. For once, Leon was coming first.





CHAPTER 19

'What happened to you? You look like hell!'

Lou was never backwards in coming forward and was not making
any exceptions as she opened Daniel Jones's heavy wooden gate.

'Aunty Lou,' piped Leon, who couldn't have been more excited
to see someone if they'd been made of chocolate and sprinkled with
hundreds and thousands.

'Come here, big fella, and give your Aunty Lou a cuddle,' she said
unnecessarily, as Leon was already jumping to catch her embrace.

'Where have you guys been?' she asked, staring over Leon's shoulder
in alarm at Rosie's dodgy eye. 'I've been calling.'

'Mummy got in a big fight with Daddy and said the F word,'
Leon answered before Rosie could respond. 'Me and Heather cooked
you muffins but they broke because Daddy fell on them. Then I hit
Mummy in the eye. I didn't mean it but.'

'Oh,' Lou replied, talking to Leon but looking at Rosie quizzically.
'Well, I guess you have been busy then. You'd better run inside, my
man, 'cause there's someone who's been waiting for you—'

'Elroy!' Leon screamed, then dashed through the gate into the
leafy green within.

'What the—?' Lou began as soon as the boy was out of earshot.

'Don't even ask,' Rosie answered, beleaguered. 'I need a drink.
Actually, I need many drinks.'

'Are you okay?'

'Not really. To be honest, I'd prefer to be home on my lounge,
heavily sedated, but I couldn't let Leon down again.'

'Is that true what he said about you and Jeff fighting?'

'Sure is. I whacked him a beaut, straight in the face.'

'Bull! You did not!'

'Did so. Don't say anything, Lou. I feel bad enough as it is.'

'Holy hell! Tell me he didn't give you that shiner?'

'No, Leon did. Does it look bad? It hurts like hell but Heather
said—'

'Heather?'

'Yep, Heather. She's moved in already. The place looks great. I hate
to say it but she's . . . well, quite nice.'

'Now I need a Valium!'

'I know. Look, let's talk about it later. I just want to get through
this dinner and get home. I'm going to have to sneak out soon and
make a call, so you'll need to cover for me. I can't have Leon see me
ringing work.'

'Okay . . . I think. But I demand a detailed explanation later.
I mean, did you really whack Jeff?'

'Lou, please, I'll cry.'

'Shit, don't do that. Not now anyway,' Lou replied. 'Come
inside and check out this house. Daniel designed it . . . well, told
the architect what he wanted at least. And he planted the garden.
I'm telling you, Rosie, this guy is gorgeous. Stephen thinks so too.
I mean, he's almost too good to be true.'

'Well, if he seems that way, then he no doubt is. Watch me – I'll
find his faults.'

'Hmm, I think that could be your problem, missy. You find faults
all too easily.'

'Not now, Lou. I'm not in the mood to have a personality
evaluation. I already know the results. A big F for flawed. Now lead
me to Mr Perfect.'

* * *

If Daniel Jones did indeed have a major fault, Rosie was having a
damn hard time finding it. As she nursed a piece of raw steak he
had fetched her to put on her swollen eye, she watched his every
move with the other eye and liked what she saw. Wearing a pair
of old Mambo board shorts, thongs and a worn-thin T-shirt that
clung in all the right places, he seemed even more attractive in his
comfortable surrounds.

And who wouldn't have been? His home was as peaceful and serene
as it was beautiful, a Balinese oasis that seemed several degrees cooler
than the world outside, like entering an exotic rainforest. Although it
was an average-size garden, the quaint nooks he had carved into the
lush greenery somehow made it seem larger, like a place you could
get lost in.

Lou, Stephen and Rosie were gathered around a large, worn table
that Daniel confessed was actually a door he'd picked up from a
building site and sanded back to reveal its ancient hardwood grain.
Overhead, a lattice threaded with passionfruit vine cast a dappled
golden glow of fading afternoon sun while the nearby barbecue
crackled with smoky heat. Stephen was eyeing off a padlocked shed
in the corner of the yard.

'So, what's in there?' he asked Daniel as he sipped on his Corona
and supervised the barbecue as men tend to do.

'It's full of crap,' Daniel said with a good-natured laugh. 'My
guitars, and painting stuff, but I love it.'

'Every man needs a shed,' Stephen replied. 'Somewhere to get away
from the womenfolk.'

Stephen winked at Lou, who rolled her eyes skyward.

'So, can I ask you, mate, and tell me if I'm being nosy, but where's
Elroy's mum?'

Rosie tried not to look interested in the reply to come, even
though Lou was raising her eyebrows up and down at her like a
madwoman.

'Um, she left me about eighteen months ago. Took off with my
business partner, no less. Never saw it coming.'

Holy hell, who would leave you?

'Shit, that's rough, mate, sorry,' Stephen said, taken aback by his
new friend's honesty.

'It's okay, I'll admit it was hard for a while, but what can you do?'
Daniel replied. 'It's been tougher on my boy, though. Not easy for a
kid to realise his mum doesn't want him.'

'So, she left him with you?' Stephen asked, shocked.

'Yep. We came home one day and she'd cleared out.'

'Shit, mate, I gotta hand it to you. I mean, your boy is a credit.'

Both men looked over to see Leon and Elroy playing gently with
Elroy's new labrador puppy in a sandpit area at the back of the
garden.

'Thanks, but I can't really take credit. He's just a great kid. I'm
proud to know him.'

Rosie looked over at Lou and mouthed 'all right' sarcastically. She
had to agree that Snag Dad Daniel Jones was turning out to be a
first-class sweetheart.

Lou stood up, walked over to Daniel and planted a big kiss on
his cheek. Raising her glass to him, she announced: 'Daniel, it is an
absolute pleasure and honour to meet you.'

'Thanks, Lou, the same to you. Great to have you here.'

Then he turned towards Rosie, who still had the piece of meat
dangling from her face, and smiled. 'Especially nice to have you here,
Rosie. For a while there I thought I'd never actually get you to sit still
long enough to have a proper conversation, never mind a meal.'

Rosie's face flushed so red it matched her meaty eye-patch. 'It's
nice to be here, Daniel,' she replied, her heart pounding so fast
between her ribs she thought she had the entire cast of Tap Dogs in
there.

* * *

'Dinner's on in ten, boys,' Daniel yelled to Leon and Elroy, who
were giggling at the now overexcited puppy. 'Inside and wash your
hands.'

As Elroy led Leon up the back stairs and into the house, Rosie saw
an opportunity to sneak away and make the call to Elaine Norman.
It was also an opportunity to sneak in a cigarette. She was still not
comfortable letting Lou know she'd taken it up again – pot was
fine but tobacco was a big no-no to Lou – and she certainly didn't
want Daniel Jones to learn of her filthy habit. After all, it was only a
temporary hiccup.

'Excuse me for a moment, I've just got to get something from the
car,' Rosie said, already with her hand on the wooden gate.

Rosie gave Lou a wink but her friend seemed none too impressed
to be part of her obvious ruse.

'Don't be long,' Stephen called out to her without looking around,
too busy turning the seafood.

Once through the gate, Rosie lit up and took a second to work out
how she felt. She was skittish – no, make that giddy – as if she had
drunk a dozen more glasses than she actually had.

Keep it together, girl, he's only a man . . . But what a man!

Rosie walked to her car, opened the door and plonked herself in
the driver's seat. Fetching her phone from her handbag, she removed
the steak from her eye, retrieved Keith's home number, and pressed
the green button.

It took only a few rings before the distinctive voice of Elaine
Norman answered. 'Norman residence.'

'Elaine, it's Rosie Lang. I'm sorry it's taken me so long to return
your call—'

'Rose, lovely to hear from you and thank you, no apology
necessary. It is Saturday, after all, and you do have that dear little
boy to consider. How is . . . Leon, isn't it?'

Rosie took a second to ponder just what a class act Elaine Norman
was. Rosie had met her a few years ago at a fundraiser when she
was researching a series of profiles on charity matrons. Disliking
stuffy society events and the types who attended them, she ended up
at the bar, trying to act busy in order to avoid yet another shallow
conversation with a dowager desperate to get her name in print.
She didn't know who the hell Elaine Norman was, other than that
she was friendly, funny, and seemed to be as uncomfortable in her
surrounds as Rosie. The two women ended up spending most of
the afternoon together in pleasant conversation, with Rosie leaving
that day thinking she would always remember Elaine Norman, her
kindness and quick wit, even if the sentiment wasn't reciprocated.
Given that it was only six weeks later when Big Keith Norman asked
her to lunch, Rosie had a nagging feeling she might have made an
impression on Elaine too. And to remember her boy's name, well,
Rosie was chuffed.

'Yes, it is Leon, Elaine, and he is just wonderful. Thanks for
asking,' Rosie replied. 'But I think it's your nearest and dearest
whose health is in question. How is he? I've been worried.'

'Thanks, Rosie, I appreciate your concern. He's not great. At all,
really. But he wants to see you.'

'I would love to see him too, Elaine, but is he up for visitors?'

'Not really, Rosie, but he wants to speak to you. Frankly, I think
you're the only one at that place he can trust at the moment.'

That place? Sounds like Elaine is as fond of the network as I am.

'I understand. When do you want me there?'

'How about Monday morning?'

'I doubt I can get out, Elaine. It's hard to get away even for five
minutes these days.'

'I don't suppose I could impose on you by asking you to come
tomorrow then? I'm aware it is a Sunday but you could bring your
boy, and I'd look after him. It should only take an hour.'

Rosie knew she should say no, draw a clear boundary between
work and home and insist on meeting Keith in business hours, but
then she considered just how she could disappear from the network
on a Monday – or indeed any weekday – without letting anyone
know where she was, and realised she had Buckley's. Tomorrow it
would have to be.

'Fine, Elaine, but I won't be able to stay long. Say, ten am?'

'Thank you, Rosie. I can't tell you how much I appreciate this.
Keith will be most relieved. You know where we live?'

The entire population of Sydney knew where Keith and Elaine
Norman lived, it being one of Sydney's most prestigious old homes.
Rosie made sure she went to its charity public opening each year to
delight in Elaine's exquisite garden.

'I know the place, Elaine. I look forward to seeing you.'

'Thanks again, Rosie. You are a good friend to Keith, and me. I
hope you know that. See you at ten.'

Rosie lit another cigarette and inhaled its noxious fumes, trying
to convince herself the smoke was calming. She wondered just
how much she could tell Keith in his current state. Should he
know Nash was already in his chair, that the big boss at Tang.Inc seemed to have taken over from Bettina Arthur, that Graham
Hunt was on a bender in Los Angeles when he should have been
in rehab, that Alicia's drama could well be a shocker, that massive
cuts were taking place with who knew who about to be sacked any
minute . . . ?

That it was hell.

* * *

'Mummy, where have you been? I'm going to eat an octopussy!' Leon
was sitting up at the table with the others, Elroy by his side, patiently
awaiting her return.

'Oh, please don't tell me you've been waiting for me. Go ahead and
eat,' Rosie implored, wishing she had squirted some breath freshener
in her mouth to disguise her stinky indulgence.

'Rosie, Daniel has been telling us he's a lawyer,' Lou chimed,
smoothly seguing Rosie back into the conversation.

'Oh really, what kind?' Rosie asked, interested in any new morsel
about Daniel Jones.

'Well, mainly discrimination cases these days,' he answered, 'but I
still look after a few clients, some contract law, things like that. I've
had to tone down the practice a lot since my partner and I . . . um,
split. Elroy has to come first. I want to be there for him before and
after school, don't I, mate?'

'Yes, Daddy,' Elroy answered, clearly besotted with his handsome
father.

Rosie was too. It all made sense now, why Snag Dad was always
already there as Rosie made her chaotic dash to get Leon to daycare
on time. As a single dad he was putting his son first.

'As I've been trying to tell Rosie here, I'm happy to take Leon any
afternoon if she needs to work late. It allows me some more time to
work as the boys can entertain each other.'

'Oh, Daniel, I've been trying to tell her the same thing,' Lou
replied. 'Instead, she tries to do everything herself and gets into a
right old state.'

'Um, guys, I'm here, you know,' Rosie interjected sarcastically. 'And
I thank you both for your kind offers but I think it's time to change
the subject. I already have one black eye and don't need another.
I'd like to propose a toast. Here's to friendship and children, those
present and those to come.'

Rosie turned to Lou, who beamed to be included in the children
collective and touched her belly proudly.

'You're not, are you?' Daniel asked.

'I am, but only just,' Lou replied.

'Oh well, that changes everything then,' Daniel said. 'Put those
glasses down everyone. It's time to break out the champagne.'

* * *

Rosie wasn't sure if she was technically too tipsy to drive but accepted
the offer of a lift from Lou and Stephen anyway. No one had realised
just how late it was, too immersed in easy conversation and laughter,
until the boys roused from their sleep to check out what the loud
adults were up to.

Rosie found herself holding Daniel's hand gently as she walked
with Lou and Stephen to the car. She wasn't sure who had made
the first move, but it felt so natural to Rosie it was like gravity pulls
attaching.

Leon was already curled up on the back seat of Stephen's car,
exhausted and sated from his big day, as Lou and Stephen said their
hasty goodbyes, anxious to allow Rosie and Daniel some private
goodbye time.

'Stephen's going to warm the engine up – you know what these
old Jags are like,' Lou said from inside the purring car, 'so no hurry,
you two.'

Rosie was smiling at Lou's lack of discretion as she turned to Daniel,
who was also grinning. Suddenly, her heart pounded so fast it was
though she was breathing in amyl-nitrate with every laboured gasp.

'So, Rosie, I guess it's good night then,' Daniel said, taking her free
hand in his. 'It's been a treat getting to know you. I've got to say you
are everything I ever imagined you would be and more.'

Rosie feared she might tip over, she swooned so hard, but was
steadied by Daniel's firm grasp.

'Daniel, I don't know what to say,' she replied, her voice high and
croaky like a thirteen-year-old boy's. 'Thank you for the incredible
meal, your company . . . you! I had such a great night. I know the
others did too.'

'I hope it's the first of many, Rose,' Daniel replied, leaning in so
close Rosie could smell the sweet Corona on his breath, then kissed
her so softly his lips barely grazed hers. He pulled Rosie to him and
she acquiesced, melting into his arms. Despite the persistent thump
in her chest, Rosie actually felt calm and uninhibited as she lost
herself in his embrace.

As if reading her mind, Daniel broke his lips away from hers and
whispered: 'It's going to be hard to let you go tonight. I wish you
could stay.'

Jolted by his words, Rosie pulled away from him abruptly.

I knew it – he only wants sex! she thought, chastising herself for
being such an easy target.

'I don't sleep with men on the first date, if that's what this is,' she
snapped, dizzy with conflicting emotions.

'Hey, you know that's not what I meant,' Daniel replied, diffusing
Rosie's huff with a knowing grin. 'If that's what you think, I'll have
no choice but to take you on dozens of dates to prove you wrong.'

And with that, Daniel pulled Rosie into his embrace again, where
she melted into his deliciousness until the sound of Stephen tooting
the car horn brought her back to terra firma.





CHAPTER 20

Rosie was a mushy mess. Lying in bed, she mentally revisited last
night's goodbye kiss with Daniel until it got too much and she
either buried her head in her pillow out of shyness or hugged it to
her chest as if it might extricate some of her emotional overload.
Something was different about last night with Daniel. It had been
easy. Rosie remembered her first dates with Jeff – in fact the first
few months – when all they did was try to one-up each other with
tart bon mots and caustic comments. Of course, the sex had been
electric, but every moment they weren't on top of each other they
were at each other.

With Daniel, everything came easy. The conversation, the eye
contact, the hand holding . . . It was like it was the most natural
thing on earth for them to be sitting there together, two virtual
strangers until that day, feeling as though they had known each
other for ever. Again, she grabbed the pillow and squeezed it until
she thought its feathers might take flight, this time allowing her
fears to take centre stage again: this won't work; we're too different;
he will see my faults soon enough; he probably has lots of women he
flirts with like that; he's still getting over his ex; he doesn't have time for
a relationship; I don't have time for a relationship; he' ll leave me for
someone thinner/prettier/younger . . .

Still, he didn't seem like the fickle type, she allowed herself, the
pendulum swinging back to the light side. And he seemed wounded by
the collapse of his marriage and the fact that infidelity was to blame.
No, he certainly didn't seem a pantsman type . . . But the one thing
Rosie couldn't talk herself out of, no matter how high or low she swung,
was that she really, really liked Mr Snag Dad Daniel Jones. Lots.

Even Leon noticed how dreamy his ditzy mum was this morning as
he opened a pack of potato chips, not just before breakfast but also in
her bed – normally two huge no-nos – without an argument. What's
more, Rosie put her hand in and helped herself to some greasy, salty
crispness despite declaring only minutes earlier that today was the
day she started her healthy diet in earnest.

'Mummy, what are we doing today?' Leon asked. In the mood his
mother was in, the answer could be almost anything.

'Today, my beautiful boy, we can do whatever you want.'

'Anything?'

'What the hell – sure, anything!'

Rosie realised she had almost sung that last sentence, she was that
jolly. Childlike, she dived on her boy and rumbled him with cuddles.
Leon laughed hysterically, spraying bits of wet chip all over her, but
Rosie didn't care. She was happy, dammit, and about time. She wasn't
going to deny Leon a moment of her at her best.

'If we can do anything today, does that mean we can get a puppy
like the one Elroy has?'

Leon had been nagging his mother about getting a puppy for
months now, to the point where Rosie was ready to throttle him. But
after he had played with Elroy's cute baby labrador the night before,
she should have known the topic would be up for discussion again.
She had already acquiesced and allowed him a cat, a mangy minx
from a stray's litter that was going to be destroyed if new owners
couldn't be found. The scruffy tabby had since cost Rosie some
$3000 in vet bills, as it was suffering from what the vet described as
stress-induced skin rashes that resulted in it chewing its tail almost
off. Rosie had wanted to murder the vet on the spot – how dare the
cat be stressed now that it was safe and saved! If anyone should have
been chewing their tail off, Rosie thought, it was her. But no, the cat
got a therapist and calming drugs . . .

'Honey, I don't know about a dog. Cats and dogs don't get on very
well and Turtle' – the cat's name and, yes, Leon named her – 'won't
be happy and might hurt her tail again. But we can go to the park
and see all the dogs there. And maybe the ducks, too!' Rosie was
aware that ducks and the park were no longer the great bribe they
had once been with her boy, who now preferred crappy animated
action cartoons and skate parks to their genteel outings among the
rose gardens in Centennial Park.

Hell! Rose gardens! We're due at Keith's!

Rosie couldn't believe she had forgotten her promise to Elaine
Norman that she would visit this morning and mentally chastised
herself for getting so silly over a man so soon. Then there was the
problem of how to tell Leon.

'Leon, quick sticks, little man! Get ready. We have to make a
special visit to Mummy's boss, but it won't take long, I promise!'

Leon's expression changed from happy to hellraiser. 'But you said
it was my day, Mummy!'

Rosie could sense a tantrum was about to be unleashed.

'It is your day, sweetpea, but first Mummy has to visit her boss,
because he's sick and you know how nice it is when you're sick and
Aunty Lou comes to visit you.'

This stumped Leon momentarily.

'Does he have a sick tummy?'

'No, honey, he has a sick heart.'

'Does that hurt?'

'Yes, it hurts a lot.'

Leon was quiet for a moment as he processed this information.

'Okay then, Mummy, we can go. You might need to kiss his heart
and make it better.'

Rosie looked at her boy and felt fit to burst.

What have I done to deserve this child? I swear he is an angel.

Rosie turned their favourite CD up loud in the car, knowing Leon
loved nothing more than singing the rocking chorus to 'Try It Again'
with his mum. As they swung through the huge iron gates that led
to the Normans' grand family home, Rosie was thrilled to remember
that not only were the gardens exquisite, but so too was the bird
life. Peacocks strutting glamorous plumage dotted the pristine lawns,
causing Leon to struggle out of his seatbelt and stand to get a better
look.

'Mummy, those birdies are beautiful,' he cried, stating the obvious.
'Can I have one? Please!'

'Baby, Turtle would eat one of those birdies for breakfast if they
came to live at our house,' Rosie laughed. 'That's why they live here
in Mummy's boss's house. But aren't we lucky to be able to visit
them?'

By the time the car reached the main entrance, Elaine Norman
was waiting on the sandstone steps to greet them. As usual, Rosie
noted the woman looked immaculate; from her poker-straight grey
bob to her crisp white linen shirt, white jeans and terracotta loafers,
she was a vision of understated elegance.

'Rose, I can't thank you enough,' Elaine said warmly as they
approached. 'Goodness, your eye!'

'I kicked Mummy but I didn't mean to. It was an accident,' a small
voice piped from below.

'And you must be Leon. How nice to finally meet you!'

Rosie looked at her boy and realised that, as usual, Leon's people
filter had processed the strange woman in front of him and liked
what it saw.

'Hello,' he relied chirpily. 'I like your birdies. Mum says I can't
have one because Turtle will eat it for breakfast instead of her tail.'

'Oh,' Elaine replied, clearly amused. 'Well, I have some cupcakes
inside that you might want to eat in case you get hungry and try to
eat your tail!'

'But I don't have a tail, silly!' Leon said, grabbing his new friend's
offered hand merrily and accompanying her inside.

Although Rosie had only had a quick squiz through the windows
when she took an open-house garden tour years before despite being
repeatedly told not to by her guide, she was taken aback by the old
circular sandstone foyer with its sweeping dual staircase that led to
the east and west wings. Rosie craned to check out the art that hung
high where the two staircases met.

'Oh, Elaine, your home is beautiful,' Rosie gushed. 'And that
painting above the staircases. It's incredible.'

'Oh no, it's not, Rose,' Elaine replied humbly. 'It's one of mine and
I can tell you, if Keith didn't insist on displaying it, I would have put
it in the bin years ago.'

'You paint too?' Rosie asked, wondering just where the elegant
woman's talents ended.

'I'm happy to take you on a tour, Rose,' she offered, 'but if you
don't mind, I know Keith is most anxious to see you.'

'Of course, and excuse me,' Rosie said, remembering her manners.
'It's just that I'm nuts about old architecture.'

'It would be my absolute pleasure, Rose. There is no need to
apologise. I realise I am very lucky indeed to be a short part of its
history.'

The two women were interrupted by a high-pitched squeal as
Leon spotted the two West Highland terriers that had been, until
that moment, blissfully asleep in a ray of warm sun that splintered
through French doors and into the lounge room.

'Well, that's him occupied,' Rosie said. 'The kid is puppy mad at
the moment. He desperately wants his own but I just don't think I
could take on another commitment right now.'

'I can guess what you mean,' Elaine replied softly. 'From what
I understand, the network is more stressful than ever – and that's
saying something.'

'It certainly has turned out to be more than I ever envisaged,' Rosie
replied. 'And without Keith there, well, it's just . . .'

'Unbearable, I'm sure,' Elaine interjected, her face contorting into
an empathetic grimace. 'Rose, I wasn't sure whether I would tell you
this or not today but you should know. Keith is a lot worse than you
may think.'

'I know his heart is—' Rosie was stopped by Elaine squeezing her
hand tightly, her pale-blue eyes welling with tears.

'Rose, it's not just his heart. The doctors have found cancer. It's
operable, but they're not sure yet if it has spread or not.'

Rosie couldn't stop her own tears and felt giddy and faint.

'Goodness, I shouldn't have done this to you,' Elaine said. 'Please,
come and sit down. I'll get you a cup of tea.'

Rosie grabbed Elaine's hand, forcing her to stay. 'Just tell me, does
he know?'

'Well, put it this way, I haven't said anything. But there's very little
that gets past my husband, I'm afraid. But he certainly isn't ready to
roll over yet.'

* * *

Despite assuring Elaine she was okay, Rosie still felt sick when
she entered the couple's master bedroom. Expecting to see Keith
propped up against pillows in bed, she was taken aback to see it
empty.

Elaine, sensing Rosie's concern, touched her lightly on the shoulder
and whispered: 'He's out there, on the verandah. Would you like me
to come with you, Rose? I don't want you to feel awkward.'

'No, Elaine, I'll be fine. And please, don't worry about having told
me. You were right, I would prefer to know. But I can't say I'm happy
about things, though, as I'm sure you understand.'

'Of course, Rose, this is hard for all of us.'

Rosie saw tears well in those sage eyes again, and absorbed Elaine's
pain into her own.

'You'll find him quite chipper,' the elegant woman continued,
composed once more. 'Like I said, he's not rolling over easily.'

Rosie thanked Elaine by clasping her hand knowingly, then took a
deep breath, put on her best smile and barged onto the terrace.

'Hello there, Big Fella,' she said as she spotted Keith from behind,
looking out over the railings to the impressive gardens below.

Upon hearing her voice, he turned sharply to face Rosie, who
had to hold back a shocked scream at his appearance. The big bear
of a man had shrunk, and his skin now hung limply off his bones
in saggy folds. Those eyes that could incite terror with a sideways
glance were watery and pale. His hands, with their massive digits,
seemed cumbersome, like an adult's baseball glove on an unwilling
child. Rosie beamed the biggest smile she could muster, genuinely
surprised at how delighted she was to see him. Yet she felt like her
heart was being expunged of oxygen at the same time; a waterlogged
ball bled of its bounce.

'Get the fuck over here, sweetheart.'

Rosie swallowed a lump in her throat as she heard the Big Man's
voice bellow from within that frail body.

He's still in there, somewhere!

'Don't expect me to sit on your knee,' she answered sassily. 'I don't
care how sick you are!'

With that, Rosie ran to Keith and threw her arms around him,
nuzzling her face into his chest in an attempt to conceal her tears.

'Jesus, you bloody sheilas,' he said, squeezing her hard. 'You cry at
anything. Sooks, the lot of you.'

The two held their embrace in silence, each second that passed
saying more than words ever could. When she eventually felt strong
enough, Rosie extracted herself from Keith's grasp. Keeping his gaze,
she fetched a lacy wrought-iron garden chair up beside him and sat,
taking his hand in her own.

'I miss you. You scared the shit out of me, you old bastard,' she
began.

'Raaaark . . . It was your stinky fanny that did it. Never did get
my breath again.'

Still a reprehensible old prick. Bless.

'Yeah, well not everyone gets to go out in such style. Could you
imagine if Nash and Johnno had walked in and seen us?'

'Raaaark. Old Charlie Chuckles' – Keith's favourite moniker for
Nash – 'would have had a fucking coronary himself. Don't think
that poor bastard has seen pink bits since Mummy in the shower.'

The two laughed until it became uncomfortable.

'So, what's happening?' Keith finally asked.

'Oh, not much,' Rosie answered, her voice so high and airy it
almost seemed to chortle, I'm lying outright.

'Bull fucking shit . . .'

'Keith, I don't really know anything. I'm shut out, you know
that.'

'Yeah, I know. No one's telling me nothing either but I hear
things.'

'Things?' Rosie wasn't going to hand over stress-inducing news
easily.

'Yeah, fucking things. Meetings on the weekend. Promos. Talent
decisions. Secret lists of who stays and who goes . . .'

Rosie watched as Keith's neck turned a familiar shade of plum.
This time, though, he reminded her more of a limp goose carcass
than the bull of the boardroom.

'Keith,' Rosie said, pointing to the French doors ajar behind them,
'you have a beautiful woman in there who loves you. This crap doesn't
matter. I know you find that hard to believe, but it just doesn't. It's
TV. Old news from a tired medium. Let it go. It's not what's going to
make you happy in . . .' Rosie stopped herself from saying 'the end',
but Keith knew exactly what she meant.

'Sweetie, I thank you for what you're saying but the last thing you
need to worry about is whether I appreciate that woman in there.
I do, believe me. There's not a day I haven't woken up and looked
at her beside me and thought I was the luckiest bastard alive. It's
a shame, you know. We never could have kids for some reason. I
always worried I'd pickled my sauce somehow but we never really
talked about it. Been too bloody painful for both of us, I guess.'

Rosie knew what would come next.

'I decided I'd throw myself into work,' Keith continued, lost in his
thoughts. 'Make it my baby. And you know, I don't regret a fucking
minute of it. I love that place. At least, I love what it has been. But
lately, I just don't recognise the faces any more. The soul has gone,
replaced by the almighty dollar.' Keith paused to regain composure,
then went on. 'I actually care about what I do, you know. I like giving
people pleasure – something to take the edge off their days when the
kids have been fed and put to bed. I want to make their lives lighter,
better. I do, you know . . .'

Rosie squeezed his hand hard in lieu of words.

'Twenty-four years. It's a long fucking time, sweetie. Now I'm six
weeks out and I feel like my eulogies have been given and I'm ready
for the fucking burner. What they don't know is that there's some
steam in this old turbine yet. Now tell me, what's really been going
on behind my back?'

Rosie deferred to her inner voice that said truth above everything,
and began to talk. She told Keith everything he wanted to know and
everything he didn't.





CHAPTER 21

Rosie wondered if you could wear a text message out as she compulsively
scrolled to it yet again: 'Just the thought of you makes me smile.'

Simple. Short. Sweet. Sigh. Rosie acknowledged she had a big-time
crush on Mr Daniel Jones and decided to use the thought of him as
an emotional buoy at work when things got tough. With what was
ahead – Alicia's drama unveiling, the Sports Hall of Fame dinner in
Adelaide and the new, mysterious promo, along with the Kennedys,
and the usual carnival of crapola – she knew that the image of Daniel
Jones would be mentally accessed repeatedly.

She also had to deal with the fact that Portia had bowed out for
unknown reasons, leaving her without a 2IC. All Rosie's calls to
Portia's mobile had so far gone unanswered and even her message
said she would be out of contact until further notice – and while
Rosie may have felt Portia didn't have her back of late, she certainly
didn't discount her expertise. Portia may have come from a cosmetics
company, but she knew how to package pong as parfum. And in the
TV PR business, that meant 'knowing something about television'.

Still, Rosie was determined to stay upbeat. As she approached
the car park, she wound up her windows, turned the music up and
dragged deeply on her third cigarette of the morning. She was going
to extract every single second of me time she could before heading up
the elevator with one stop – Level 5: hell, damnation and purgatory.
Everybody out.

As had become a habit of late, Rosie checked her car's rear and
side mirrors before opening the door to avoid running into someone
with a problem before she was adequately caffeinated to cope. This
morning, she spotted Crystelle Callaghan on her way to Studio 3 and
decided to say hi to her friend and thanks again for the thoughtful
card. Rosie slammed her car door and prepared herself for a high-heeled
sprint to catch up, but stopped short at the urgent ringing of
tiny bells behind her. Suddenly she felt like a luckless gazelle on a
concrete tundra about to be pounced on.

'Sweetheart, there you are,' Alicia chortled, waving her hand in the
air, the sound of her laden charm bracelet a manic wind chime.

'Alicia! Hello, lovely. Look, I'm just rushing to catch up with
Crystelle at the moment, but I can't wait for today's drama
presentation. It's all very exciting and I know we need to have a big
talk about launches and profile placements . . . You look fab, by the
way. You do brights so well.'

Rosie was already storming away from Alicia and had almost made
it when a heavily beaded sleeve appeared on her shoulder.

'It's about the foyer, darling,' Alicia panted, now right back in
Rosie's face. 'It's important. I need to know where my new cast
photos are going to go.'

Not the foyer AGAIN!

Alicia was obsessed with the photos that hung in the reception area
in the network's main entrance – almost as obsessed as the network
talent were, and that was saying something. Stars had been known
to sneak in late at night and move their portrait to a more prominent
position, hoping no one would notice, while others asked for so
much airbrushing that their photos ended up looking like paintings.
Then there was the constant demand for expensive reshoots when
hairstyles changed, weight was lost or cosmetic surgery rendered the
previous images unrecognisable.

'Alicia, we have plenty of time to talk about this. Naturally there'll
be a cast shot hung in due course—'

'But, darling, that's the point. I think the main players should
all have their own portraits. I'm putting publicity sweeteners in the
actors' contracts – billboards, profiles, magazine covers – letting
them know we plan to make them fully fledged stars.'

'In their contracts? Surely not!' Rosie countered, almost choking
on her words.

What was this daffy darling thinking? This is a recipe for another
nightmare cast of egomaniacs for me to handle.

'Please tell me you haven't signed anything that says that? I mean,
there's no way I could ever control that sort of thing, Alicia. We can't
guarantee covers, although, of course, I'll be pushing for them. And
I haven't even been given a budget for the show yet so billboards et
cetera are a way off. As for the foyer, I'll do my best, but you know
very well Keith will put whoever he damn well pleases where he
damn well wants them! I mean, there's not even enough wall space.
What happened to this being an ensemble cast?'

Rosie continued, frustration evident in her voice: 'What if we
decide to hold off on a big launch and instead sample the first episodes
during non-ratings and let the characters get a bit of a buzz going?'

'Darling, this show isn't a sample, it's a banquet,' Alicia said
fervently. 'And by god, between you and me there won't be anyone
in the southern hemisphere who is not au fait with the entire cast's
astro chart by the time we've finished with them. They will be family
to every living Australian man, woman and child, although we must
consider international sales too—'

'Give me an hour and we'll discuss this more, I promise,' Rosie
said, this time forcibly sidestepping her captor.

'Good, darling, can't wait! We have so much to go through. I'm
seeing a big press launch for this one. I have big ideas. You'll be
excited,' Alicia called from behind. 'Oh, and by the way, I felt for
you over that whole Graham Hunt thing. I don't know if I like him
at all! I mean, what a nasty piece of work. He really should have
learnt to keep his trousers zipped by now, considering what happened
before.'

Rosie turned and glared. 'What do you mean by that, Alicia?' she
demanded, surprising herself with her strident tone.

'Darling, your stress levels are out of control at the moment. You
really should come to my meditation class with me. Works wonders,
you know.'

'Alicia, what about Graham Hunt?'

'Well, darling, it's just that . . . you know I don't like to gossip but
I did hear something I thought a little unfair. You know, about the
girl who had your job before you, Lara Green.'

'No, I don't know.'

'Well, I've been told that she and Mr Hunt were very close friends
at some stage . . .'

'Are you saying what I think you're saying?'

'Yes, I'm afraid. It seems a condition of his employment was that
she had to be fired. That's how you got her job, darling.'

Rosie was stunned beyond words.

'Alicia, you can't be right about this. Keith wouldn't have allowed
it, surely.'

'Well, what I heard was that Keith wasn't happy at all but Graham
Hunt was too big an investment. I mean, the way Keith goes on
about news, you'd think it's what keeps the whole network afloat.'

'Alicia, it is what keeps the network afloat! And as for Lara Green,
I really can't believe that could happen. It's illegal for a start. She
would have grounds to sue, surely? She should have.'

'It's also a bit embarrassing for poor Lara, though, isn't it? I mean,
we all know he's a married man.'

'I see what you're saying. But Alicia, if this is true, it's just too
much. I mean, we women put up with so much sexism at the network
already, surely our past lovers can't be used against us as well?'

'Well, darling, if they can, they should fire me right now 'cause I've
had a lot of them.'

Both women giggled at Alicia's confession, although not for
long.

'Look, thanks for telling me that, Alicia. I certainly hope it's not
true but if it is, I'll be having words with Keith about it.'

'Oh, darling Keith, I do miss him. Shame he won't be coming
back.'

'What makes you say that?'

'People are talking.'

'And what are they saying this time?'

'Word is, he's to be retired. Simon Nash will be appointed the
new CEO as soon as it's done. I think the plan is to announce all the
changes the day after the Kennedy Awards.'

'But surely that can't be right? I mean, Keith's getting a lifetime
achievement award. They can't sack him the next day! Don't they
have souls?'

'Well, darling, it seems they can, but again I'm only repeating
what I've heard. You know, I'd hate to be the one to start a rumour
around here. Anyway, I'll see you at twelve for the great unveiling.'

'Yes, I guess you will,' Rosie replied, still shell-shocked at Alicia's
revelations.

'Good, darling. Oh, and do think about meditation. This job
is taking its toll on you as it is. Don't let them break your spirit
completely. My partner is a qualified reiki practitioner, you know.
I'm sure she could work wonders on you.'

'Thanks, Alicia, I'll certainly give that some thought. And thanks
also for being so honest with me.'

'Of course! We girls have to stick together.'

Rosie blew Alicia a kiss and turned to find Crystelle had
disappeared from view. She was in no mood now to chat anyway and
needed a coffee – bad. Rosie also realised she needed a conversation
with Keith, quick.

When Rosie reached the lobby, she spotted Jason Jarvis staring
at the giant framed photos, no doubt wondering how he could get
himself up there. Not prepared for another drama queen before she
had even reached her desk, Rosie swiftly turned on her heels, ready
to leg it around the back of the building and take the stairs if she
had to. Anything to avoid being zapped of energy by that needy
ego monster. But it was too late. She had been spotted. The head of
outsourced productions was walking her way, waving flamboyantly
to ensure he had her attention.

Rosie ran through the many gripes she was about to hear: how
he had been left out of important meetings; how the fact he was
trained in Melbourne meant Sydney thought him second-rate; how
his programs were not getting the big marketing and promotions
dollars thrown at them . . .

Jason Jarvis lived in a constant state of paranoia which,
unfortunately, was always for good reason. Outsourced productions
came under the entertainment umbrella, which meant he was
under the rule of The Darkness, Simon Nash. And Nash didn't like
him. Rosie knew this because Nash would regularly tell the entire
executive staff at program meetings – whenever the 'idiot' wasn't in
the room, that is.

Like so many execs at Six, Jason was so concerned about internal
politics and pecking orders he had very little time for his product,
something the stars of his shows were constantly complaining to
Rosie about. And when talent starts whingeing, it doesn't take long
to reach the ears on Level 5.

The fact that Jason was overtly gay didn't help him at all either,
not that the other men would say as much – to his face, at least.
Johnno, who prided himself on having 'nailed' most females under
thirty at the network, only understood testosterone packaged in
heterosexuality, and Keith, well he thought 'those types' should be
confined to hair and make-up departments, not allowed anywhere
near his sacred Level 5 domain. And as for Nash, as far as Rosie
could see, he simply hated everyone.

'Rosie, thank god I've found you,' Jason cooed, the smell of
Wild Fig & Cassis emanating from his every cleansed, toned and
moisturised pore. 'I'm at my wits' end.'

'Jason, lovely to see you. Look, I'm keen for a catch-up but I really
have to run at this minute—'

'Damn! I was hoping we could have a coffee, although the canteen
here can't make a decent soy macchiato no matter how many times I
show that gorgeous young barista . . .'

Rosie laughed to herself. It was true that the Six canteen staff
thought an exotic coffee was a teaspoon of freeze blend rather than
powdered instant.

'Anyway, I've heard several meetings have taken place, all very
hush-hush, since Keith had his health hiccup,' Jason continued,
seemingly oblivious to Rosie's attempt to flee.

'Well, I couldn't talk about that, Jason. I'm lucky to even get a seat
at the daily program meetings, as you know.'

'There was a meeting last Saturday, I believe. Any idea who was
there?' he persevered, clearly trying to ascertain just how low in the
boys' club food chain he was these days.

'Oh, just the usual,' she answered in her breezy voice. 'You know,
Keith, Nash, Johnno, Russ, the bean counters . . .'

The following silence indicated that Jason wanted – no, make
that needed – still more names. 'Just tell me,' he said when nothing
was forthcoming from Rosie, 'why do you think I got banned from
the programming meeting? Do you think they actually believe I
could be the one talking to the Sentinel? You know how much I
absolutely loathe having any interaction with the press . . .'

Rosie laughed to herself again. If there was anyone at the network
who loved to talk to the press it was Jason Jarvis. Unfortunately,
the press weren't too keen to talk to him – ever – preferring Great
Gardens' long-standing host, Peter Ingles.

'Of course you wouldn't, Jason,' Rosie said, not wanting to make
the executive any more paranoid than he already was. 'I got chucked
out of the programming meeting with you, remember, and my job is
to inform the public about the network's content, so I wouldn't feel
too bad.'

'Thanks, Rosie,' he replied, sounding a little more buoyant. 'It's
just sooo hard to know who to trust around here, isn't it? I mean, I
just loathe office politics.'

Rosie nodded, hoping that Jason would now head to wherever it
was he was supposed to go. She should have known better.

'Rosie, while I have you, we really must talk about Great Gardens.
It will only take a second, I promise – I mean, goodness, it's been
hard getting hold of you lately! As you know, ratings are down and I
think we really need to get out there and garner some press interest in
the series return. I have some exciting changes ahead – new opening
titles, a craft segment . . .'

Basically, Great Gardens was a show that ran itself. All Jason Jarvis
really did was sign invoices and try to act important, but he was
as useful as tits on a bull. However, he had power because he had
Sunday nights at seven-thirty pm, the biggest timeslot in terms of
ratings. But last season Great Gardens had started to slide. As Six's
programming director, it was a timeslot Johnno Johnston simply
could not afford to lose.

'I agree, Jason, that's why I've been imploring you to get through
to Peter that the show needs freshening up. I'm sure your new titles
are fantastic but I doubt the names of the people who work on the
program appearing in a new font will put on another 70,000 viewers
in Sydney and Melbourne. We need to excite people about Peter
again. He's part of the furniture at the moment, like a comfy old
lounge. We need to give him a cashmere throw and some colourful
cushions. We need him to talk again, not just about plants and
aphids, but about his life. I mean, it's not every day a seventy-year-old
man finds new love. We'd have the cover of every magazine in
Australia if he would only agree to talk. Frankly, that's the kind of
push we'll need.'

Jason Jarvis went eerily quiet, something Rosie had planned on.
But it didn't last long.

'Rosie, regardless, I think it's probably best if I speak on behalf of
Great Gardens this year,' he continued. 'We're not sure we have Peter
on board as he's trying to screw us on syndication royalties from last
season and, well, to be honest, I just think he has a big head.'

Now it was Rosie's turn to be quiet. If anyone had an enlarged
cranium around here it was Jarvis. Like the public could give a flying
fuck about a producer! They loved Peter Ingles, had done for some
twenty-six years. They planted when he told them to plant, pruned
when he told them to prune. When his wife passed away from breast
cancer several years ago, the network switch went into meltdown for
days and every hospital in Sydney had to request no more flowers be
forwarded as they were at capacity. Yet here was Jarvis, a guy who
a year ago was the on-floor producer of Caspar the Cat, thinking
Australian audiences were interested in what he had to say. Why,
Jason Jarvis was still in nappies when Peter Ingles was consulting
on reafforestation strategies and designing the gardens for the new
parliament house.

'Jason,' Rosie began, measuring her voice in order not to sound
as impatient as she felt. 'As much as I understand that there are
contractual concerns with Peter Ingles, I think the fact that he is
seeing someone again not so long after tragically losing his wife of
forty years is something the public is really going to want to hear
about.'

'I know but—'

'No, Jason, I really think you need to accept the fact that as far as
the public is concerned, Peter Ingles is Great Gardens. Pesky, I know,
but the truth nonetheless. Look, I sympathise with you, honest I do,
talent can be an absolute nightmare,' she added, 'but I think Peter
should be made aware that sharing his newfound happiness with his
viewers would be the best thing all round for the show.'

Jason looked crestfallen, forcing Rosie to pull out one of the tricks
from her PR insincerity box: 'I mean, you know how Peter Ingles
looks up to you,' she continued, hating herself. 'You are his boss,
after all.'

I should have a psych degree for this job. Talk about pandering.

'I guess you have a point,' Jason responded. 'I'll talk to him again.
I'm constantly telling him he needs to freshen up his image. It would
be a weight off my shoulders, I can tell you. Saves me from talking to
those vultures in the media.'

'That's what I love about you, Jason,' Rosie said, cringing deep
within over what she was about to say next. 'You always put the
program first. You're a true professional. Anyway, I'm looking forward
to us having a good old chinwag about all of this. In the meantime,
I have to get upstairs and phone a few vultures.'

As Rosie finally ascended to the executive level in the relative
safety of the lift, she was overwhelmed with relief. It was a feeling,
she knew, that would be short lived.





CHAPTER 22

Lisa's face said it all.

'Jeez, do you have a crappy day ahead,' the PA grunted as she
handed Rosie a printout of her appointments diary and phone log. It
was 8.45 am and already, it appeared, the phones had been running
hot.

'Hell! What happened to your eye?'

'Don't ask,' Rosie replied. Her attempt to cover her shiner with
make-up was the failure she had suspected.

'O-k-a-y then,' Lisa said, exaggerating each syllable. 'Let's see,
Portia phoned and said she won't be in and that you know about it.
What's that about? Her diary is almost as full as yours. It's hardly the
time to be taking a holiday!'

'I'm not sure,' Rosie replied, recalling Portia's mysterious letter,
'but I don't think things are too good for her at home at the moment
so let's just keep that under the radar should anyone come snooping,
huh? Actually, can you get me her mother's phone number from
personnel? I'm sure Portia listed it as her emergency contact. Portia
isn't answering her mobile, so I might give her mum a call just to
check she's okay.'

'All right, if you say so,' Lisa replied, clearly annoyed that Portia
was letting the team down at such a critical time. 'Now, what do you
want first, the bad news or the shit news?'

'Um,' Rosie pondered. 'Give me the shit.'

'Your mother rang – twice – and told me to tell you she'll turn up
here if you don't return her call pronto. I think she means it, Rosie.'

'That's okay, you can take her to lunch if she does,' Rosie joked,
knowing how much Vera terrified her otherwise cool PA.

'Look, there's little I wouldn't do for you, but spending more than
five minutes with your mother is one of them. I don't know how you
do it.'

'I don't, that's why she keeps ringing,' Rosie laughed. 'Don't worry,
I'll sort her out. First I need caffeine. Buckets.'

'Consider it done,' Lisa replied. 'Hey, I see you have a meeting in
the screening room at twelve to unveil Alicia's drama. Can't wait to
see what it's all about. Some of the rumours doing the rounds have it
as a cross between Prisoner and Home and Away.'

Rosie giggled. 'Great. Can't you just hear Keith – "What does that
mean, teen bulldyke tits?" '

Lisa laughed so loud that heads popped out of their offices to see
what was so amusing. Rosie shooed them back in with a dismissive
wave of her hands. It was time to get down to business.

'Oh Rosie,' Lisa yelled as Rosie was about to enter her office.
'Simon Nash has been here looking for you. He made some snide
remark about you being late. He says he has to discuss something
confidential with you. You might want to get back to him before he
starts stalking you as well.'

'Great!' Rosie said sarcastically. 'Can't wait to hear what that's all
about. Is there any good news for me?'

Lisa thought for a moment. 'Yes there is! Crystelle dropped in to
say hi. She sends her love and says she has a fun segment she's taping
this arvo if you want to pop by.'

'What would I do without that woman?' Rosie asked.

'She's a beaut, no doubt about it,' Lisa agreed.

* * *

Rosie managed to return a good number of calls, realising her day
could turn to manure very easily after Alicia's presentation. The one
person she couldn't get hold of was thankfully the one she dreaded
talking to most. Karen Day had left yet another message for Rosie,
this time saying it was urgent. Rosie knew what it would be about –
it was always the same thing – but there was nothing, as she had
explained before, she could do. The poor girl was miserable reading
the weather, and it was starting to show. The boys at the meeting
had expressed it crudely but it was true, Karen had put on quite a
bit of weight lately. The girls in wardrobe had rung Rosie to ask if
publicity would chip in for her clothing allowance as she was no
longer a sample size 10 and therefore had to have clothes bought
rather than borrowed.

This was a problem for the female on-air talent since Bettina's
budget cuts had come in, making the pressure to remain thin more
intense than ever. In fact, wardrobe had also complained that the
female talent were creating a mess in the toilets, purging and leaving
the acrid aroma of freshly disgorged vomit hanging in the air. But it
was obvious that Karen, now a size 14, wasn't one of them. Although
the average Australian woman was size 14, in the TV world this was
akin to morbid obesity – or, as the men so delicately put it, a distinct
lack of 'fuckability'.

What riled Rosie was that Karen was a trained journalist, not a
model. It would have been different if she'd been hired to stroke
whitegoods on Price the Prize or turn letters around on What's That
Name? Still, Karen Day would have to wait. With half an hour until
the drama unveiling, Rosie couldn't put it off any longer. It was time
to call her mother.

Breathe. Be Buddhist. Don't mention Jeff straight away. Think about
your child. Try to be calm . . .

'Vera Lang.'

Just the sound of her mother's voice made Rosie's charitable
thoughts evaporate, leaving in their place pure rage.

'Mum, it's Rosemarie. You need to speak to me?'

'Well, well, well, if it isn't my daughter, finally making a window
in her busy life to recall she has a mother who worries about her.'

Oh, break out the violins, why don't you?

'Is this urgent, Mum, or can it wait? I'm at work so I don't have
time for chitchat. I'm also very busy, so if you're about to torment me
emotionally I will have no choice but to hang up.'

'Well, I see you're in one of your moods, Rose, so I'll keep this
quick as you so obviously have more important things to attend
to than family. I just thought you might be concerned to know I
received a call from Jeff's solicitor today. It appears Jeff is intent on
trying for full-time custody of Leon and somehow expects me to be
a witness of some sort. I mean, I never—'

'You never what, Mum? You never called Jeff to tell him I'm losing
my marbles or that Leon is suffering from fucking malnutrition?'

'There is no need to swear, Rosemarie!'

'Listen to me, Mum! Did you ever stop to think that telling Jeff I
work ridiculous hours and that you think my boy is not being loved
or cared for properly might not reflect well on me? You're my mother!
What were you thinking?'

Rosie could just hear Vera sobbing over the sound of her own
seething breath.

Gee, I'm doing well with the Buddhist attitude.

'I just . . . wanted to help . . . Rosemarie!' Vera stammered through
her tears. 'He's my grandson and I . . . I love him.'

'Calm down, Mum. I'm sorry. It's just that I'm quite fond of him
too, you know. I know I'm working too hard and I know I'm not
mother of the year but I defy anyone to love that boy more than I do.
I know you were there every day when I got off the school bus – you
tell me often enough – but those days are over. Very few women have
the luxury of not working when they have children today, especially
when they're raising them on their own, and I'm one of them. Do
you think it makes me happy to hear that my boy misses his mum? It
stabs at my very core. Do you think I want to work these ridiculous
hours in this stinking, thankless job where the only recognition I get
is abuse? I'm trying my best, Mum. I might be failing but just give
me some credit!'

Again, Rosie listened to the sobs at the other end of the line until
Vera piped up once more: 'Who abuses you, darling?'

'Mum, everyone here! Haven't you heard a word I've said? I can't
win a trick in this place. I keep something out of the press, it's not
noticed. Something gets through – usually something true, mind
you – I get abused. I don't work long enough or hard enough. I wasn't
trained in the world of TV and therefore will never know enough
about television. I have boobs, not balls I can scratch in front of the
boys, so I'm basically a waste of space. I'm miserable, I'm lonely, I'm
depressed. I haven't had sex in months. I am over it! All I have that
makes me happy is my boy. And now not only is my ex trying to take
him away, my own mother is aiding and abetting him!'

'Like hell I am!' Vera roared from the other end of the phone,
knocking Rosie for six. 'I am so sorry, darling. I had no idea. I guess
I just didn't think. I can tell you one thing, though – it will be over
my dead body that Jeff takes that boy away from you. I promise you
that, Rosemarie. I will be calling that lawyer back this very minute
and giving him an earful. How dare Jeff think he can get away with
this.'

Rosie stopped to admire her mother. Vera Lang was a feisty old
broad when she was angry and, she had to admit, would fight to the
death for her only daughter. God help that poor lawyer!

'Thanks, Mum. And I'm sorry I yelled. Look, I'll make the same
promise to you I made to Leon. I'm going to slow down. This won't
go on much longer. But if you can just hang in there with me . . .'

'I'm here for you, Rosemarie. And I'm sorry too. Not as sorry as
your ex husband is about to be, though.'

'Yeah, well, we have Leon's birthday to get through first, Mum, so
we're all going to have to get along with Jeff – or at least act like we
do. I've promised him a party at Salty Sam's.'

'Not that terrible pirate place advertised on the telly?' Vera replied
snootily. 'Why, all they serve is artery-clogging junk food. Couldn't
we have a nice party in the backyard here, maybe get a clown in—'

'Mum! He wants Salty Sam's and he's getting Salty Sam's!'

Rosie could hear Vera grinding her teeth in frustration on the
other end of the phone.

'Oh, and another thing,' Rosie added, cutting Vera off before
another alternative venue could be suggested. 'I'm going to invite
Jeff's fiancée, Heather.'

Again there was silence.

'Are you there, Mum?'

'Yes I am, Rosemarie. Well, I guess there's no changing your mind
then, although I hate to think what your father will say.'

'He'll get over it, Mum,' Rosie sighed. Vera always used Rosie's
dad Mick as a voice of dissent when she knew hers had run out of
steam.

'Great, all set then. See you on Saturday at one o'clock.'

'All right, Salty Sam's it is then. But don't cater for your father or
me, Rose. I'll make us something to eat before we get there. I can't
risk your father eating all that refined sugar, what with his cholesterol
being so high and all.'

'Fine, Mum. I have to go now. Have work to do.'

Twenty minutes later and for the first time in a long while, Rosie
felt like she had things relatively under control. She had replied to all
her emails, cleared her two most urgent in-trays and glanced at the
'kind of' urgent pile. She had even called back a certain TV presenter
who had admonished her for not doing enough to ensure him a
gold Kennedy nomination – prat! – and finally booked the speech
therapist to work with the new pretty young travel reporter who
mispronounced so many words that the Sentinel ran an item each
Friday showcasing her 'slips and lisps' of the week. Rosie had a nagging
belief that this sweet young thing wasn't just mispronouncing – she
actually had no idea of the meaning of certain words and, as such,
was merely bluffing. Badly. Still, she was a hit with those precious
eighteen- to thirty-five-year-old males, so she wasn't going anywhere,
except down the line to Rosie with the edict 'just fucking fix her'.

With fifteen minutes until the drama unveiling, Rosie even thought
she might have time to apply some make-up and visit Mae to tell her
about her catch-up with Keith the day before. But, of course, this was
not to be, as an unwelcome visitor entered her office.

'Rosie! Simon Nash is here to see you,' Lisa said, terror etched on
her face. Rosie had no time to reply before Simon sidestepped around
Lisa, instructing her to leave – and shut the door behind her.

'Simon,' Rosie said, refusing to pander with a 'nice tie' comment
or a 'how was your weekend?' even though she knew she probably
should if she was ever to break the ice between them.

'Rose, I'm concerned that we haven't been getting on lately,' Simon
said, almost rocking Rosie out of her chair.

Not getting on? We HATE each other!

'Now why would you say that, Simon?' she replied sarcastically.

'Listen, you can try to one-up me as much as you like but the
truth is we need to get on, so if you could bite that tongue of yours
occasionally it would be appreciated.'

Suddenly Rosie felt like a smacked puppy.

'As you know,' he continued, 'Alicia is presenting in a moment and
frankly, I'm worried. I know Keith gave her free rein to be creative but
I think that was a mistake and I'm now concerned that any fallout is
going to land in my lap.'

Always thinking of yourself first . . .

'And before you start thinking I'm only worried about myself here,
it should be pointed out that you, too, will have to carry the can for
whatever is about to be unveiled and I need to know you're on my
side.'

Rosie realised Nash had a point. Whatever was ahead, they were
going to have to work together. She also realised that constantly
bickering with him was tiring her out.

'Okay, Simon. I agree. Let's shake and try to make the most of
what's ahead together.'

Rosie saw the relief in Nash's face as he handed her his sweaty,
pale palm.

'Good. I'm pleased. You know I've always been a supporter of
yours, Rose, ever since Keith suggested you for Lara's job.'

He just had to blow it with his bull . . . Breathe. This a fresh start . . .
try to be open.

'Thanks, Simon. I appreciate that.' Rosie bit the inside of her lip
in contained rage.

'Good. Oh, and Rose, there's something else . . .'

Here we go . . .

'It's about Portia.'

'Portia? What do you mean, Simon?'

'Well, Rose, I think she's letting you down. A lot of the executives
believe she's quite lazy and talks out of school. I know Alicia is
disappointed with her efforts on drama so far and, well, I think it's
time for her to go.'

'Go? Go where, Simon?'

'To be let go, Rose. I just don't think she's a strong enough member
of the Six team and you should start looking for a new number
two.'

Rosie was flabbergasted. She'd thought Portia was a hit with the
executives, especially the males. Hadn't she been breakfasting with
them most mornings?

'Simon, I'd have to have a reason to fire Portia and frankly I
don't. It's illegal just to sack someone. She has months to go on her
contract.'

'Well, I suggest you pay her out then.'

'Simon, I really don't understand why this is so urgent. Surely I
can take her off drama and put her on daytime if you feel strongly
that she is a problem.'

Nash began to fidget in his seat, which meant he was holding back
a thesaurus of expletives.

'Rose, look, I've asked you nicely and I really don't want to have to
argue this with you any further. It's time for Portia to go. I think you
should make it a priority. I'll talk to Bettina about the payout but we
need her gone. Okay?'

'I hear you, Simon. I'll talk to human resources about the best way
to handle this,' Rosie said, numb.

'Good. Just let me know when you've told her, okay? Now, let's go
and see what Alicia has in store. God help us all.'





CHAPTER 23

Rosie had never seen Nash visibly nervous before but there was no
denying it. Tapping his finger on the wooden seat arm, his eyes
kept darting from his watch to the executive viewing door and back
again. Alicia was running late – as always – and with every second
that elapsed, Rosie felt the tension grow. It was a surprisingly small
crowd, considering the magnitude of what was to be unveiled: just
herself, Nash, Johnno and Bettina Arthur – back in the fold once
more, Rosie noted. No sign yet of her mysterious boss Adam Short,
though.

As Jan and Grace departed the room, leaving a cheese platter,
chocolates and silver pots of strong coffee, the lights began to dim –
all but a single spotlight in front of the screen where a lectern stood.
Music began, the techno thump that Rosie found so annoyingly
repetitive and inane at dance parties. The music grew louder as the
doors to the cinema opened once more and Alicia entered.

Rosie smiled at her wardrobe choice for the great unveiling:
a witch's hat orange smock dress that looked like it had been
issued at Guantanamo Bay, and jewel-studded cowboy boots. Her
trademark dangly earrings were there, as was her customary jarring
lip colour.

'Ladies and gentlemen,' Alicia began. 'Let me give you something
to consider: one in two Australian women experience physical or
sexual violence at some stage in their lives. This figure refers to those
who are actually hit, battered, raped or killed. It does not take into
account the number of women who will be emotionally abused. So,
where do these women flee when their lives and those of their children
are at risk? Where is their sanctuary in these cruel, patriarchal cities
of ours? And who is at the other end to mop up these shattered lives?
Who is there to witness the drama first hand, to rebuild these women,
to teach them how to love and trust again? The answer is: the girls at
the Women's Refuge! Please roll tape.'

With the thumping techno now pounding so hard she thought her
fillings might come loose, Rosie watched in horror as the showreel
began with a montage flashing in time with the hypnotic beat: women
with black eyes, screaming children, huddled families, babies crying,
men yelling, raised fists, and – LORD NO, MAKE IT STOP! – butch
women kissing!

Rosie had never been more grateful for the cover of darkness.
Holding her knees to her chest, she had to force her splayed hands
from her face to watch the continuing car crash as a voiceover boomed
through the strobe-flashes:

'When you feel you have no choice in life, when you have taken
your last punch after his payday booze-up, when he's said sorry for
the last time, when you want to start over and there's nowhere else to
run, that's when it's time to find shelter at the Women's Refuge.

'Channel Six is proud to present a drama unlike anything Australia
has ever seen, a look at life so gritty and real it's like you are there
amidst the carnage, a drama that breaks all the rules, then kicks
what's left to the kerb. Welcome to the Women's Refuge, coming soon
to Six.'

Rosie swallowed the bile that had risen in her throat, hugging
her legs and rocking in shock. For a brief moment she thought she
might actually have soiled herself, then realised she'd merely crushed
the cheese-laden biscuit she'd been holding as the video began and
was now sitting in a splat of brie. Wishing a very large tumbler of
hard liquor would somehow miraculously appear in her hand, she
shuddered, then shuddered again as she realised the lights were
coming on. Generally, at this stage of any presentation, applause
would be the norm, but this was no ordinary presentation. This was
a horror that would give even Stephen King nightmares.

Rosie remained glued to her seat, too scared to turn and look at her
colleagues. She didn't need to. Simon Nash was already standing, his
normally waxy pink complexion now a pulsing shade of vermilion.
Alicia, still standing proudly at the lectern, must have thought she
was about to receive a standing ovation from the entertainment head
and curtsied modestly.

'What the fuck was that?' Nash screamed. 'Are you out of your mind,
you stupid cow? That was a fucking abortion. A disgrace. I have never
seen anything so fucking awful in my entire career. I mean, what the
fuck were you thinking? Tell me. Tell me, you moron!'

Johnno stood up suddenly. Rosie hoped he was going to calm
Nash down. She should have known better.

'Are you on crack?' he asked Alicia, who miraculously remained
upright. 'I can't program this shit! What the fuck do you think
this network is, Dyke TV? Do you really think Australia wants
to see your rug-munching mates rubbing uglies at the end of the
day? How do you expect them to explain to their kids that some
daddies like to bash mummies? Do you really consider this to be
entertaining? You are fucking delusional. In fact, I think you're
insane.'

Rosie managed to snap herself out of her numb state of shock and
stand up. Without even knowing what was about to come out of her
mouth she heard herself scream, 'ENOUGH! Leave her alone, you
bullies. You've said enough. Let it rest!'

Rosie's intervention gave Alicia enough time to flee the screening
room, slamming the door violently as she left. The eerie silence that
followed only made what had preceded it so much more potent.

'Well, fellas, you've really done it this time,' Rosie said, noting that
she was actually trembling. It was then that she recalled Bettina's
presence in the room. She looked over at the woman, who was visibly
livid.

'Gentlemen,' Bettina said in a scathing tone, 'although that is a
word I would hardly use to describe either of you. How dare you
speak to a colleague like that. To use a colourful phrase of your own,
get the fuck out of my sight. I need to call head office. Then, I can
assure you, I will be calling HR.'

* * *

'So, how did it go?' Lisa asked cheerily as Rosie staggered back into
her office. 'Are you okay?' she added, noticing her boss's beleaguered
appearance.

'It didn't go well – at all,' Rosie replied. 'In fact, the Titanic was a
joyride in comparison. Can you get Simon Nash on the line for me.
He should be back in his office. I need to see him ASAP.'

Rosie staggered back to her desk and held her head in her hands.
She had never wanted Keith here more than she did at this very
moment. Then again, he would have been of little help earlier, not
being known to hold his tongue and take a PC tone himself.

Rosie kept going over and over the showreel Alicia had presented,
wondering how she could have got it so wrong. Then she remembered
it was just a presentation of an idea. It wasn't as if she had already
filmed thirteen episodes. It wasn't too late to save, even though it
might appear that way.

Rosie grabbed a pen and began to make notes. For a start, the title
would have to change. Take out Women's and maybe call it Refuge.
That had nicer connotations. Or, even better, Hostel. No, Hotel.
Maybe a friendly halfway house where women can rebuild their lives
and where men are not the enemy – or at least only the violent ones
are.

Rosie scribbled. The lead character could be an earthy old broad, a
whore-with-a-big-heart type of character, only one whose goal was to
help women – rather than the hardcore lesbian depicted (surely she
wasn't thinking Lisa McCune play her?). She could be Pippa from
Home and Away only older, and taking in grown women instead of
kids. We could give her a sympathetic background – her daughter
was murdered by a violent husband and ever since she has made it her
life goal to help other women. She could have a lovely husband who
fights for these women too. There could still be a lesbian character,
although perhaps Alicia could be talked into making her a little more
approachable and a lot less hirsute. This way, there could be teen
conflict, young kids, redemption, renewal, pathos, joy . . . Alicia
wasn't wrong in seeing the potential, she had simply slipped up on
the execution.

Oh, but the way those men spoke to her. If I was Alicia I wouldn't
hang around to fix the show.

Rosie's thoughts were disrupted by her phone vibrating. She had a
text message. Immediately her mood lifted at the mere thought that
it might be Daniel. It was: 'Still thinking about you. Still smiling.'

Rosie texted back XXXXX in caps.

She wasn't going to make the mistake of acting uninterested with
Daniel. She was, big time.

While she had her mobile in her hand, Rosie impulsively called
Elaine Norman's number. After several rings, she heard the elegant
woman's voice.

'Elaine, it's Rosie,' she whispered. 'I can't really speak but hell has
broken loose here today. I don't want to worry Keith, it's only that he
made me promise to keep him up to date with what's going on. And
let me tell you, there's a lot.'

'Oh, Rosie, are you okay? Keith filled me in on some of the things
you told him yesterday and now I'm worried about you, dear. You
must let me know if I can help you in any way, promise?'

'I promise, and thanks, Elaine.'

'Now, I'll put you through to him. You know, he's been so much
brighter since your visit. He's even talking about returning to work.
I've given up. From now on I've decided that it's best to let him do
what he wants. It's his life – what's left of it.'

'Elaine, you are a damn fine woman,' Rosie replied.

'I don't know about that, Rose, but thank you. Now, let me see if I
can transfer this call. I'm still trying to work out all these buttons.'

As Rosie waited to be put through, Lisa appeared at her door,
white with panic.

'I have Simon Nash on line one. And Graham Hunt in LA on line
two!'

Holy hell!

'Tell Simon I'll call him back – no, better still, get him to come
down – and put Hunt through. Before you do, make sure you get a
contact number for him wherever he is and don't let him try to talk
you out of it.'

Lisa ran from Rosie's office to do what she was told while Keith
finally came on line on the mobile.

'What's up, sweetie?' he asked, sounding relatively upbeat.

'So much, I don't know where to begin. Alicia's unveiling didn't
go down too well – at all – and I have Graham Hunt on the other
line.'

'Tell that cunt Hunt that I will have his balls the minute he steps
back in the country. Tell him how fucking dare he humiliate this
network. Tell him he is the lowest little—'

'Enough, Keith!'

Rosie couldn't believe she had just yelled at the most powerful
man in the history of television, but she might as well continue.

'Keith, when are you going to realise that abusing people is not
the way to deal with things? I just sat through Nash and Johnno
doing the same thing to Alicia and, let me tell you, it went down like
Snoop Dogg at a Klan meeting. You're looking at big trouble with
that one, Keith. And if the press get hold of it, there will be little I
can do. Bettina was in the room too and she is seething. It was a
disaster, Keith, but it needn't have been. If everyone learned to hold
their tongue—'

'Fuck, seems like you're having a shocker.'

'I am, Keith, but I've given a few things some thought and I reckon
there's a way we can get out of this Hunt situation. I've got a plan.'

'Talk to me.'

'Well, at first I thought we should just fire the creep, as he's in
breach of his contract, but then, looking at the almost cult status the
guy has achieved via the media and the net, maybe we should make
the most of it.'

'I like it so far.'

'Let's get him on Balls Eye. Ratings are down, and Hunt could
garner us some much-needed press, even though most of it will be
bad. We can get him to tell his story of remorse on camera – the
ratings will be amazing.'

'I like it!'

'Good. Now, let me see if he will too.'

'Just fucking tell him he likes it. The prick won't want to lose the
cash we're paying him. Call me back and let me know how you go.'

'I will, Keith.'

'And, Rosie, I always believed you knew something about
television.'

'Thanks, Keith. I think.'

With that, Rosie put down her phone and picked up line two.
'Hunt? Where are you? Actually, don't bother. Just tell me how long
it will take you to get back here. I have a plan to save your sorry arse
and if you know what's good for you, you'll follow it.'





CHAPTER 24

Rosie had barely hung up from Hunt when a very timid-looking
Simon Nash appeared at her door. The fact that he had deigned
to come to Rosie's office rather than having her come to him was
unheard of, especially twice in one day. Nash must really need her.
Big time.

'Simon,' Rosie said, noticing the head of entertainment was
hesitant, waiting to be invited in. 'Come in. Sit down.'

Nash remained silent as he took a chair, then sighed audibly. 'What
a disaster, huh?' he finally said.

'Er, yes, Simon, I have to agree with that.'

'What do we do?'

'Well, I know what you have to do and that is apologise to Alicia.
You and Johnno. I think you both need to go to her immediately and
grovel unconditionally. In person. Getting on your knees is optional
but advisable.'

Simon looked crestfallen. 'I know you're right but, fuck, if anyone
should be apologising it should be Alicia for trying to sell us that
right-wing feminist bullshit as a potential drama. You saw it! It was
fucking horrible.'

'Simon, I agree . . . to a point. I mean, I may well have nasty
flashbacks over the showreel too, but you have to consider that's all it
was – a five-minute visual first draft of an idea, and one you gave her
full creative control over. If you stop to think about it, as I have, it's
not such a bad one. I've written some notes you should have a look
at. I think it's not only salvageable but could be a winner. But that's
beside the point. The real issue here is that you can't talk to people
like that. Would you cop it, Simon? From anyone? Be honest. The
answer is no.'

Rosie had to look away. At any moment Simon 'The Darkness'
Nash might actually tear up in front of her – something she once
would have relished but now found excruciating. His eyes were red-rimmed
and his thin lips were trembling. He was in deep shit and
he knew it.

'Rose,' he said, his voice cracking. 'I need you to keep this out
of the papers. The press will have a field day if they get a hold of it.
Those bastards love to think of this place as a big boys' club, which
you know it's not.'

It took every iota of Rosie's self-control not to jump up on her desk
and scream into his face, 'IT IS SO, YOU FREAK!' But for once, the
Buddhist bit actually kicked in and she reminded herself that The
Darkness' karma was being the pathetic punish he was.

He doesn't know any better. He has not evolved. He is struggling as
best he can through this life like all of us . . .

Regardless of her Mother Teresa–worthy mantra, Rosie was still
concerned. 'I'll do my best with the press, Simon, but as you know,
someone in this building is talking to "Secret Sydney" and there is
little that can be done until they're discovered. I'll call Alicia and try
to calm her. I'll also ring Bettina and remind her that if she makes
an issue out of this, it will be bad for the network and, as such, bad
for her. In the meantime, I'd send flowers. Many. Don't hold back.
Send her a hothouse full.'

'Rosie,' Simon said, for the first time using the friendly abbreviation
of her name, 'I owe you one for this.'

'I'll be expecting flowers too, Simon. Plain white, please. Of course,
no babies breath . . .'

'You have them.'

'Good,' she replied, surprised by just how easily Simon was rolling
over. 'Oh, and one other thing. I'd like you to change your mind
about firing Portia.'

Simon looked concerned. 'That's not my call,' he stammered, 'but
I could see what I can do if you keep my name out of the papers.'

Rosie saw she'd discovered Nash's sore spot and now had her
cocked thumb pressed up against it. While always hypersensitive
about any of his programs being criticised, Nash had been jammy
press-wise, never having suffered the esteem-crippling hell of a
personal savaging.

'Good. Well, let's leave this as a case of us both seeing what we can
do, okay?'

'Rose, I do not want today out there. I can't stress how important
this is.'

'I'm hearing you, Simon.'

She turned and paid sudden attention to her computer screen in
the hope that he would see the pause as an opportunity to leave. It
worked. As he rose, Rosie thought Nash actually looked shorter than
normal, then realised he'd developed the harried stoop of a broken
spirit. It appeared The Darkness might actually have seen the light.
He was almost out the door when he faltered, then turned back.

'Those notes you mentioned?'

'Here, Simon,' Rosie said, passing them to him. She paused,
waiting for a 'thanks' that never came.

'You're right, you know, all might not be lost. I might be able to
save things.'

Rosie smiled despite herself. She knew that Simon was a television
cockroach: he'd survive all the others. He always did.

* * *

By 3 pm Rosie had plateaued, meaning it was time to hit the canteen
and see if they had any of those really bad brownies left, the triple
choc ones that she ate in lieu of a large gin when she needed some
internal impetus to go on.

She would have asked Lisa to run down for her but the poor girl was
flat-out. Apparently there was a spelling mistake on today's episode
of What's That Name? and the switchboard was cranking with angry
viewers. Seems the movie title was Can't Stop Dancing but some genius
put a u instead of an a in Can't. Considering the show was huge in
retirement villages (there had been two deaths in the studio audience
so far this year, leading to an age limit on attendees), Rosie imagined a
lot of dentures had been spat out in shock at this careless mistake.

Lisa was a darling when it came to problems such as this, though.
She was so patient with complainants, especially old ones who loved
a chat. Rosie thought it was hilarious. If the people at the other
end of the phone could have seen who was appeasing them – Lisa,
with her dreadlocks, pierced nose, tatts and penchant for anything
studded – they would probably clasp their pacemakers in fear.

Rosie whispered, 'Chocolate?' as she passed Lisa's desk, and her
PA mouthed back, 'Fuck, yes,' in thanks before returning to her spiel
about the decaying morals of today's society, blah blah blah.

As with the car park, Rosie liked to take the long way around
to the canteen, just in case she got ambushed en route. By taking
the alternative way she also managed to bypass hair and make-up as
well as wardrobe, two departments that were reluctantly under her
command. As both were understaffed and overburdened, they were
constantly asking for Rosie to change things. Of course, they had
Buckley's. If anything, money was about to get tighter.

Bettina and the head honchos at Tang.Inc didn't understand why
on-air talent needed wardrobe budgets in the first place – didn't
these people have clothes of their own they could wear? And as for
make-up, surely they could put some gunk on themselves? It was just
another problem of being run by a company interested only in the
bottom line rather than the Australian media families of the past
who forged proud dynasties on their television reputations.

The cast of Caspar the Cat had obviously taken a break – when
Rosie arrived at the canteen the long queue that had formed was
reminiscent of the bar scene from Star Wars. A man dressed as a
beagle was holding his large canine head in his arms while two
women in sunflower suits and a man in some sort of rodent get-up
stood silently behind them. At the head of the queue was Caspar
himself. As Jason Jarvis' long-term partner, he was the one most
likely to cause Rosie some grief should he get within complaining
distance. Still, having been bombarded by Jason himself earlier, she
hoped she was in with a chance of being excused.

Loafing around at the lino-covered tables were various shabby
camera operators and floor crew, some of the scruffiest of whom Rosie
recalled seeing on her visits to Crystelle's set. There were also several
from the six pm news, the more diligent ones who came in early to
ensure the changeover from the morning G'day Australia set to the
news backdrop ran smoothly. There was also a scattering of the early
morning crew, most of whom seemed irritable. There must have been
a late satellite interview, Rosie realised, and as such more unpaid
overtime for an unlucky few who had to stay around to tape it. Being
the shocking eavesdropper she was, Rosie decided to amuse herself
during the wait and positioned herself in the queue close enough to
overhear a conversation between the G'day Australia crew.

'It's a fucking joke,' one rather overweight gent with a hairy belly
protruding under his blue singlet griped. 'She's got to be sucking
someone's cock.'

'Look, she's a nice enough girl,' countered another, 'but she's got
about as much on-screen appeal as my impacted toenail.'

'Apparently some genius in management's got a boner for her.
That's why she got flicked from news to us.'

'That makes sense. I mean, she's got a great set of tits but a
weathergirl needs to know about the fucking weather.'

'Anyway, those last research figures have fucked her. I hear she's
out.'

'What, back to news?'

'Nah, just out. Let herself go to fat so no one's going to have her
on camera now.'

Rosie realised they were talking about Karen Day and recoiled.

God this place is brutal. That poor girl . . .

As the line moved up and out of hearing range, Rosie shuddered at
just how sexist this business was. Her dream of one day being moved
to news was never going to happen. Sure, there was a chance she
could still make it as a lowly paid junior producer or researcher, but
she'd never be fuckable enough on-camera material. And it was just as
well. Who would want their every pore to be examined and criticised
in detail by the nation? If it wasn't skin it would be weight, hair,
wardrobe . . . it was almost impossible to be appealing yet benign
enough to please the varying opinions of the masses, otherwise know
under that blanket term 'The Viewers'.

By the time Rosie reached the top of the queue, she was rethinking
the brownie altogether. It must have over a day's worth of kilojoules
in every delicious bite, and although Rosie had dropped two dress
sizes since joining Six, the Karen Day scenario was weighing heavily
on her.

Ah, why not! It's not like I'm going to be reading the news any time
soon . . .

'I'll have two strong flat whites and two brownies,' Rosie finally
blurted when she reached the top of the queue. She watched as the
very attractive but oh-so-slow barista Jason Jarvis had complained of
earlier set about filling her order, looking at the coffee machine like
it was the first time he'd seen it.

How can this guy make 300-odd cups of coffee a day and still treat
each one like it's his first? Rosie was mentally urging him on – That's
right. Put the coffee in there. Now, put that bit into the machine. Good
boy. Now, put the milk in the jug – when a hand grabbed her shoulder,
making her shriek.

Turning, she saw Lisa, flushed and freaking.

'Holy hell, you scared me. Sorry the coffee has taken so long, but
Adonis here couldn't run a bath . . .'

Lisa's stunned expression didn't change, causing Rosie to predict
the worst – whatever that could be.

'What the hell is going on?' she asked, dreading the answer.

'It's Crystelle!' Lisa could barely speak, she was panting so hard.
'An accident. Quick!'

'Ambulance?'

'Rung.'

Nooooo.

Before the barista had finished her coffees, Rosie was out the door
and bolting to Studio 3.





CHAPTER 25

As hers was a lowly daytime show, Crystelle Callaghan was given the
smallest studio on the lot to pump out ten hours of live TV a week.
Rosie hated even going near Studio 3, as it was really just an old
double garage with some wires and lights in it that should have been
torn down years ago. Even the show's backdrop concealed surplus
soft drink stock from the nearby canteen. It was a sad excuse for a set
but that didn't stop Crystelle, no siree. She made that old barn come
alive every day, producing two hours of variety and talk television
that was an advertising goldmine.

Rosie had been cautioning her against continuing the 'Challenge
Crystelle' segment each week, the finale to the Friday show, ever since
she began at Six. As there was no budget for her show, safety was
always a concern, but being the diehard trooper she was, Crystelle
was never going to let down the kids at the children's hospital who
benefited from her dares.

Since arriving at Six Rosie had watched her abseil down the
control tower to the creaking studio roof and scale hay bales in a fat
suit. She'd trucked in a pond for mud wrestling, lassoed sheep on
horseback side-saddle and even held a paintball war against other
network celebs in the past year. No matter how far she was pushed,
Crystelle prided herself on going further, just to get that extra
corporate donation or whip-around from warm-hearted viewers to
help those kids. Bless her.

Apart from her big heart, she also had a crack wit and one of
the most dynamic interviewing styles on television. Guests – and
Crystelle personally ensured she didn't miss out on anyone or
anything going on in town – would open up to her unlike any other.
Often caught off guard by the shabby studio surrounds, the false
security of an afternoon timeslot and, most of all, Crystelle's unique,
disarming charm, celebrities occasionally wound up leading news
bulletins after appearing on the show, having accidentally revealed a
personal tidbit or vulnerability.

Rosie not only adored Crystelle, she counted her a true mentor;
someone who really did know about television. She'd been doing
it for near on three decades after all, from late-night variety to her
quiz shows and drama. Having moved on to afternoons to become
Australia's answer to Oprah and doubling the timeslot's ratings, she
was, ironically, considered to be on her last legs by certain executives
at Six – Nash being the main detractor as she brought in an older
demographic and not his revered eighteen to thirty-fives. However,
like Rosie, and her biggest fan, Keith, the rest of Australia loved
Crystelle and thought of her as an institution, always guaranteeing
her high overall popularity scores in the network's market research
and ensuring her place on the daily program schedule.

Please let Crystelle be okay. Of all the people at Six, let's not let
something horrible happen to her . . .

By the time Rosie arrived breathless at Studio 3, Crystelle was
propped up outside against its massive door, surrounded by her
crew.

'Honey, the ambulance is coming,' Rosie assured her friend
nervously as she neared, noting the large blood-crusted bandage she
was holding to her cheek. In the harsh daylight her heavy stage makeup
made the scene all the more surreal, but she smiled bravely. 'It's
not too bad, Crystelle, honest,' Rosie went on, not knowing whether
she was right. She just didn't want Crystelle to panic. 'We'll have you
fixed in no time.'

Turning to the camera guys and floor operators standing idly by,
Rosie surveyed the bigger scene and didn't like what she saw. There
was a ride-on mower lodged in one dented studio wall and another
tipped on its side nearby. Both were adorned with cardboard horse
cutouts. It was only then that Rosie realised Crystelle was wearing a
sequinned Annie Oakley outfit.

Glaring at the show's executive producer, Rosie asked the obvious:
'What the—?'

'Lawnmower polo,' he replied sheepishly. 'They're the show's new
sponsors.'

'Which one was she riding?' Rosie snapped back.

'The one in the wall,' he replied, trying to stifle a laugh.

'And the other?' Rosie asked, gesturing at the flipped mechanical
'horsey'.

The assembled men couldn't help themselves and all cracked up
laughing. Rosie tried to glare again but it wasn't easy. They were all
hysterical and it was catching.

'It was Davo,' the EP continued, pointing to an obviously stoned
cameraman in chaps, Stetson and neckerchief. 'He knocked it over
pissing himself when he saw her hit the wall.'

Now Rosie was laughing with the men too. How could she not?
The cameraman's pants were sodden and from the way he was
crossing his legs in pain from laughter, it looked like they could be in
for another dousing.

'Rosie, darling,' a voice could be heard through the mirthful
racket. It was Crystelle, beckoning Rosie closer.

'Yes, lovely, what can I do?' Rosie replied.

'Darling,' Crystelle said, straining to be heard. Rosie kneeled
closer to hear. 'There's a camera in my handbag . . . Surely we can
still make the first edition of the Sentinel.'

It took all Rosie's power not to bear-hug the pink sequins off her.

'You, my friend, are a bloody legend,' Rosie whispered back.

'Oh, I wouldn't say legend, it makes me sound so old,' Crystelle
answered with a grin. 'Now, the camera, darling, before the blood
stops dripping . . .'

* * *

Crystelle was propped up on several large pillows in her chi-chi
private hospital room enjoying a smuggled glass of red and lots of
attention. As Rosie arranged the latest bouquet into a vase of water
beside her, Crystelle read the card out loud: 'Trust you to upstage me!
Get fucking better. I need you. Keith.'

Crystelle just looked at the card for another moment, savouring
every syllable, then turned to Rosie. 'He's not good, is he?'

'He's certainly been better.' Rosie was thinking of Mae, who had
almost certainly organised the impressive flowers, still seamlessly
managing the Big Fella's life from the front of his empty office.

Mae must be missing him. Must spend more time with Mae!

'I love that old bastard,' Crystelle said, her eyes suddenly moist.

'He knows. He loves you too.'

'I have always said that when Keith leaves the business, I will too.
Maybe I should look for a new day job?'

'Let's not rush things, lovely,' Rosie replied. She was about to say
something like plenty of life in both of you yet but remembered Elaine's
confidence regarding Keith's health and stopped herself.

'It's a shame you weren't here for the good days, Rosie,' Crystelle
continued. 'TV used to be such a fun place to work. Honestly. We
laughed all the time. If you were on camera, you were treated like
a real star. Sure, we knew it was Australian TV and nothing in the
grander international scheme of things, but no one was about to tell
us that! More important, though, we were all family. We loved each
other. We couldn't wait to get to work each day. We'd drink and
play together every night and weekends too. We cared about each
other. If someone was sick, we all mucked in to help out. I had most
of the newsroom painting my upstairs karaoke room when I was
renovating.'

'Yeah, I've heard the stories. It sounds like it was a wonderful time,'
Rosie said, envious.

'It was the small touches – a crate of champagne at the front door
if ratings were up or you put in a weekend's extra work and thought it
had gone unnoticed. All of that has changed now. Now it's all about
cost-cutting, head counts and appealing to the younger, brain-dead
demographic. Never mind if something is actually entertaining or
not.'

'I know, lovely. It sucks. But I think we all must accept this is the
new way, however sad it is.'

'I must sound very silly going on like this.'

'Not at all! I could listen to you read the phone book and think
it's Kafka!'

Crystelle held Rosie's hand in gratitude, then raised the empty
glass in her other hand to motion for a top-up. Rosie filled her glass
happily, grateful that her friend was okay. Crystelle's injuries were
mainly superficial: some heavy bruising, seven stitches in a gash near
her eye and deep grazes on her left leg that needed to be cleaned and
bandaged. Rose knew it was more the shock that had knocked her
around, although hell would chill over before Crystelle Callaghan
would admit to that.

'Lovely, I'm going to have to get these photos to the Sentinel,' Rosie
told her. 'Would you like a quick look to veto any nasties?'

'Oh yes, I'd better. I loathe these damn digital cameras. They
can go in so close now and editors seem to love a bad shot more
than a good one. Cruel bastards! Those "stars without make-up"
features that the magazines run should be banned. I mean, they're
unbearable. Just as well I don't even go to the letterbox without a
full face on – ever!'

Rosie laughed, then jumped up on the bed with Crystelle to take
her through the shots.

'Damn these little window thingies,' she said, squinting at the
camera's viewfinder. 'Grab me my glasses, will you, darling?'

Rosie passed Crystelle her specs and helped her navigate to the first
shot taken.

'Oh, that's a goodie. Well done,' she said of the close-up of the
bandage on her eye. 'Oh, and you got ambulance shots too. It's
always best to give them more than they need, don't you think?'

Flicking to a frame taken in the back of the ambulance, Crystelle
screamed in mock horror. 'Get rid of that one, darling, quickly! It
looks like a large Chinese family called the Chins has moved into
my neck!'

Rosie giggled, then with a dramatic gesture deleted the offensive
image. With seven strong pictures finally selected, Rosie showed
Crystelle the three she planned to send to the Sentinel.

'Why not send the lot?' Crystelle asked.

'I want to save some for Australian Woman,' Rosie explained.
'They'll need a few for the "at home recovering fabulously" feature I'll
give them exclusively. We'll get them to shoot something gorgeous of
you for the main image.'

Crystelle smiled. 'You seem to have got the hang of the publicity
business after all.'

'Well, if you think so that's certainly a compliment, but I doubt
management would agree.'

'You know, publicity used to be about raising interest in programs
and celebrities,' Crystelle mused, still in a sentimental mood. 'Again,
you seem to have missed the good times, I'm afraid, when the publicity
director of the network was someone to respect. These days it's about
keeping losers like that nasty Graham Hunt out of the papers and
spreading vile rumours about the opposition. Hardly noble.'

'I certainly agree that what I do is far from noble,' Rosie laughed.
'I think TV publicists are way down the scale somewhere between
used car salesmen and crystal meth dealers these days.'

'A tragedy if you ask me!' Crystelle declared, noticing her pesky
glass had somehow managed to empty itself again.

Rosie refilled it and splashed a large glug into her own before
dialling Greg Leach's number at the Sentinel.

'Greg, it's Rosie.'

'Rosie, about time! Where have you been? Is it true Crystelle
Callaghan has been in an accident? The news desk is going nuts here.
Is she okay?'

'She's with me right here, Greg. Although I'm not quite sure she's
well enough to speak to anyone at the moment,' she said, watching
Crystelle take a large sip of red wine. 'Of course, I'll see what I can
do . . .'

'Rosie, we would obviously love the exclusive on this one.'

'Yes, I know you would, Greg, but there would need to be a tradeoff.'

'Rosie, what are you up to? You know these things aren't my
call—'

'Greg, just listen. You can have exclusive pics and quotes on a
small proviso – lay off writing about Network Six for twenty-four
hours. Just give us a break altogether and don't take a swipe at anyone
tomorrow. It will be a challenge. See if you can go one edition without
putting the boot into someone here.'

Rosie hoped this would be enough to stop any leaks regarding
The Darkness' behaviour at the drama presentation making it into
'Secret Sydney' – meaning the head of entertainment might actually
lay off her as well.

'Rosie, the Hunt story is still hot. I don't know if I can.'

'Fine. This one goes to the Tribune then. I mean, I hardly owe the
Sentinel any favours . . .'

Crystelle handed Rosie her glass of wine as she waited for Greg's
response, giving her a thumbs-up for her hard-headed approach.

Finally, the silence was broken. 'How hurt is she?' Greg asked.

'Greg, it's Crystelle. How hurt do you want her to be?'

Rosie winked at Crystelle, who beamed back.

'And the pics?'

'Just call me Annie Leibowitz,' Rosie replied.

'And they're exclusive to us?'

'You and your interstate counterparts.'

'Have I told you that lately you're turning into a real ball-tearer?'

'Why, Greg, you say the sweetest things. So, we have a deal?'

'Yes, we have a deal. But I have one request for you.'

'And what would that be?'

'That I get to sit next to you at the Sports Hall of Fame dinner in
Adelaide next week.'

'I think that's most do-able. We have ourselves a deal. Oh look,
Crystelle has just woken. Shall I ask her if she's strong enough for a
quote right now?'

'Rosie, it's Crystelle Callaghan. She could give quotes in a coma!'

'Now, Greg, you're talking about a legend here. And a personal
friend of mine. You wouldn't want to do anything to upset Crystelle
around me.'

'Oh yeah, and risk getting lynched by our readers. Don't worry, we
love Crystelle at the Sentinel.'

'That's what I like to hear. I'll put her on.'

Rosie passed the phone to Crystelle, then listened as the great lady
charmed Greg Leach with her tale of near-death. She had just landed
Crystelle the front page of every major Australian newspaper. And
for once, she actually felt proud of her job.





CHAPTER 26

Rosie regretted Salty Sam's the minute she walked through its faux
cabin doors. The gaudy, neon-lit restaurant was an assault – or should
that be insult – to the senses. Screaming children wearing flimsy
paper pirate hats and plastic eye-patches were running unchallenged,
their beleaguered parents relishing the respite from responsibility.
Fishing nets overhead held plastic seashells, papier-mâché anchors,
faded rubber seaweed strands and tacky hidden treasure trinkets.
The fake timber hull walls were complete with portholes looking out
on the car park and the captain's-wheel tables were accessible only by
walking a plastic plank. Rosie grimaced, but it was too late to turn
back and have a lovely birthday picnic in the park. She was stuck in
Salty Sam hell.

'Aye, me hearties,' squawked a large man who smelt of stale whiskey
and BO, dressed in a heavy wool pirate outfit. The sad stuffed macaw
on his shoulder looked to Rosie like a bird flu casualty. 'What a fine
crew we have here! Are we ready to set sail?'

'Salty Sam!' Leon screamed, clearly impressed with this sad NIDA
reject who, on closer inspection, was not as old as he looked. He was
probably around Rosie's age, but pickled from alcohol and a day job
that made Ronald McDonald's look like Jack Nicholson's.

'Leon Lang party,' Rosie informed the stinky pirate.

'Just as well ye's on time or I'd have ye scrubbing the decks,' he
said. His annoyingly overanimated manner reminded her of those
Marcel Marceau wannabe mimes who haunted Pitt Street Mall at
Christmas, just asking to be punched by harried shoppers.

'Some of ye crew is already here, ready to set sail,' he continued.
'I'll take ye to the deck. Ho ho ho, me hearties.'

Rosie checked her watch. One pm on the dot. Past the yardarm
somewhere in the world, surely?

'Ah, Sam,' she whispered, copping a whiff of the stale sweat-lined
felt of his pirate hat. 'Ye wouldn't have a wee old dram of rum for this
thirsty mum, would ye?'

'I'm afraid we don't,' Sam replied in his regular voice, coarse from
smoking and late nights. 'But let me tell you, if I had a gold doubloon
for every time a parent asked me that . . .'

Rosie grinned. Still, it has to be better than the office, she told herself.

'Let me find ye your serving wench,' Sam said, back in character.
As he waved his arm skyward, Rosie noticed the poor bastard had
a rubber hook for a hand and hoped he was covered under a decent
award-wage for the indignity of it all.

A sad-looking girl who would have been pretty if not for her sullen
pout arrived, dressed in a long skirt, apron and peasant blouse tied
low to reveal her ample wobbling cleavage.

I bet she's a hit with the dads missing their weekend game of golf to
come here, Rosie thought.

'I'm ye wench, Mary,' she said with as much gusto as 'pass me the
salt'. 'Here's ye crew kit,' she continued, passing Leon a plastic bag
with a Jolly Roger on the front and useless pirate tat inside. The little
boy's face lit up as though he had been handed a winning lottery
ticket. 'Follow me and I'll take ye to your shipmates.' As she walked
ahead Rosie noticed serving wench Mary was wearing fluoro green
Crocs on her feet.

Rosie couldn't help but laugh out loud as she entered the private
party room with its handwritten, Blu-tacked sign saying 'Captain
Leon's Ship'. Seated awkwardly at the large faux-wood table were
her mother Vera and dad Mick, both wearing pirate hats way too
small for their adult-size heads. Vera's sat perilously atop her salon-set
hair, stuck to the layers of lacquer she sprayed on daily to create her
immovable helmet.

At the other end of the table, sitting as far from Vera as possible,
were Jeff and Heather, both looking timid in their undignified
get-ups.

This might be more fun than I first thought, Rosie realised as she saw
Jeff sneer at his surrounds.

Leon, clearly overwhelmed with excitement and not knowing
who to run to and cuddle first, pulled at her hand, interrupting
her ungracious thoughts. This is his day. Must be tolerant and loving
mother . . . Rosie followed behind her boy to say her hellos.

'Thanks for coming, Mum and Dad. It means the world to Leon
to have you here.'

'Well, he is our only grandchild,' Vera said curtly.

Realising Vera was in one of those moods that could bring on the
beginning of World War III, Rosie quickly moved on to Jeff and
Heather.

'Thanks so much for coming, both of you,' she said, applauding
herself for being so warm, generous and grown-up.

'Thank you, Rosie,' Heather replied politely. When Jeff remained
silent, she nudged him softly with her elbow.

'Couldn't you have found somewhere else to hold the kid's party?'
he finally piped, resentment evident in his every word. It seemed Jeff
was still smarting over the slap Rosie had given him. That or the
tongue-lashing he had no doubt received from Vera over the custody
question.

'This is where Leon wanted it, Jeff. It is his birthday, after all.'

Jeff glowered.

'He's just angry because the swell is good at the moment,' Heather
said, throwing her fiancé an angry glare. 'Ignore him.'

Rosie realised she did not or could not dislike Heather, which only
made her want to more. Looking at her with Jeff, Rosie realised that
Leon had a whole other family in his life, one with a loving couple
at the helm.

Leon probably would be better off with them, Rosie realised. Heather
is a better mother than I am. She felt sick to her stomach.

Next to arrive were the Little Darlings Daycare gang. Rosie had
allowed Leon to ask his four favourite friends and was ecstatic that
the first name on his list was Elroy Jones. Most of the mothers who
had replied had seen the party invitation as an afternoon off from
their kids, asking Rosie if she would mind if they didn't attend. She
didn't. At all. Daniel Jones saw it as another sort of opportunity
altogether, RSVPing that he and Elroy would be there, with bells on.
Being the considerate darling he was, Daniel had picked up the other
boys and so they all arrived en masse, wriggling with excitement at
being out together. Rosie's self-loathing faded away as she caught
sight of him. He looked even more handsome than she remembered,
in that dishevelled, comfortable, all-male way of his.

'Hello, gorgeous,' he whispered, kissing Rosie's cheek softly. 'Am I
happy to see you again.'

'Back at you big time,' Rosie replied, feeling the blush rising up her
cheeks. 'I've missed you.'

'So, where's your ex?' he asked, prewarned that Jeff would be
attending. 'Best I know where the daggers will be coming from.'

'He knows nothing about you, so I wouldn't be too worried about
Jeff. My mother . . . well, that's another story,' Rosie replied, cocking
her head in Vera's direction.

'No problem,' he said, quickly glancing at Vera, who sat stiffly,
refolding the children's paper napkins. 'Mothers love me.'

'Yeah, well my mother is a challenge, I warn you. And don't expect
my dad Mick to help you out at all. She doesn't let him get a word in.
In fact, I can't recall him getting out an entire sentence in the past
fifteen years.'

As wench Mary returned with a tray laden with salty fries, battered
onion rings, fried fish fingers and every other breading, fat and filler
combination imaginable, Rosie felt her emergency phone vibrate in
her pocket.

'Daniel, will you cover me for a moment? I have to take this call.'

'Sure,' he replied. 'I'm going in for a full charm offensive with your
mother.'

'Good luck.'

'I won't need it. Trust me.'

'Oh yes you will, Daniel. Trust me!'

Rosie was just about to step outside with her phone when she saw
Lou and Stephen being escorted to Captain Leon's room by wobbly
Salty Sam. Hastily she waved at them, indicating she would be back
in a moment. If she didn't know better, she would have sworn Lou
rolled her eyes as she noticed the phone in her hand.

'Rosie Lang.'

'Where are you? All hell has broken loose.'

'Can I ask who I'm speaking to?' Rosie replied, trying to delay the
inevitable a moment longer.

'It's Simon Nash. I need you at the office. Now.'

'Simon, I'm sorry, but that is impossible. It's my son's birthday.
This time I must say no.'

Rosie could hear Simon groan in frustration.

'Perhaps I can help you from here if it's a matter of a phone call,'
Rosie continued, hoping Simon would soften. 'What's the problem?'

'It's the Makeover This Mess contestants. Tell me you haven't sent
out the press material yet.'

'It went out last week, Simon, you know that. You were the one
rushing me to get the new contestants' profiles out there.'

'Well, there's a problem.'

'What problem?'

'It seems the producers didn't do their background checks properly.
One has a prison record. Klaus Heinrich.'

Rosie sighed. She knew this would happen one day. That was the
problem with reality television: you were using real people and, as
such, their murky pasts and unknown histories. It was just a matter
of time.

'What was he in for?'

'You're not going to like it.'

'Just tell me, Simon.'

'Child porn.'

Rosie groaned in disgust, feeling dirty for even knowing a low life
piece of scum who could exploit a child. She thought back to last
week when she had lunched the new contestants to brief them on
what they could expect press-wise when the series went to air. As last
year's series was a fluke hit, there was a lot of pressure on this year's
show to be an even bigger ratings bonanza, with advertisers paying
a premium to have their products featured in the family-friendly
timeslot.

Klaus Heinrich had been particularly savvy about the potential to
build a profile for himself, making Rosie wary from the beginning.

She knew that the fame-hungry ones were the ones to watch when
it came to publicity, shooting their mouths off to get a few more
column inches, often at the expense of the network and, worse, the
advertisers. But someone involved in kiddie porn? Even as a die-hard
pacifist, Rosie was borderline on the death penalty when it came to
people who abused kids. And to have actually given him publicity?
Oh god.

'How do you know this, Simon? Does anyone else know?'

'I've heard the Sentinel is all over it.'

'I haven't heard a word from the Sentinel,' Rosie replied, mentally
cursing Greg Leach, her supposed friend.

'Well trust me, they are,' Simon continued. 'You have to stop them,
Rose. You have to hold them off until we can recast him. It's going to
cost a fortune but we can still do it.'

'Simon, if they have his record, there's nothing we can do. It's
public information. Have you called Richard Barker? What's his
legal opinion?'

'He's gone caving and I can't get through. I've left countless
messages. He'll call back as soon as he can.'

Caving? It takes all sorts to work in television, Rosie thought to
herself.

'Hold on, Rose,' Nash said. 'There's another call coming through.
It might be Barker.'

As Rose was left to the easy listening music on Nash's phone –
trust him to make her endure Kenny G – she caught sight of Leon
and his gang through the large porthole window nearby. They were
playing pass the parcel with wench Mary and Salty Sam, with lovely
Daniel looking on.

Hurry up, Nash! I have to get back in there.

Several more excruciatingly long minutes passed until he re-emerged
on the line.

'Was that Richard?' Rosie asked hopefully.

'No, it was my trainer. I'm missing weights today because of this.'

Weights? I am missing my bloody son's birthday!

'So, Rose, I need you to call the Sentinel and tell them that if they
publish one word about Heinrich we'll file that many lawsuits they
won't see daylight for barristers' wigs. Tell them we have our full legal
team working on it. Scare them, Rose. Tell them whatever it takes to
stop them. It will be the end of us both if Keith hears about this.'

Rosie had very little knowledge of the legal system but what she
did know made Simon's suggestion preposterous at best. Her days on
court rounds had taught her that, legally, anything goes once it has
been admitted in court, except for cases heard in the children's court,
or rape cases in which names are suppressed for obvious reasons.
Suddenly she needed a cigarette. Big time. She looked around her
and noticed a cutout of a treasure chest hiding overflowing rubbish
skips.

'Are you still there?' Simon asked frantically as Rosie squatted
inelegantly behind the bins and lit up.

'Yes, I'm still here. Simon, I don't want to do this. It just doesn't
seem right.'

'There's no other choice, Rose. Hold on, another call's coming
in.'

Noooo! Hurry up!

Rosie had enough time to finish her cigarette and light another
one before Simon spoke again: 'Rose, you still there?'

'Yes, Simon, I'm still here. Tell me that was Richard and that he's
going to look after things.'

'No, that was the car wash. My car's in being detailed. Now, where
were we? Oh yes, I want you to call the Sentinel now. You know those
bastards, you worked there. Tell the editor we're serious.'

'Simon, I do know the editor and I also know he's not going to like
this one little bit.'

'Listen, Rose, I don't care what you think. Just fucking call him.
Now. And call me straight back.'

Rosie felt ill. Dizzy sick. But it was nothing compared to how she
felt when she looked up and saw her mother, Jeff and Lou staring
down at her as smoke streamed from her trembling lips.

'Hard day at the office?' Jeff said facetiously, turning to Vera and
adding, 'See, this is exactly what I've been talking about.'

'Shut up, Jeff,' Vera barked, hating to be told so by anyone. 'Rose!'
she screamed as she turned. 'You're smoking! How could you do this
to me? You know it worries me sick. I don't know how I'll tell your
father you've taken up cigarettes again. It will kill him!'

Rosie could feel tears welling and cursed the cigarette still
smouldering between her fingers. She looked at Lou, pleading with
her eyes for her friend to intervene, but Lou was not projecting any
warmth back. In fact, she seemed as angry as the others.

'Babe, it's your son's birthday,' Lou hissed. 'Surely work can wait
a while, at least until he blows out the candles on his cake, for fuck's
sake. Sorry, Vera.'

'That's quite all right, Lou,' Vera replied, pumped she had an ally.
'There are certain instances where I believe swearing is appropriate
and unfortunately my daughter has provided just such an instance.'

Rosie had never felt so powerless in her life as she squatted behind
the ludicrous painted treasure chest. There was no one to turn to for
sympathy or solace. Everyone was against her now. They could all
see what a terrible mother she had become, what a waste of a human
being she really was.

'It's just that there's been a major drama at work,' Rosie began, her
tone as pitiful as her excuse.

'Gee, really,' Jeff said, feigning shock. 'That's a surprise.'

'Rosie, are you there?' It was Simon again, his timing as impeccable
as ever.

'Hang on, Simon, I'll be with you in a moment,' Rosie replied, her
hangdog eyes still focused on her assailants. 'Look, there really is a
drama,' she told them. 'I just need to make a quick call and I'll be
back in there. Honest.'

'Rosie, come on, honey. It's his birthday!' Lou said angrily.

'I know that, Lou,' Rosie retorted. 'Do you think I want to be here
like this?'

Lou folded her arms in frustration, then turned and walked back
into the restaurant with a now-smug Jeff following close behind.

'Well, are you coming?' Vera asked angrily.

'I said five minutes, Mum!'

'I know all about your five minutes these days, Rosemarie Lang!
Just try to get back inside before the children go home, will you?'

As Vera walked off, Rosie realised her legs had set into a cramp
from crouching so long, and she fell back into the mud behind the
skips. With nothing left to lose she remained seated in the smelly
muck, lit another cigarette and returned to her call.

'For god's sake, Rose, can you concentrate on your job,' Simon
barked. 'I'm not in the office on a weekend to be put on hold while
you're having a party. Now, are you going to ring the Sentinel? You
had better bloody well say yes . . .'

Like a beaten dog, Rosie whimpered, 'Yes,' then hung up, dialled
the main Sentinel number and asked for the editor's office.





CHAPTER 27

As she waited at the Qantas VIP lounge for the last of her journalists,
Rosie gritted her teeth, knowing they too would arrive in a foul
mood, having discovered their seats to Adelaide were economy. It was
true that most networks flew journalists business class, something
Bettina and Tang.Inc management were quick to discount as grossly
unnecessary at Six. Rosie remembered what Crystelle had told her
about how it used to be and cursed her own timing yet again.

I am so not meant to be a publicist.

What made the waiting all the more intolerable was that she had
several more quips to endure if the ribbing she'd received from every
journalist who'd arrived thus far was any indication. Ever since the
Sentinel had come out with their front page exposé on Makeover This
Mess contestant Klaus Heinrich and the sidebar news story about
Six's lame attempt to keep the lid on it, Rosie had been copping flack
from her former colleagues. If she was honest with herself, she had to
admit they had a point. Rosie felt she had sold a bit of her soul that
day, and vowed to herself she would never do it again. Her boundary
had been reached.

Her ponderings were interrupted as a flash of Vuitton suit-bag and
blonde-tipped, product-heavy hair moved into view.

Oh shit! Here he is . . .

It was none other than Trent Allenby, the snidely camp gossip
reporter from the Fox & Ron radio show. As his daily spot was
syndicated, Rosie had reconciled herself to the fact that his audience
reach was too big to ignore, and asked him to attend the Sports Hall
of Fame live telecast dinner despite herself. It was not going to be easy,
though, as Rosie was still fuming over his special on-air mention of
her the day Hunt's loo blue was exposed. They had too much history
for him to do that to her and expect to get away with it.

Trent gave her one of those double air kisses that actually never
make contact with either cheek, as though he was worldly and
European. This made Rosie chuckle, remembering when Trent
Allenby had been Bruce Barnes from Mascot. Rosie had attended
a birthday party at his family home when they were young cadets
together and distinctly remembered his roots as aluminium clad
under flight path, not the winter ski lodge, summer beach house
scenario he claimed now.

'Darling, fabulous to see you looking so well. You have lost So-Much-Weight! You must be thrilled. Clever girl! How did you do it?'

Rosie's smile didn't falter, despite her seething resentment. At least
she had one necessary PR skill – a fake front. 'All hard work, let me
tell you,' she replied, slapping her thighs and hating herself for it.
She wasn't lying – it had been hard work. It wasn't as if she'd been
to a spa resort and dropped a pleasant kilogram or three by going
organic. It had been burnt off through sheer gut-scorching stress
and an appetite that now extended only to certain varieties of red
wine – drunk in bulk.

'Glad you could make it,' Rosie said, sweeping her arm towards
the VIP lounge to indicate that Trent could go right on in, no need
to stop and chat.

'Darl, you didn't tell me about economy!' Trent chided as he
looked her up and down. 'I mean, I even tried using my own points
to upgrade. Not happy!'

'Tell me about it!' Rosie countered, opening her hands wide to
gesture helplessness. 'Blanket company policy now that everyone flies
economy. I'm sitting right beside you, as are all the other journos.
And if Keith Norman was here, he would be too.'

Trent still feigned put-out as he gazed over her shoulder to see if
there was anyone more interesting to talk to. There obviously wasn't,
as he continued: 'By the way, brave you for trying to stop the Sentinel
story. Shame the network had no legal standing. Still, not like you'll
ever be wanting a job back there again now you've crossed to the dark
side of PR.' Trent had always been good with a cutting comment.
Nothing had changed.

'Anyway, I should go and mangle with my fellow journalists,' he
continued, waving coyly at the reporter from AAP. 'Let's just hope
the bedbugs don't bite in my hotel room tonight!'

Rosie was surprised how happy she was to see Greg Leach arrive.
There was something comforting in the familiarity of that roughly
shaven face and his unchanged uniform of dishevelled shirt and jeans
with cuffs dragged to a fray. She was even happier to see how pleased
Greg seemed to see her too. Forgetting journo/publicist protocol, he
embraced her with both arms, pulling Rosie groin on groin close.
'I've missed you,' he whispered warmly.

Being in such close proximity to heterosexual male flesh again had
her prickling uncomfortably with sudden heat. Not to mention that
Rosie knew this specimen's every inch, having travelled it with her
tongue on many delightful occasions. Theirs had been a highly sexual
relationship – bonk buddies at their bouncy best. And the memory
of her sexual adventures with Greg still lit her from within.

Rosie pulled away, cursing her fair skin as Greg got a look at her
blushing-red dial.

'Look at you, all girly and shy,' he laughed, tickling her playfully
to dissipate the awkwardness. Then he looked her straight in the eyes
and, flashing a mischievous grin, whispered: 'Something tells me you
still like me too.'

He's right!

Daniel's warm smile flashed into Rosie's mind like a slap. How
could she be blushing at Greg's attention when she was so desperately
smitten with someone else? But then she had blown it with Daniel
at Leon's party, only making it back as he was leaving to take the
other kids home with their wrapped slices of Salty Sam birthday
cake in tow. What's worse, Lou later informed her that Vera had
been in Daniel's ear the entire party, no doubt enlightening him
about Rosie's every flaw. Then again, Lou was so mad with her, she
might have been exaggerating just to make Rosie feel that little bit
worse – if that was possible. Still, there had been no text messages
from Daniel since that day and Rosie was apprehensive about being
the one to make the next move.

It wouldn't have worked out anyway. He was too good for me. It was
a lovely dream.

With the last of her journos accounted for and boarding underway,
Rosie felt all she needed now was one of those flags guides wave at
museums as she ushered her group into the slow-moving economy
queue. She tried not to notice the eye-rolling and defiant stances of
her charges, still clearly incensed at the sheer indignity of it all.

'Well, well, well, what have we got here?' Trent suddenly cooed
loudly, causing heads to swivel.

Rosie felt physically sick as she watched Russ, Nash and Johnno
stroll smugly past them without even a glance of acknowledgement.

Don't do it! Don't you dare!

But they did, breezily strolling into the business class boarding
lane, through check-in and straight on board. Blanket policy, huh?

'Look, the travel agents must have made a mistake,' Rosie piped
up, failing to sound chipper. Every gossip writer in the country now
had a tasty item for tomorrow's pages. Not bad, considering they
hadn't even taken off yet.

As she slowly shuffled onboard the plane, Rosie practised her most
evil glare so it was sharpened to white rage by the time she reached
the boys sitting pretty in business, cold beers in hand. Russ seemed
unfazed by Rosie's scowl and the accompanying journalists as they
approached, focusing instead on his fast-disappearing beer. Anything
not directly related to sport was unworthy of consideration in Russ's
opinion. Unfortunately this also included people.

'Oh no, journalists. Let's jump!' Johnno joked cockily, unable to
ignore the party filing past en masse. He stood and shook hands,
greeting every journalist individually before they reluctantly moved
on through the great dividing curtain. It was almost an art form,
Rosie thought as she watched Johnno in action. With a bit of glad-handing
he had not only atoned for the prior queue snub but had
made each person feel special for that particular moment he held
their gaze. He was a smooth operator, no doubt about it. No wonder
girls' knickers seemed to fall down in his mere presence.

Rosie flashed her kill beams in Simon Nash's direction as she
neared his seat. Unfortunately, he was playing his 'I'm far too busy
for trivial courtesies' game, burying his head in the Fin Forecaster.

Pretentious git!

Rosie felt ready to take the three executives by the jugular one by
one, but she would have to sit on her rage until they got off the plane.
It could wait. It wasn't going anywhere.

Finding her seat number, she took her laptop out, then placed her
bag in the overhead locker. She barely had her tray table down when
Greg appeared, grinning.

'Surely this is my seat,' he said, plonking himself down beside her
and adjusting his seatbelt. Rosie tried to remain cool, even when the
writer from TV Talk magazine complained that Greg was sitting in
his place.

'Here, have mine,' Greg answered, handing him his boarding card.
'Now piss off.'

'I can see you've lost none of your charm, Greg,' Rosie finally said,
making sure not to look in his direction in case she was blushing
again.

'Sweet of you to say,' he replied. 'I like you too.'

Rosie sat upright awkwardly, trying to prevent any part of her body
accidentally brushing against his. She needn't have bothered.

'So, what can we do to amuse ourselves on a plane?' Greg said,
loudly enough for others to hear. Then he placed his hand gently on
her thigh, high up enough to make her yelp in shock as she batted
it away.

'I don't know about you but I have some emails to answer,' Rosie
said sternly, attempting to fend off more assaults.

'Oh, you're no fun any more,' Greg booed. 'I know, I'll help you
answer them.'

'Greg,' Rosie said in frustration, pushing him back into his own
seat. 'Behave!'

Rosie could see that Greg was enjoying toying with his old sparring
partner. He was no doubt scrolling through some of the fun times
they'd shared in the past. As she had never presumed their relationship
would lead anywhere serious, their sex had been wild, unburdened
by all that 'what will he think of me?' insecurity that could so easily
put a handbrake on Rosie's libido when her heart was at risk. And if
Greg's memories were half as nice as hers, it was unlikely he'd back
off any time soon.

There was a reprieve from his taunts as the plane took off, forcing
Rosie to shut down her laptop temporarily, but as soon as the bar
service started, the games recommenced.

'A bottle of your finest red for the young lady and I,' Greg demanded
of an attendant still serving several rows ahead.

'I'll be with you shortly, sir,' she replied.

Rosie was impressed by how polite she was, being a domestic hostie
and all. Rosie had run into some real horrors in her years flying, one
in particular intimating that maybe she shouldn't be asking for a
second bickie with her tea.

'But my friend and I are positively parched,' Greg complained.

Rosie was embarrassed by the time the attendant arrived.

'Finally, your finest red and leave the bottle,' Greg demanded.

'I'm sorry, sir, we only serve wine by the glass.'

'Well, that would make it eight glasses by my calculation. Two at
a time should do it.'

'I'll just have a glass of pinot,' Rosie said to shut him up. 'And just
one at a time will be fine for both of us, thanks,' she added, forcing
her elbow into Greg's side.

Rosie sipped her wine then opened her Mac, pleased when it
started up without a hitch. She was so hopeless with technology; if
one thing went wrong she feared a complete meltdown – and not of
the hard drive, but herself. She had lost too many stories in the past
through computer glitches.

Her emails rolled in with a 'boing' sound, taking several seconds
to scroll to a stop. Rosie scanned the list of names, looking for a
response to something she'd sent earlier. She had only gone a short
way when she realised Greg was looking over her shoulder.

'So, let me see what's going on,' Greg said, sculling his second glass
of red. 'Anything about Alicia's mysterious new drama in there?'

Rosie abruptly snapped her computer shut.

'Greg, please. This isn't fair. I can't be your friend right now.'

'Oh, Rosie, that's crap. It's friends first, work second when it comes
to you and me.'

'Yeah, buddy?' Rosie replied. 'And that's why you won't tell me
who your "Secret Sydney" leak is? Not to mention that your paper
ridiculed me by name last week.'

'Touché!'

Greg grinned, then nuzzled into her neck and whispered, 'I love it
when you're feisty. Grrr.'

Rosie pushed him away, trying to act angry. Problem was, she
wasn't. She adored Greg, always had, and was enjoying his attention,
no matter how hard she tried not to. But Rosie couldn't help noting
that she was not the only object of Greg's affection throughout the rest
of the flight. Over the following two hours she watched him drink
another six glasses of red in worryingly quick succession. And when
the attendant told him the bar was closed for landing, he polished off
Rosie's glass as well.





CHAPTER 28

Rosie checked her whooshed-up hair-do – Lou had loaned Rosie her
dress on the proviso she wear it that way – decided it looked like a
madwoman's sleep and shrugged. There was no time to rethink it
now, so she grabbed her sequinned clutch bag, admired the seafoam
Prada gown again, and cautiously opened her hotel door a crack.

Peering down the hallway, she was happy to see it was all clear – not
a journo or executive in sight.

Rosie knew her room was close to the reporters on Level 11, as they
had all checked in together. She wasn't sure where management was,
though. Hopefully they had upgraded their rooms as well as their
flights and were in another wing of the hotel – or at least on another
floor. Anywhere but near her. It was bad enough living with these
people at the network twelve hours a day, but now she was being
forced to spend an entire twenty-four hours under the same roof as
Nash, Johnno and Russ. Not only that, she had the network's entire
sports team in her charge, including its latest recruit, Graham Hunt,
the newest panellist of the Balls Eye team, making his first public
appearance tonight since his humiliating return from Los Angeles.

As Rosie headed down the hall, she felt like she was in a Discovery
Channel doco, one of those ones where you follow a cute little critter
as it is born and bravely heads out on its own, only to be savaged by
something large and nasty when least expected, turning the show
from sweet to snuff in an ad break. Rosie was the very bottom of the
food chain tonight and wondered whether she shouldn't just speed
things up and sacrifice herself down a hotel lift well.

If she could get through the next twenty-four hours she could
pretty well survive anything – the impending Kennedys bun fight
included. At least at the Kennedy Awards, every network PR was
there sweating it out, trying to keep their talent and executives
off ledges as they bitched, blamed and complained if they lost or
boasted, big-noted and bleated if they won – either way acting
intolerably. But this was her gig alone. Not only did she have every
leading media writer in the country sniffing for stories and gossip
about management, she had most of management angling to get
their names in print or, even better, planting nasty rumours about
their rivals at the other networks.

To top it off, every sporting legend still taking breath was gathering
downstairs in the hotel ballroom for the dinner and telecast. These
greats were anything but for Rosie, as most were also Network Six
commentators, lifestyle reporters and personal friends of Keith.
As such all were under her charge until they were home from the
function, happy and safe in bed and feeling adequately smug and
important – and inebriated. Gatherings of such magnitude meant
celebrating. Celebrating in TV land meant drinks. Drinks meant
bad behaviour. Bad behaviour meant bad press. The lift well option
was looking better all the time compared to the veritable five-alarm
disaster Rosie sensed was waiting to happen.

It was because of Hunt's re-emergence from shame and seclusion
that Rosie had asked the Balls Eye boys to meet two hours before
the telecast so she could talk to them about how they should handle
his return to television as a sports commentator. Rosie had already
grilled the odious newsreader upon his return from LA, telling him
in no uncertain terms that should he in any way stuff up again, his
contract would be annulled under the appropriate behaviour clause.
Even more terrifying, Keith would personally issue a fatwa on his
boof head, ensuring he not only never worked in this town again,
but might not even get to breathe its air sans respirator. Hunt was so
repentant and contrite by the end of her sermon that Rosie wouldn't
have been surprised to see him banging a tambourine for the Salvos
in the foyer tonight, to make amends.

After booking a media room in the hotel for their meeting, Rosie
had instructed Russ to tell his charges that they were to attend – no
excuses accepted. The head of sport had reluctantly agreed, aware
that recent media flack about the show being sexist had damaged
ratings, which were down more each week despite the upcoming
finals season. Recently there had been several unsavoury incidents
involving prominent sportsmen that made Hunt's loo debacle look
like a UN mission in comparison. Footy in particular was on the
stink – and if footy ponged, so did Six's ratings.

Rosie asked Russ to get senior representatives of each sport, who
were all in Adelaide for the event anyway, to attend the meeting as
well, to see just what could be done to clean up Australian sport's
image in general, and they had agreed.

In the foyer, Rosie caught a glimpse of herself in its enormous gilt-rimmed
mirror and realised just how inappropriate her sheer green
gown was, at least for such a meeting. But it was too late to change so
she sucked in some breath and headed into the fray, head held high.

This is a meeting about sexism, dammit. The last thing I should be
worried about is what I'm wearing!

As she entered the room, Rosie felt like a freshly slaughtered
carcass being dipped into a pool of piranhas. Every eye in the room
was diverted in her direction and all rested at chest level. Suddenly
she wondered whether she should have worn a bra after all. She
had hoped that under four layers of silk there would be no obvious
nipple action, but the way she was being stared at made her feel as
though she had just popped out of a cake swinging tassles.

Stuff Prada. I should have worn a burka!

'Well, well, well, don't you look tasty,' Russ finally piped up, inciting
low grunts of agreement from the seated posse of men nursing full
schooners around him. 'You look like you're out for some tonight.' A
low rumble of laughter accompanied the lewd comment.

Rosie felt that annoying skin of hers heat with a blush and knew
the men would interpret it as shyness rather than anger.

'Excuse me, Russell, but this meeting is supposed to be about
stopping sexism, not starting it,' she countered. Her voice had an
unmistakable tone of indignation in it.

Muffled chuckles followed, only this time it was Russ who was
feeling the sting of embarrassment.

Rosie decided to continue while she had the upper hand:
'Gentlemen, may I open this meeting by pointing out that what
our head of sport just said is a perfect example of an inappropriate
comment to the opposite sex.'

All eyes in the room momentarily moved from Rosie's breasts to
the head of sport, whose humiliation was evident. Not happy to be
ridiculed in front of his boys, Russ pulled out his blokey guns.

'Oh, I see you're attracting sharks again tonight,' he said, and the
room exploded with laughter. 'Jesus, seems like you've been on your
rags for months now. Maybe you should see a doctor.'

Rosie was furious. She had heard the period joke a hundred – make
that a thousand – times. 'Actually, Russ, maybe I should see a lawyer,
because what you just said is actionable. It's only a matter of time
before you say something like that to a woman who isn't as tolerant as
I am and I hope – no, make that pray – I'm around to see it because
not only will you lose your job, you'll also wind up in court.'

This time there was no laughter, which Rosie took as a sign to go on.
'Look, I like to think of myself as someone with a sense of humour,
despite what Russ may think. But I'm also aware that your various
sports are suffering big time. Not only are ratings down but bums on
seats as well. I understand attendance is down at some football games
a massive twenty-two per cent. That, gentlemen, is ouch. Personally,
I wouldn't want to be any of you, justifying those stats to the board,
but then it's not my job to tell you how to run your clubs. My job
is to get viewers watching televised sport on Network Six. So, Russ,
if you'd like to apologise for what you just said about me attracting
sharks, perhaps we can commence our business? Oh, and by the way,
these words are actually coming out of my mouth. If you're looking
for it, it's about a foot higher than where you're staring.'

Rosie could feel herself shaking under her layers of frothy silk
chiffon but willed herself with all her might not to buckle. She saw
Russ clench his fist in anger and, for a moment, thought that very
same fist might actually be heading in her direction. He prided
himself on being not just one of the boys, but the leader of the pack.
And she had just verbally castrated him. The tension in the room was
tangible.

'Look, I guess she has a point,' Russ reluctantly acknowledged,
ignoring Rosie to address the men. 'It seems we're losing sheilas at
the ground and in ratings. I'm sure it's just a cyclical thing, but we
should at least admit that some of the players have been having a bit
too much fun on away games lately.'

Rosie couldn't believe what she was hearing.

A bit too much fun? Give me strength!

'Russell, I can assure you that women do not think spit-roasting
a teenager in a hotel car park is a bit too much fun,' she interjected
vehemently. 'Neither do they think men urinating on women on
dance floors is a hoot. Public vomiting, brawling, glassing and text
messaging profanities are also not a laugh a minute, all of which have
made headlines in the last month alone! For god's sake, don't you
realise rape and violence are not fun, but criminal!'

Rosie was shocked at just how angry she was. The irony was that
her lecture on violence was making her want to head high tackle
each and every bozo in the room, and put the boot in while they
were down. Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she studied the
assembled execs. The heads of the football codes seated nearest her
were trading concerned looks. Russ was still staring at her with
undiluted rage while the Balls Eye panellists – including Hunt – all
appeared mesmerised by the carpet at their feet. She couldn't tell
which one of them did it, but a muffled cough that sounded a
lot like the word 'woof' was heard, breaking the steely silence.
Laughter erupted. Soon, the lot of them were giggling like boys at
the back of the school bus. It took a couple of minutes before the
older men joined in, some refraining from laughing out loud in a
bid to remain serious.

Rosie gave up. 'All right. I can see this is going nowhere,' she
exclaimed in frustration. 'We may as well end this meeting right
now. I'll leave you with one thought, however. Graham Hunt is
possibly the most loathed man in Australia at the moment. He not
only cheated on his pregnant wife, he has been exposed as a woman
beater and a drug addict. When he steps out on stage tonight as a
new member of the Balls Eye team, every sports enthusiast in this
country will be watching – men and women. The choice is yours,
gentlemen. You can either dig Australian sport into a deeper grave
or swing public opinion around using Hunt as a voice of contrition,
apologising not only for his own failings but also for recent events.'

Again, silence reigned. Hunt looked sheepish as his new colleagues
shot him accusing glances.

'If he's such a liability, how come we're being lobbed with him?'
piped up an older man with a fat neck and a face that looked like
it had taken one too many tackles. Rosie recognised him from the
sports reports as the head of the football club involved in the spit-roasting
incident.

'Because Keith Norman wants to use his infamy to get viewers to
watch Balls Eye, that's why,' Rosie told him, knowing the Big Man's
name would be the final word on the subject. 'Like I said, gentlemen,
Hunt's appearance on the show will get people watching. Whether
they like what they see is largely up to you. I know what the network
wants – no, make that demands. I will now leave you to discuss this
among yourselves but I hope you see that, in this instance, defence is
not your best approach. In the meantime, I have to make sure every
major media writer in this country is happy with their seating. Good
luck, gentlemen, and goodbye.'

Rosie shuddered as the meeting room door slammed violently
behind her. 'Fucking Neanderthals,' she hissed under her breath,
willing her welling tears to disappear. Rattled, she looked around for
the hotel bar, needing a stiff drink to soothe her nerves. She didn't
have to look for long. Greg Leach had just got out of the lift. She
knew if she followed him, he'd lead her straight to it.





CHAPTER 29

The first drink had managed to take the edge off her anxiety
following the Balls Eye meeting and would have been enough, had
Greg not insisted she have a second and a third as well. Or was it
four? Whatever, Rosie was feeling a hell of a lot better than she had
an hour earlier.

Greg's litany of compliments had also helped. Even though he went
over the top with his praise, Rosie had lapped up every kind word. It
had been so long since a man spoke to her like that, especially one she
knew so intimately. And didn't Greg remind her of that! It seemed he
remembered every detail of their love-making, even better than she
did. He had already recalled the time they were at a film festival in
the Domain that got rained out, sending thousands out of the park
to escape the deluge while they stayed put for the drenching. Never
one to miss an al fresco opportunity, Greg lured her to the shelter of a
Moreton Bay fig, where he greedily entered her as she stood, latching
on to her thighs and lifting her higher into each thrust.

'We were unbelievable together, Rosie,' Greg whispered, his warm
breath on her neck. 'I've never had that with another woman and I
doubt I ever could. I realise now it's you. It's always been you.'

Rosie felt her body yield to his words and bit the inside of her lip
to stifle a hungry groan. She felt his hand press the inside of her thigh
and a bolt of adrenalin pulsed from his touch. It was going to be a
challenge to avoid a repeat performance with Greg. Must remember
Daniel Jones. Loyal and lovely Daniel . . .

'There you are!' a voice screeched out of nowhere. 'Not happy,
Rosie, not happy at all.' Trent Allenby mounted the bar stool beside
her. Oblivious to the interrupted intimacy, he continued to whine:
'Table D, darl? D! Hello? Didn't fly all the way to Adelaide coach to
be at a dud table.'

Rosie was about to answer Trent when Greg butted in first. 'Excuse
me, but I was talking to the lady, you rude little prick.'

'Greg, enough!' Rosie replied tersely. She felt herself blushing,
anxious that Trent might sense the sexual tension he'd just shattered
between them.

'Well, I didn't realise this was a private party,' Trent said knowingly.
'I forgot how close you two are. Catching up on old times, are we?'

Rosie felt herself flush scarlet and mentally willed Greg's hand to
move off her leg and out of Trent's view. The last thing she needed
was the radio gossip reporter turning her into news again.

'What's wrong, Trent?' Rosie said, trying to appear nonplussed. 'I
made sure you were on a front table. I can't see what your problem
is.'

'Er, no decent celebs, darl. I was hoping I'd be on Graham Hunt's
table – that's sure to be the fun one.'

'Very funny, Trent, but Graham's working tonight and, I can assure
you, is a changed man, so I doubt you'll be missing out on anything
at all. Would you like a drink before we head in to dinner?'

'Well, as you're paying, yes I would. Champagne. French, natch.'

Flustered, Rosie ordered Trent a glass and another round for herself
and Greg. This was going to be a long night and she needed all the
help she could get to make it through.

* * *

Rosie had quite a buzz on by the time she had made sure all her
journos had found their seats in the massive hotel ballroom. She
noticed the main Six table was still empty and wondered what was
keeping the executives, as the telecast was about to begin. As Russ
entered, deep in conversation with Simon Nash, she understood
the delay. The head of sport had obviously left the meeting with
her and gone straight to his mate, The Darkness, to bitch about
her bawling him out. Nash flashed Rosie a cool stare as he passed
her table, followed by Russ, who made a throat-cutting gesture with
his hand as he caught sight of her. Rosie flinched.

'What the fuck is that about?' bellowed Greg, who was seated
beside her.

'Oh nothing. We just had a few terse words earlier, that's all.'

'He can't do that to you,' Greg said angrily. 'I'm going to thump
the spineless little shit. How fucking dare he!'

'Please, Greg, no,' Rosie yelled frantically, and reached out to stop
him rising from his seat. It was too late. Greg was already up and
struggling to untangle himself from the tablecloth snagged under
his chair leg. As he grappled with it, his glass fell onto the parquetry
floor, causing an almighty smash. All heads turned in his direction,
then to the red pool of wine surging along the floor towards the
electrical wiring leading to camera 2, poised nearby.

Rosie stood abruptly to signal for a waiter when the lights dimmed
and a voice boomed into the room: 'Ladies and gentlemen, Network
Six and Tang.Inc are proud to present the forty-seventh Annual Sports
Hall of Fame. Your hosts for this evening are Mark Reynolds, Tony
Craven and Roy Burtaluco from Balls Eye, and the newest addition
to the team, Graham Hunt. Let's give them a hand.'

Rosie grabbed her glass of wine and gulped greedily, praying that
Hunt would keep to her script. Something told her that no matter
how much she had coached him, his mouth was a runaway train.

A round of applause greeted the men as they stepped onto the
stage in their dinner suits, Mark Reynolds pulling at his bow tie
awkwardly as was his trademark habit. Roy Burtaluco looked into
the audience, acknowledging friends with a tilt of the head or double-finger
point. Tony Craven, the most alpha of the all-alpha group,
took the microphone first.

'Well, well, haven't we all scrubbed up well,' he said, looking at the
front tables where the sporting greats were seated in their penguin
suits. 'Welcome to the evening. We've got a great show ahead of us
and some top shelf entertainment to enjoy, but in the meantime, I
guess I'd better introduce you to this bloke over here – not that you
don't know him already.'

Light applause followed as a sheepish Graham Hunt joined Tony
at the centre microphone.

'Well, mate, welcome to the team.'

'Er, thanks, Cravo, it's great to be here.'

'Mate, you're better known as a newsman. What's made you want
to join us on Friday nights?'

'Well, Cravo, I'm a mad sports fan, always have been. So it's a dream
come true for me to join you blokes. I'm really looking forward to it.'

'Now, mate, I guess we'd better clear up a few things about you that
have been in the news lately. Seems you've had a bad trot press-wise.'

'Mate, you're not wrong there, but you can't believe everything
that's written.'

'So, you want to tell us what went on?'

'Well, for a start, I was having a few problems with my missus, so I
went to let off some steam and things got a bit out of hand.'

'As they do, mate, as they do.'

'Anyway, it's all water under the bridge now and I'm just happy to
be back at work and doing what I love, which is watching sport and
talking sport.'

'Yeah, well, we're happy to have you, mate. Guess it's a lesson
learnt, huh?'

'Sure is, Cravo. I can tell you from now on I'm putting bros before
hos and keeping my nose clean, so to speak.'

'Nice form, mate. Now, if you want to do the honours and
introduce the first award tonight . . .'

Oh god. Rosie gulped the last of her wine and poured another to
the brim as she watched the journalists leave their seats and run to
the exit doors, some already talking into their mobile phones. She
turned to Greg, who was standing, patting down his pockets in
search of his notepad.

'You too?' she asked, hopelessly.

'Sorry, babe, but bros before hos? The guy is asking for it. I can
still make the first edition if I file now. I'll be back in five. Hang in
there, beautiful.'

With that, Greg kissed the top of Rosie's head and left the
auditorium to join the rest of the reporters about to bang the last
nails in Graham Hunt's coffin.





CHAPTER 30

By the time she arrived at the awards after-party in the hotel's famous
Mahogany Bar, Rosie was tipsy but doing her damn best to hide it.
It was not the time to lose it.

Hic!

Looking around her, she realised she could have been humping
the ice sculpture for all anyone cared; the old boys were all well on
the way to sloshed and the young bucks weren't far behind. Stories
of golden tries, triumphant tackles and last-minute comebacks that
made Lazarus look lame were being spun in every corner. Arms were
draped around the shoulders of the normally homophobic, along
with slurred declarations of 'I really love you, mate' and 'You're like
a brother to me.'

Rosie always wondered why, after a few drinks, men decided
to proclaim undying love, hug, kiss and rumble each other to the
floor like Greco-Roman wrestlers. This, along with their habitual
ball-fondling in public, as though no one would notice they were
having a good old fiddle, had her stumped.

And men think women are hard to understand!

While on the subject of ball players, Rosie became aware that the
network's own master of the right ball off the side pocket, Johnno
Johnston, was heading in her direction through the packed carousers.
She tried to avoid eye contact but it was too late.

'Big night, huh?' Johnno said, his bloodshot eyes darting to
her breasts and staying there. Burly blokes jostled behind him,
occasionally knocking him off his already tenuous balance.

'That's an understatement, Johnno,' Rosie replied, stepping back
to put some air between herself and his reeking breath. Johnno
was a good-looking guy with undeniable charm, but this rapidly
diminished after a few drinks. Rosie had experienced the network
programmer full snort with a skinful before and wasn't keen for an
encore. Especially tonight.

'Yeah, I heard about your spat with Russ. He's pretty pissed off,'
Johnno continued, leaning in to try and close the gap Rosie had
opened up.

'Well, so am I actually,' she replied, 'especially seeing Hunt went
out and put his foot in it despite everything he was told.'

'I thought he did great out there,' Johnno replied, incredulous that
Rosie didn't share his opinion. 'A real breath of fresh air!'

Rosie was dismayed to realise he meant it.

'I reckon he'll be great for the show,' Johnno continued. 'Fuck
knows the ratings could do with a kick along. And the press just
seem to love the guy.'

There was no use pointing out Hunt's gaffe, so Rosie threw back
another large gulp of red. How could she explain to someone like
Johnno that Hunt getting his photo on the front page of every paper
in Australia with a large black censor bar over his evidently erect
penis did not constitute being loved by the press? It was slow death
by newsprint.

Rosie actually felt a modicum of pity for Hunt. He'd gone from
being a potential national television institution – literally having a job
for life and one held in high esteem by the community at large – to an
F-grade celebrity on a par with a last season Big Brother housemate.
He was hanging on to his fame by brittle splitting fingernails. Stuff
up again and he'd be hosting drag car race nights and selling hair
replacement products or, worse, impotency cures on late-night TV.
Rosie took time to be grateful for her overwhelming desire to avoid
fame at any cost. She also thanked herself that she wasn't addicted to
cocaine like Hunt who, when she ordered him to his room after the
telecast, was sporting a telltale white ring around the nosie.

'You know, Rosie,' Johnno murmured, moving in close, his foul
breath coating her in stale beer, 'I reckon we should be friends. I've
always fancied you, you know. You've got balls.'

'Er, thanks, Johnno,' Rosie replied.

'Yeah, you're a feisty bit of tail,' Johnno slurred. 'I bet you're a
demon fuck.'

Rosie couldn't believe what she thought she'd heard. It must have
been scrambled by the crowd noise.

'A demon what, Johnno?'

'A demon fuck. You know, a wild thing. I bet you go like the
clappers in the cot.' As he spoke, Johnno was bumped from behind
again and tumbled towards her, slopping his beer all over Rosie's
skirt. Shocked stupid, she could only look on mutely.

'You know, I reckon you and I should get to know each other a
little better, don't you think?' Johnno continued, oblivious to the
spillage.

It was all Rosie could do to swallow back her own vomit at the
thought of what he was suggesting. 'No, I don't think, Johnno,' she
replied, forcing him away with both her hands. 'In fact, the only
thing I do think is that you should call it a night.'

'Coming with me then?' he leered, wobbling on his feet and
sending ripples of amber spilling over his schooner lip again.

Rosie'd had enough. 'Frankly, Johnno, I'd rather sew myself up
than let you anywhere near me.'

'You'll show up,' he replied, mishearing her over the din, 'you little
beauty. I'll see you in my room then.'

As he patted his pocket looking for his room key, a large man with
his tie at half mast slapped his back, sending the remains of his beer
flying over Rosie's borrowed gown. Rather than knee him in those
much-loved testicles of his, Rosie used the messy diversion to slip
away from her captor, working her way purposefully to the end of the
bar through the thick crowd.

Once out of the programmer's sight – and grasp – she sighed,
contemplated a cigarette and looked around for a friendly face.
It didn't take her long to spot a wobbly Greg leading a small and
similarly inebriated gathering in a round of tequila shots. By the
looks of the emptied glasses sticking to the table around them, it
wasn't the first.

'Rosie, babe, come and join us for a shot,' Greg called out a little
too loudly.

His gang joined in, beckoning Rosie over with arm gestures. One
stumbled off his stool and grabbed her by the arm, physically steering
her into the throng. Happy to be cloistered away from Johnno, she
grabbed the tiny glass and a piece of lemon, downed the acrid liquor,
then sucked the sourness from the fruit. She felt the warmth hit her in
a wave of euphoria and closed her eyes to savour its full tranquillising
bliss.

'That's my girl,' Greg whispered, slamming down his shot and
loudly demanding another.

Rosie was amazed at how much alcohol Greg could put away
and felt a pang of distress. Greg had always been a big drinker – all
journos were, it was practically in the job description – but he had
been at it solidly for a good ten hours straight now and, despite being
well gone, he showed no sign of easing up. Things were bound to get
ugly.

'No more for me, thanks, I'm going to call it a night,' she protested
as Greg forced another shot into her hand.

'Like hell you are, babe, we've only just begun,' he countered,
wrapping his arm around her clumsily and drawing her near.

'No, I mean it, Greg. I'm covered in beer and I've had enough,
honestly. You enjoy, but I have to get going.'

'I'm coming with you then,' he proclaimed, nestling his lips in her
hair in an ill-aimed attempt to find her mouth. As she tried to push him
away, Greg lost his footing and fell backwards into the table, knocking
it and its stack of empty glasses over with a mighty ruckus.

'Whoa, mate,' a member of the drinking party hollered, trying to
set him back on his feet with no luck. Greg lurched again, winding
up on his bum on the floor. It took two men to lift him upright. The
reporter swayed and teetered threateningly as the crowd looked on
momentarily before turning back to their beers.

'More drinks,' Greg shouted to no one in particular, bracing
himself against the righted table.

'Greg, you've had enough,' Rosie said. 'Maybe you should call it a
night too.'

Greg winked knowingly, taking this as an offer to join her. He
gathered his cigarettes, sodden from the spillage, and followed her
out of the bar.

While Greg may have grabbed her arm as a gesture of tenderness
initially, it soon became a crutch as he staggered alongside her. Rosie
had to heave him through the thick crowd, out into the foyer and
then into the lift.

'This time things are going to be different with us, babe,' Greg
slurred as they ascended to their floor. 'I mean that,' he added, once
again going in for a kiss. This time he made it as far as her nose.
Rosie felt his tongue wriggle in her nostril and was repulsed.

'Greg, that's gross. Get off me. Stop leaning on me. There's a wall
there. Lean on that!'

'I really love you, Rosie. I mean that. You're the best, do you know
that?' Greg blathered. 'That fuckface husband of yours doesn't know
what he's lost. Never liked that smarmy prick myself. Mr Award
Winner Wanker.'

Suddenly Rosie felt piously sober as she struggled to keep Greg
upright long enough to get him to his room – and off her. Looking at
that once cheeky face of his, now a roadmap of red lines, she realised
he no longer looked laddish or larrikin. He looked sad and tired. And
way too old for his age.

He isn't even forty!

'Where's your key, Greg?' Rosie demanded when they finally
reached his door. As he let go of her to dig deep into his pocket, Greg
lost his footing, sliding with a wallop onto his arse.

'Get up, Greg!' Rosie wailed. 'I can't deal with this! Get inside and
go to sleep!'

Greg made no effort to rise, preferring to lie on the cool marble
floor.

'Don't you dare!' Rosie yelled, kicking him in the ribs with her
silver-shod foot. 'Get up and get inside! You can't sleep here!'

Greg made a noise like he was blowing bubbles and tried to roll
over but failed. Not knowing what else to do, Rosie knelt down, put
her hand in his trouser pocket and rummaged for his key. Finding
the elusive piece of plastic, she put it in the key slot and opened
the door, then physically rolled Greg into the entrance, pushing him
with her feet, and shut the door behind them.

'Get up, Greg,' she pleaded, trying to prop him against the wall.

'I'm not feeling good,' he whimpered. Rosie noticed he had turned
an insipid shade of grey and knew from experience what would come
next.

'Into the bathroom, Greg, quick,' she cried, shaking him violently.
'Come on, mate, you can't be sick here.'

Rosie watched as Greg swallowed back a sharp spasm and frowned.
It seemed he too knew what was about to come. Raising himself
unsteadily, he got to his feet, banged into one wall and ricocheted
off the one opposite. With a desperate lurch, he found the gap of the
open bathroom door and staggered heavily inside.

Rosie grimaced as she heard the first retch, heave and loud splash.
This scenario repeated itself until all she could hear was silence.
Tentatively she moved towards the bathroom door and the horror
scene behind it. There was Greg propped against the toilet bowl, his
head resting on the open seat.

'Greg, are you okay?' Rosie asked, knowing from the look of him
that an answer was redundant.

'I feel like hell,' he said limply, still not able to lift his head. Rosie
surveyed her helpless friend with pity. Greg sensed her concern and
latched on to his chance. 'Please don't leave me here alone. Please
don't go.'

Rosie felt an empathetic pang. She remembered being in a similar
condition herself more than once and how wretchedly awful – like
the end of the world – it felt. She grabbed a face washer from the
vanity and ran it under the cold tap, then folded and placed the
damp cloth on Greg's brow.

'Thanks, Rosie,' he whimpered gratefully. 'Please stay. I don't want
you to go.'

Rosie knew there was only one thing that helped in a situation such
as this and that was the acidic burp that followed a sip of Coke. A
dear friend of hers had used it on her once after a very large birthday
party and it was the only thing that got her back on her feet when she
felt she might never get upright again.

Hunting through Greg's minibar in search of sugary fizz, Rosie
noticed it had seen plenty of action already. All the small liquor
bottles had been emptied, along with the white and red wine. The last
remaining bottle, the miniature of champagne, was also open – half
drunk and drained of all zest. Checking out the mixers, she was in
luck. Most hadn't been touched, meaning all those baby bottles had
been drunk straight. Rosie shuddered at the thought, grabbed a can
of Coke and sped back to the bathroom.

'Here, Greg, try to drink some of this,' she implored, placing the
opened can close to his lips. 'It'll make you burp and you'll feel better,
I promise.'

'I donwannit,' he yelped, his arm flailing, knocking the can from
Rosie's grasp. The sticky brown liquid foamed and hissed angrily on
the creamy tiled floor.

Realising Greg was in a very dark place, beyond help, Rosie
conceded defeat, grabbed a large white towel from its rack and threw
it around his shoulders.

'That's nice. You're nice,' he cooed, child-like. 'Stay with me, Rosie.
I don't want you to go. Please tell me you won't leave me tonight?'

Looking at his pathetic state, Rosie realised she had no choice but
to acquiesce. Grabbing another towel, she climbed into the bath,
draped it over herself and reclined. Within minutes she was sound
asleep and snoring.





CHAPTER 31

Rosie awoke to what she first thought was a twelve-gun salute, so
loud was the crash. She soon realised she was not under military
attack, but rather being subjected to the sound of a shower turned on
at full capacity close by. As she rubbed at her itchy, mascara-clogged
eyes, she wondered just what kind of hell she had woken up in. It was
only when she saw Greg Leach naked in the glass cubicle that she
began to put two and two together.

Rosie managed to take in the scene in more detail and was not
happy. It was the bath scene from Psycho. She gathered she was the
victim, the Janet Leigh, but couldn't quite comprehend why she was
still alive despite feeling like death.

First off, she realised she was suffering an acute case of vulture
neck. Her head was jammed ninety degrees to the right, as if she
was about to overtake a car. It seemed that someone had also broken
in during the night and grafted a tap onto her face, so deeply was
one wedged into her throbbing left cheek. It was probably the same
person who'd managed to empty a cat litter tray into her mouth.

'Order some coffee, babe, and some aspirin, will you?' a voice
yelled from the thundering rain room. 'Sorry I passed out on you but
it's still early. Jump into bed and I'll be out in a second.'

Rosie knew she was hung-over but was sure she had just heard
Greg suggest they have sex. Greg, who was last seen retching his guts
up, and her, the girl still in her borrowed, beer-drenched Prada, stuck
in a bath. She may have looked like a woman deranged but she wasn't
about to act like one.

Rosie lurched herself awkwardly out the bath, the exertion leaving
her dizzy and disoriented. Quickly she searched for her handbag and
found it in the bathroom sink, covered in goop from the tiny spilt
shampoo bottles that had somehow toppled in there overnight.

She took a quick look in the mirror and recoiled at the sight of
herself. Her whooshed-up hairdo made her look as though she had
been plugged into a power point all night, and her eyes were a losing
prize fighter's. The overall effect was bag lady sans pee smell, the latter
being her only saving grace – although there was a distinct smell of
RSL carpet she feared might be her own. Classy!

Rosie was wondering why it was hard to walk as she surveyed the
bathroom one last time. As she reached Greg's hotel room door, she
realised: one heel on her favourite silver sandals was now no longer
pointing the way it should be, somehow having swivelled around
during the night. How that could possibly have happened would
have to wait; the only thing Rosie could contemplate at the moment
was the sanctuary of her own room and getting as far away from
Greg Leach as she could.

Cautiously opening the door, Rosie gave a quick glance left and
right and bolted down the corridor as fast as her dodgy heels could
take her. Her room shimmered, oasis-like, past the lift well, and she
felt like Rocky striding those steps with every awkward hobble that
took her closer. A door slammed loudly behind her, but Rosie was
too focused on her glittering prize of safety to chance seeing who it
might have been. Just another thirty or so metres and there was a
shower with her name on it, clean clothes and, most important of all,
her phone charger, so she could make her morning call to Leon at
his dad's. Unfortunately, a powered-up phone would also mean she
would be back in communication with work and, as such, the fallout
from last night, but that was nothing compared to telling her boy she
loved and missed him.

'Rosie, babe, come back.' Greg's voice sounded urgent behind
her – and loud – yet Rosie was not tempted to reply. She turned to
catch sight of him, running down the hall wrapped only in a bath
towel, but turned back again just as fast. Her room also had a safety
chain as well as a lock to keep him out. Only a dozen more steps and
she would be safe.

Bing!

The lift doors opened just as Rosie was passing. She would not
have given its occupants even a sideways glance if she hadn't heard
her name called. No, make that yelled.

'Rose!'

She turned to see the faces of Simon Nash, Russ Frazer and Trent
Allenby staring open-mouthed like sideshow alley clowns. Rosie
screeched to a halt, the heel on her sandal finally surrendering in the
process, causing her to lurch forward like a drunken emu. Just when
she thought things couldn't get any worse, Greg finally caught up
with her. His towel, having slipped in the chase, now hung limply in
his hand, revealing a massive purple erection.

'Honey, come on, come back to bed,' he implored, oblivious to
the lift load of executives. 'Come on. You can't leave me like this,' he
pleaded, staring down at his painfully erect penis.

Rosie wanted to die.

Mute with shock, none of the lift passengers could manage
a coherent word before the doors closed again. Rosie watched
helplessly as the indicator lights flashed from eleven to ten, nine
and onwards down to the ground floor. Incandescent with rage,
she turned to Greg. Her first thought was to throw him over the
balcony to the lobby below, hopefully taking out the disembarking
men at the same time. Instead, she turned and unleashed a rage
that scared even herself.

'What the hell do you think you're doing, Greg?' she screamed,
no longer giving a toss who heard her. 'Do you know what you just
did? DO YOU? Do you know who just saw you asking me to come
back to bed? It was Nash, Russ and Trent fucking Allenby, no less!
You've just made me a laughing stock! Me! The same idiot who tried
to look after you last night after you made a glutton of yourself on
free booze. This is my livelihood you're fucking with here, Greg. My
job! My kid's security! You're supposed to be my friend!'

Greg looked appropriately chastened, but this did little to abate
Rosie's anger. 'Babe, I'll fix this, I promise you,' he replied, trying to
embrace her.

'You can't fix this, Greg!' Rosie was shrieking. 'Nothing can. Just
leave me alone!'

Rosie's eyes were blurred with tears as she turned on her one good
heel, ran to her room and slammed the door behind her. Once inside,
she fell onto the floor and let rip, unleashing a torrent of frustration,
rage and disappointment as she sobbed uncontrollably, all the while
wondering how she had got to this sorry place in her life.





PART III





CHAPTER 32

Rosie turned to lap the car park one more time, drawing deeply on
her ninth cigarette of the day. She knew it was the ninth because she
was now rationing herself to a pack a day – each one a treat to be
treasured. The disappointment she felt at resuming the filthy habit
did not outweigh the lovely feeling that every cigarette was somehow
bolstering her emotionally, giving her an encouraging pat on the
shoulder, telling her to go on. And she certainly was not about to
give up, today of all days.

Checking her watch and seeing that the little hand was even closer
to four pm, Rosie knew she couldn't stay in the car park any longer.
People would talk. Not that they weren't already. There was about
as much chance of the entire network remaining ignorant of her lift
episode as there was of The Darkness changing career and moving
into stand-up. She could almost hear the crackle of the news about
her sparking all over the compound, from the studios to current
affairs, technical, finance, sales and beyond. If she walked into the
canteen now, odds were that she, not poor Karen Day, would be the
object of debate, dissection and debasement.

She sucked at the muddy filter again and contemplated just one
more cigarette before making the journey to the fifth floor. She had
stalled long enough by delaying her flight back to Sydney, telling Mae
to let people know she was having meetings in Adelaide before heading
home. She had also kept her phone off for the last hour, hoping she
could extend the old 'it was turned off while flying' excuse to get
herself together. But Mae had made it clear that she was not to miss
the promo unveiling at four-thirty. Keith was making his first post-illness
appearance at the network just for it and would want her there.
Lighting another cigarette, Rosie tried to psych herself into movement.
She had to walk into the boardroom and face them. All of them. Russ
Frazer, Simon 'The Darkness' Nash, Johnno Johnston – even Keith!

Rosie shuddered and hugged herself to stay warm. Hopefully
Johnno wouldn't remember making a pass last night. After all, he'd
been wasted when he did it. She grimaced again, recalling how
he hadn't quite grasped the fact that she would rather eat her own
eyeballs than sleep with him. Ever.

But what if he thinks I'm actually interested?

Rosie wished she was religious and could make some sort of gesture
for luck. As she wasn't, she dragged heavily on a fresh cigarette. We're
all going to die one day, she rationalised as she sucked in another
double lungful of noxious smoke.

You have got to do this, girl. Get your act together and get in there.

Rosie took out her compact, sat on the car-park kerb and checked
her face. Her eyes were no longer as red as they had been earlier,
but they still bore the telltale signs of a bawling session. Apart from
that she looked fine – for once her make-up didn't look like it had
been applied by a toddler with ADHD. Even her hair was behaving.
That would be right. The day I'm ready to throw myself under a truck
screaming mea culpa, I manage not to look like a basket case, just feel
like one.

She stood up, using the garment bag containing her rancid
evening gown to shield her face, and took off, bolting into the foyer
and straight to the lifts. Letting go of her overnight luggage trolley,
she fished in her handbag and retrieved her mobile phone, holding
it to her ear earnestly as if on a call of global significance. Hopefully
this ruse would at least let her reach her own office before the wolves
descended.

Perhaps the god of Marlboro Lights had listened to her plea after
all, as Rosie managed to travel up five floors without seeing a soul.

Her luck continued all the way to the publicity department, but upon
opening the glass entrance doors and glimpsing Lisa's expression,
Rosie knew her good fortune had run out.

'Well, lookie here,' Lisa said as Rosie slunk in sheepishly. She felt
like a whimpering dog facing its master. 'Where do we begin with
your day?' Lisa continued.

Rosie looked at Lisa's face more closely and realised her milky
pallor was not from her usual expertly applied Goth make-up; she
was actually white.

'You have no idea what this place has been like this morning.
Where did you fucking fly from anyway? I thought it was Adelaide
in Australia, not Georgia! How did you travel? By camel?'

'Lisa, please, I'm dying here,' Rosie pleaded. 'Just tell me, have you
got anything to say I might find even remotely amusing?'

'Hmm, let me see. Well, I now know about your sex life, thanks
to Trent Allenby telling me and the rest of Australia's biggest radio
audience this morning but, no, you probably won't get a laugh out of
that. What else? That's right. Graham Hunt managed to call every
woman in the world a whore last night on national television, but I
doubt that's going to do it for you. Oh, and you have a meeting in
half an hour with the executive team, one of whom I hear you tried
to seduce last night. Rosie, how could you! Not you too! I mean,
Johnno Johnston – it's a bit of a cliché, isn't it?'

'I did NOT!' Rosie screamed. 'As if I would sleep with Johnno
Johnston! I'd rather sleep with Simon Nash!'

'Now you're just plain out fibbing,' Lisa said drolly.

'I'm telling you the truth,' Rosie insisted. 'Greg lost it. He ended
up losing his guts. I think he's got a big problem with alcohol. Oh,
what am I saying? The guy's in big trouble. He's a mess. I stayed to
check on him after he passed out.'

'Why does that actually make sense to me?' Lisa asked. 'I think
I've been working with you too long. Now, where were we? Oh, that's
right, something that could make you laugh. I know, how about
this one? It certainly caused a reaction in me but I wouldn't say I'm
laughing exactly. I just saw Peter Ingles. You know him – possibly
the network's biggest star, host of Great Gard—'

'I know him, Lisa,' Rosie interjected curtly. 'The point being?'

'Well, the point is I just saw him with Jason Jarvis. At least I think
I saw him, but I'm still not sure.'

'What do you mean, Lisa? Out with it.'

'I mean the guy is unrecognisable. He looks like a bloody alien.'

'What's happened? What are you talking about?'

'Jason Jarvis says it was your idea, that you told him that Great
Gardens and Peter Ingles needed to be freshened up.'

'And they do.'

'Yeah, well Peter's freshened himself, all right. He's had that much
surgery I reckon his balls are now his earlobes.'

Rosie felt acid churn and bubble in her guts, rising sickeningly into
her throat. 'Tell me he's just had a bit of eye work. Maybe a tiny, baby
lift. Tell me you're exaggerating.'

'Sorry, I wish I could, Rosie, but the guy looks like something out
of the X-Files. I mean, he scared me. Like, I'm scarred for life, what
that sweet old guy's done to himself.'

Rosie sighed. 'I hope this isn't as bad as you're saying it is or we
have a full-on crisis on our hands.'

'Another full-on crisis, you mean,' Lisa said.

'Can they reverse these things?' Rosie asked her. 'Surely they can
reattach his skin somehow? I mean, Peter Ingles is like everyone in
this country's favourite grandfather. What you're telling me is that
he's turned into Michael Jackson overnight.'

'More Jocelyn Wildenstein, but you're getting the picture,' Lisa
replied.

'Nooooo! You'd better get him and Jason Jarvis in my office pronto.
And Lisa—'

'Don't worry, Rosie, you'll have a fresh coffee every ten minutes.'

'Thanks, honey. What would I do without you?'

Lisa rolled her eyes skyward and walked out the door. Rosie knew
her PA was fed up with her job and wanted to move on. She also
knew she wouldn't do so until she knew Rosie would be all right
without her which, at this minute, seemed years away, if at all.

* * *

The list of emails in her in-box was 178 long when Rosie logged in,
although judging by the rate of the pinging noises the final tally
could well be around the 200 mark. To speed things up, she sorted
alphabetically by name, then scrolled down to those sent by Johnston,
Nash, etc. To her surprise, there wasn't a one. From any of them. And
she didn't know how to feel about that. Glee came to mind, but then
so did dread. Scanning for their assistants' names, she found just one
from Nash's PA, containing a review her boss had disliked, but that
had been sent several days earlier. There was nothing, from anyone,
since last night.

Rosie scrolled through more names and saw a block from Lou,
all unread. She didn't have time to open them and didn't need to
anyway; the content was clear from the subject lines alone:

10.30 am Where are you?

11.05 am Have you heard the radio?

1.45 pm Just let me know you are okay?

2.05 pm It's 2 o'clock!!!!! Where are you????

And more . . .

Basically they were the same messages Lou had also sent via SMS.
Rosie laughed at the image of Lou manning her computer then
turning to her phone with raging frustration. She always liked to
know what was happening as it went down, if not before.

Ping! A small box appeared at the bottom of Rosie's screen: another
email. Before it faded from view, she noted the sender. Lou again. But
Rosie wasn't sure she'd got the subject message right. She thought it
read: 'Heading to your mother's. Call us!'

Rosie felt a pang of guilt just reading the word 'mother'. She hadn't
called Vera in days and, if she and Lou had been talking – as they
no doubt had – Rosie's shabby performance at Salty Sam's would
have been much discussed. As, no doubt, would Daniel Jones and
how Rosie had blown it with such a great guy. Vera, although she
wouldn't say as much, believed any woman unmarried in her thirties
was an embarrassment to her family. Vera had grown up believing her
destiny was to marry well and as such never pursued a career of her
own. Luckily, she did marry well, and even though Rosie believed her
mother emasculated her father more with each passing day, she also
knew Mick and Vera still loved each other. Or should that be tolerated?

Rosie often wondered whether any relationship that endured longer
than thirty years could only be companionship at best, but maybe she
was just cynical. Maybe true love could last time.

Rosie coudn't deny she loved her mother – deeply and profoundly.
But, hell, she could shit her sometimes. It seemed Vera always wanted
to be a bigger part of Rosie's life than Rosie could offer. That was
why she had imposed the three-meal rule with Vera – never three
in a row. A breakfast could sometimes settle into a lunch without a
blow-up, and a lunch might last through to dinner without blood
being let. But try all three consecutively and there would be hellfire
and damnation of some sort. Much to Rosie's chagrin, she knew
deep down that she was inevitably the one to lose it first. And she
hated herself for that.

Rosie began to feel the panic surging. She wondered what Lou and
her mother were meeting about. Was there a problem with Leon?
Had something awful happened? It had! Something was wrong. Very
wrong.

Oh my God! Leon might be hurt! Or . . . dead!!!

Rosie felt a sharp pain near her heart, the kind that makes you
lose your breath momentarily. Then came the jabbing sensation, as if
her intestines were being probed with an electric cattle prod. Rosie
gasped violently for air but her lungs felt like they had imploded. She
was going to pass out for sure.

'Rosie! What's going on?' Lisa was at her boss's side, looking
concerned.

'I can't breathe,' Rosie gasped. 'I think it's a heart attack . . .'

'It's not a bloody heart attack, it's a panic attack,' Lisa answered,
tugging loose the collar of Rosie's blouse. 'I knew this would
happen! Shit! Now, Rosie, listen to me. You have to concentrate for
a moment, okay? Start breathing. Let's see if we can count to three.
Deep now . . . one . . . two . . . three. Okay, now another, one . . .
two . . . three.'

Lisa was a picture of practised calm, her eyes closed as she held on
to Rosie's hands, taking in every breath with her.

'Come on, honey, let's see if you can go even longer this time.
Okay, one . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .'

After a few minutes of breathing in sync with Lisa, Rosie felt like
she might manage the next on her own. She was numb with shock
and embarrassment – but eternally grateful to be alive.

'What was that all about?' she asked Lisa incredulously. 'That had
to be more than anxiety. It felt like my eyeballs were giving birth to
my lungs!'

'Honey, that was a shocker, for sure, but I can assure you it was a
panic attack. I used to have them myself. Felt like I was dying every
time.'

Rosie looked at the kabuki-white face of her friend and was
overwhelmed with sympathy. No one, she realised, should ever
have to experience what she just had, especially someone as real and
confident in her own skin as Lisa.

'How did you stop them?' Rosie asked, hoping the answer was
simple but knowing that wasn't likely.

'I stopped trying to be what other people wanted me to be,' Lisa
said earnestly. 'I stopped trying to please my parents. I pulled out
of medicine at uni and gave myself a life. I realised I can't play the
game. It kills my soul.'

Lisa looked deep into Rosie's eyes, trying to convey telepathically
that this was a message she hoped Rosie would absorb fully. And she
had. In fact, Rosie felt like the lights had come on in her heart and
head, like her soul had been reignited.

'You've got to be happy in your skin, Rosie,' Lisa continued. 'You
need to get authentic. Otherwise, you're living your life for others,
who probably won't be happy with the results anyway. Just the
residual stress I receive from being close to you these days is doing
my head in. I hate to think what it's doing to yours.'

Rosie sat stunned, yet to her surprise, an involuntary smile turned
up the corners of her lips. She grinned even wider as a result of
this awareness. She had reached a turning point, she saw that now.
Suddenly, there was light and clarity. Salvation even.

'Oh, and get rid of the cigarettes, will you,' Lisa said. 'I'm not
giving you mouth-to-mouth next time if you smell like an ashtray.'





CHAPTER 33

Jason Jarvis looked quite happy with himself. Rosie braced for
the cologne assault that usually followed his entrance, and wasn't
disappointed. The man must actually bathe in the stuff, she thought.

'Well, have you seen him?' he asked Rosie, peering at a photo of
Leon on her bookshelf before moving to the one of Lou, Stephen and
her at the Blues Festival in Byron Bay.

Rosie stood up to block his unwelcome perusal and gestured to
him to sit down. No one was going to infringe on her personal space
ever again.

'No, Jason, I haven't seen him. But before I ask you why I wasn't
informed about any intended change to a major star's appearance, I
need to know if Simon Nash has seen him.'

'Well no, not yet.'

'You are aware that we're seeing the network promo this afternoon,
aren't you?'

'Yes, of course I am. Keith's coming in.'

'That's right. Keith is coming in.'

Rosie wondered how the executives were going to deal with Keith's
appearance. She knew he had been on the phone to most of them
recently but, as far as she knew, she was the only one to have actually
seen him. That was weeks ago now and he'd looked then like a man
who could confidently start counting down his last days.

'Well, do you think Keith is going to be happy that the biggest star
in this network's talent pool, Peter Ingles, no longer resembles the
man in the promo, Australia's favourite friend?'

'Well, you were the one who said Ingles' image needed freshening.
What was I supposed to think?' Jason looked worried.

'I didn't mean turning him into a freakshow!'

Rosie realised she was yelling when Lisa appeared at her door,
scowling at her angrily through the glass. It was a look that reminded
her she was becoming one of them and it scared Rosie to death. That
wasn't going to happen. She willed herself inner peace and found it
came easily.

'I'm sorry, Jason,' she said, now composed. She was not going to
fall into the stress trap again. She need not absorb all this pain. Not
now there was light again.

'Well, you hardly turned out to be a support,' Jason sniffed back.
'You know, I always stood up for you when all the others were putting
you down, and you repay me by yelling!'

'Look, Jason, I really am sorry. I'd like to tell you that a hundred
times and beat myself with a cat-o'-nine-tails in a darkened closet in
penance, but the fact is I've beaten myself up enough over the past
few months, believe me.'

Jason looked at her cautiously for a moment, then relaxed his
shoulders and reclined once more in the chair.

'So, how bad is it?' Rosie asked.

'Look, it's probably a little too tight for a man of his age and they've
gone a little heavy on the eye areas . . .'

'Will the public recognise him?' Rosie asked.

'They might get a bit of a shock to begin with but people settle in
to new faces.'

'New faces? Remind me again, what was wrong with his old
face?'

'Rose, this will get us press. Isn't that what you wanted? You know
I've been lobbying for a younger host for the show for a while now.
My Dean is a fantastic gardener. Personally I think Peter is tired in
the role.'
'Your Dean? You mean your boyfriend, currently employed as
Caspar the Cat?'

'Well yes, I do. But that can all be discussed at another time.'

'Yeah, another time,' Rosie replied. She had to laugh. The alternative
was no longer an option.

'I guess I'd better call him up then and have a look myself. Is he
in the studio?'

'You could try Green Room 2.'

Rosie called out to Lisa to come into her office. 'Lovely, would
you do Jason here and me a favour? Can you please run down to the
green room and fetch Peter Ingles for us?'

Lisa's face contorted with alarm. 'Er . . . Peter Ingles who was in
here before?' she queried, her voice raised several notches.

'Yep, the same,' Rosie replied sympathetically. 'But here's the trick.
Can you get him in here without anyone seeing? We need to keep
him out of sight for a while, until we have a chat with Keith and
Simon.'

Lisa sneered in disbelief, and Rosie wasn't sure there was any mirth
in it at all.

'All right,' Lisa replied. 'It's not going to be easy, though.'

'You'll think of something, I know. Maybe drop by wardrobe and
grab something to drape over him. Maybe a cape?'

'Sure you don't want me to sing him "Music of the Night" too?'

Rosie laughed. She could never resist a dig at Andrew Lloyd Webber.
He needed to pay for that night she had suffered a performance of
Starlight Express at Vera's urging.

'I don't think you need to sing the entire score of Phantom of the
Opera, no, but maybe a few hummed bars would help,' Rosie joked.

Lisa gave her a look that said Rosie would owe her one for this and
turned to leave.

'Wow, I wouldn't let my PA speak to me like that,' Jason Jarvis
exclaimed when she'd gone. 'You know that PA from sales is back
from maternity leave. She seems competent. I could have a word and
see if she can be transferred to publicity . . .'

'No thanks, Jason, I'll stick with Lisa.'

'It's your choice, Rose, but surely if anyone needs a good PA it's
you. I mean, that girl actually gave you lip! Doesn't she know who's
running things around here?'

'I can assure you she does, Jason,' Rosie replied, pondering just
how lost she would be without her faithful PA. As she did, she looked
up to see Lisa's concerned face at her door once again.

'What's up now?' she asked.

'Rosie, it's Karen Day. She's here, and she needs to talk to you.'
When Lisa was sure Jason couldn't see her, she made rubbing motions
under her eyes to indicate tears.

'Jason, I think I might need five minutes to take care of something
urgent. Would you mind?'

Jason looked slightly miffed as he got out of his chair. 'I'll be
waiting outside,' he sniffed, 'but don't forget we have the promo
reveal at four-thirty.'

'Oh, I won't forget, Jason, don't worry about that.'

As soon as he was out the door, Lisa led in Karen Day, who was a
distraught wreck.

'They got to her,' Lisa said angrily. 'They're a bunch of bastards.
Anyway, I have to flee to the green room before nightfall to find
Quasimodo.'

Rosie took Karen from Lisa's arms and led her to the sofa, clearing
a stack of unread magazines to make room.

'Sweetie, what's happened?' Rosie asked. 'What's made you this
upset?'

'I've been fired,' Karen wailed, tears spilling from her swollen eyes.
'And you want to know why?' she asked, her voice near hysterical.
'It's because I'm too fat! I'm too big to be a fucking weathergirl on
morning TV! Can you believe that? I got honours at university. I'm
a fucking journalist, not a fashion model!'

Rosie flashed back to the canteen chatter she'd overheard and
realised this had been planned for a while. Simon Nash wasn't going
to return Karen to news after 'livening up the weather' for a few
months as he had promised Rosie. And Allan Bales did not 'admire
her journalistic skills and impeccable track record' as he had made
Rosie write in the press release announcing Karen's appointment to
news when she first joined the network. Those bastards had moved
her to mornings for her big tits appeal then sacked her when they
deemed them too big!

They should not be allowed to get away with this.

'You're under contract, aren't you? There must be a mistake,' Rosie
said, now in assertive mode. 'Surely you have some rights? This can't
happen in this day and age. Can I talk to the head of human relations
for you? She seems a great woman. Very professional.'

'Nah, Rosie, but thanks. Basically I'm stuffed. I was only on a
year's trial and all they're doing is not extending my contract for
another term, which legally they can do.'

Rosie wracked her brain for something she could do or say. 'Have
you spoken to Bettina Arthur? She's got direct access to head office.
She's a hard one to crack but at least she's a woman. I mean, she was
enraged by the treatment Alicia Charles received.'

Karen looked at Rosie with pity. 'You don't know, do you?'

'About what? I've been in Adelaide until this afternoon.'

'Bettina Arthur was moved to the Singapore office. That other guy,
her big boss – what's his name?'

'Adam Short?'

'Yeah, well now he's running the show.'

'And Bettina?'

'Seems the boys didn't like her. They convinced head office and
Keith she wasn't up to the job, apparently.'

'Holy hell. I don't know what to say any more.'

'Yeah, I can see,' Karen said fondly, rising to leave. 'Not such a
good situation considering you're the network's mouthpiece.'

'You're not wrong there,' Rosie replied, and hugged the reporter
as hard as she could. 'You'll survive this, Karen, believe me. You're a
great journo and a damn fine woman.'

'Yeah, well, you're not too bad yourself. See you around, Rosie,
and thanks for being a sister.'

'Oh, Karen, I'm so sorry.'

'Yeah, so am I. But, hey, before I go, will you make my day?'

'Anything!'

'Tell me the truth, did you really bonk the guy from the Sentinel
in the lift?'

Rosie didn't get a chance to lodge a vehement denial. Lisa was
back. And beside her was the celebrated host of Great Gardens, Peter
Ingles, OBE. Only he looked like ET.





CHAPTER 34

Rosie had never been happier to see the back of a head. Stepping into
the boardroom, it was all she could do to stop herself running and
cuddling Keith when she heard that unmistakable 'rrrrraaaaaaark'
of his, followed by the predictable gurgle of the boys' club.

'Keith,' she yelled despite herself. 'God, it's good to see you
here!'

All heads turned, including Keith's, a look of delight flashing across
his face before quickly changing to obvious guilt. As she entered the
room, Rosie realised why. Half-empty coffee cups and plates of biscuit
crumbs were strewn on the table's surface. Each man had a manila
folder in front of him, some with the pages still open. This meeting,
she deduced, had been going for some time already.

Rosie turned back to Keith and looked at his frail face. He couldn't
make eye contact with her. 'Good to see you so well,' she said, hoping
he'd return her gaze.

'It's the drugs I'm taking,' Keith replied, addressing the room in
general. 'Steroids. Supposed to make your cock soft but done the
opposite for me. Can't roll over in bed at night! Raark.'

Guffaws too loud to be sincere followed from the boys' chorus.
Rosie realised this was not going to be a meeting with the Keith she
had visited at home. Big Keith Norman of legend was back and once
again running the room.

Looking towards the end of the table, Rosie noted Alicia Charles'
absence. In her usual place was a young man who also had a manila
folder and was interacting easily with the other men. Rosie could
sense this man was already inner circle, and wondered when and how
he'd become one of the anointed.

'So, Keith, mate, we should get to the promo tape.' It was Johnno
Johnston – speaking up out of turn, from the look on Simon Nash's
pink-flushed face.

'Just hang on to your fucking bra-strap, Johnno,' Keith replied
dismissively. 'Don't you want to know what really happened last
night?'

All faces turned to Rosie, who felt like she was shrinking in their
shadow.

'Mate, I already know,' Simon Nash interjected cockily, gleeful to
have some gossip to impart to Keith. 'It was actually nothing. Leach
passed out on her!'

Rosie was stunned. How did Simon know Greg had passed out? She
was the only person other than Greg to know that. Suddenly it hit her.
The Darkness was the Sentinel leak. He had to be! How else could he
have spoken to Greg this morning when even Rosie's calls to him went
unanswered? The very man who had convinced Keith to throw her out
of the programming meetings on the suspicion that she was the one
talking to the enemy! The same Simon Nash who knew the Sentinel was
all over the Klaus Heinrich story when Rosie didn't. Rosie took a deep
breath. No use panicking. She would have to wait for an appropriate time
to reveal this information. Instead, she should just disengage, stay calm
and try to enjoy the show, she told herself. Let the light shine in.

'What a fucking girl!' Keith was bellowing. 'Fucking journos boast
how they can hold their booze. They know nothing about television!
Raaaaark.'

Once again the boys laughed too early and too loudly, but Rosie
merely looked passively on.

Johnno Johnston spoke next: 'Look, as good as it is to see you, Keith,
Nathan here only has an hour and he's here to see the promo – as
well as meeting you, of course!'

'Yeah, all right then,' Keith grumbled, casting a glance at the young
man Rosie still hadn't been introduced to. She contemplated making
the first move and introducing herself, then decided it was too hard.
No good could come of putting her head out in kicking range. Just
stay with the light and enjoy the show.

Johnno gestured to Simon to stand, and he bounced up so readily
Rosie was sure he must have been on his toes in anticipation.

'Just a bit of background, if I may,' Simon said, actually bowing
towards Keith. 'As you know we've had to change the promo at the
last moment after that little hiccup we had with Alicia Charles.'

As everyone in the room nodded in acknowledgement of the
so-called hiccup, Rosie wondered just what version they'd have
heard now that Bettina Arthur was in Singapore and out of sight.
Something told her things had been turned around in editing, as
they so often are in the TV game.

'We're still casting Hotel – that's the new name for the drama, by
the way, although if everyone could refer to it as Project X in emails
for the time being it would be appreciated. Anyway, as casting is
still underway we had to think fast. Johnno agreed with me that
by focusing on any specific new shows we might just confuse the
audience, so we thought it best to use the tried and tested approach,
showcasing the network's star-power. Basically, we just stopped and
asked, "What would Keith do?" '

Rosie looked on in admiration. Nash was an operator and a half.
How could Keith go against his idea now, when he'd just been
told it was his own? And how could she, given that the proposed
title – Hotel – was the one she'd written on the notes she gave Nash
after the disastrous Alicia 'hiccup'? Keith was smiling broadly, though
his once full cheeks now sagged with dark creases.

'Anyway, summer is coming and everyone wants to head to the
beach . . .' Simon continued.

'Something tells me I'm going to see some tits!' Keith bellowed,
followed by a hearty raark. Again there were compulsory titters from
the others. Rosie pondered if Keith's cup really did contain coffee.
He was in full roar. Perhaps he was also in his cups?

'Well, actually, you just might,' Nash replied, chortling. 'Johnno
and I did have a bit of a say in the casting.'

'Raaaaark! I bet you fucking did!' Keith yelled. Rosie wondered if
he was going deaf or if he always spoke this loudly and she'd never
noticed before.

'I know you would have had an easy time with that, mate,' Keith
roared at Johnno, his obvious wink impossible to ignore.

Johnno beamed, his naughty boy charm turned up to ten. 'Now,
Keith, you know I'd never kiss and tell,' he replied, casting a glance
in Rosie's direction.

Rosie suddenly realised that Johnno Johnston not only remembered
last night's come-on but may well have embellished it in the telling.
She wouldn't put it past Johnno to have informed the men that she'd
made a pass at him. He certainly wasn't acting like a man who had
been rejected. Oh well. There was nothing she could do without
getting upset. It was all water under the bridge now. Or soon would
be.

'Anyway,' Simon Nash cut in, turning the attention back to the
promo and, as such, himself. 'We filmed it over two days at Palm
Beach and came in under budget. We got that guy who won the last
Australian Idol to write a theme song. Whatsisname? I don't know,
Kent something . . .' Simon looked to Johnno, who shrugged his
shoulders. 'Anyway, the shirt-lifter cost us a fortune, so you'd better
like it.'

'Just play the fucking thing, will you?' Keith yelled, throwing
a biscuit at Nash's head. It splintered, spraying crumbs on his
immaculate suit. Nash tried to act like it didn't matter but Rosie
knew it must hurt. The man spent a fortune on clothes.

'Okay, okay,' Nash begged, putting on a ham performance of Keith
beating him down.

He ran to the main light switch, turned the dimmer to low and
watched the large screen crackle with colour. After a ten-second
countdown, it was filled with a yoke yellow, panning out to reveal
an actual buttercup. The music started up, and Rosie took in the
lyrics:

'It's a shiny happy day . . .'

'You like the words?' Simon piped up over the noise. 'We basically
took that famous REM song – they're a popular music group,
Keith – and turned the lyrics around so we wouldn't have to pay
them a cent!' Simon looked so pleased with himself it was as if he was
about to burst into song at any moment too. So, Rosie realised, she
was about to endure her most despised REM song, the annoyingly
repetitive and inane 'Shiny Happy People', only in reverse. This
would be interesting.

The camera pulled away from the buttercup, moving so far up
that it was clearly an aerial shot. A green cliff top dotted with colour
revealed itself, expanding to include a stretch of sand and surf. And
zoom, the camera swept in again, this time right to the sandy edge,
where two wriggling dots turned into the hosts of G'day Australia,
building a sandcastle. One threw a handful of sand, which led to a
mock fight. The female presenter, Shirley Waby, stood up to escape
the blows, exposing a wobbling midriff. Then the two of them turned
to the overhead camera and jumped up and down like hyperactive
meerkats.

Shirley will die if that ever makes it to air, Rosie thought to herself,
but she refused to care. There was no use. She knew that now.

The camera moved again, this time to green grass, and Crystelle
Callaghan lying on a colourful banana lounge. Rosie had to stop
herself from wolf-whistling and applauding her friend, but her pleasure
turned to horror as the shot closed in and Crystelle stood up to reveal
she was dressed in an undignified and too-short grass skirt. Rosie felt
the urge to protest but breathed hard instead.

She was feeling giddy by the next camera shot, which homed in
on Little Kids School hosts, the lovely twin sisters Annabel and Sarah.
Rosie was not surprised to see the girls had been decked out in denim
shorts and T-shirts, and were drenching each other with a garden
hose.

'Whoooaaar, I wouldn't mind them teaching me the AB fucking
C,' Keith growled, drowning out the happy and shiny song for a
merciful second.

Simon nudged Johnno in the ribs, as if to say 'fess up'.

'You lucky bastard,' Keith said proudly, knowing what must have
occurred. 'When did you sneak the twins in?'

'Well, you haven't been in for a while,' Johnno said confidently,
then looked slightly awkward when his eyes met Rosie's.

This time the entire table laughed – even Jason Jarvis, who had
probably missed the joke altogether, given that he'd just slunk in late,
Rosie noticed.

'Fuck me, you're good! What about her?' Keith asked, now
pointing at a pretty young gardener on screen kneeling forward to
feign digging a hole.

Everyone looked at Johnno, who burst into laughter. 'Let's just
say that's a view I remember well,' he said, nodding his head as the
woman's upturned rear filled the screen.

Rosie knew this was where she would normally stand up and
say something, getting herself all revved up for nothing other than
another round of abuse. Instead, she stayed where she was and smiled
peacefully. She would not waste energy on these men any more.
Instead, it was all going to go to her boy, the one man in her life who
deserved it – and Daniel. Wonderful darling Daniel. Justice would
come soon enough to these men. Mother Karma would take care of
them all in her own time.

The clip continued to the end, having run through every corny
beach set-up imaginable, from kicking at waves to skimming stones
and even strolling arm in arm with a parasol. Rosie thought it was
possibly the tritest piece of fourth-rate porn she'd ever seen, and the
network stars were its badly lit, scantily clad hos and pimps. She
imagined for a moment the press's reaction, but refused to give it any
further thought.

Applause all round greeted the clip. Rosie even found herself
thoughtlessly clapping along. It wasn't her problem. There was
nothing she could do now anyway.

'Great work, boys,' Keith yelled as the lights came on. 'I love it. We
might need to cut to some of Alicia's cast from what was it . . .'

'Hotel,' Simon Nash responded.

'Yeah, Hotel, I like it. Anyway, we might need some sheilas from it
in there too. Get the two best sorts from the show?'

Rosie tried and failed to stop herself grinning at the thought of
the butch woman she had seen in the showreel, wearing hot pants,
holding a balloon and skipping along to 'Happy, Shiny Day'.

As Alicia was conspicuously absent, Nash took it upon himself
to answer. 'I'm working on casting right now, Keith. Don't worry, I
know what you want. I just need to tinker with some contract issues
Alicia has forced on us.'

Forced on us? Rosie thought. Boy, have things changed around
here. When last she looked, it was Alicia had been wrongly done by.

Keith turned to Rosie and snapped: 'Who do you plan to have
work with you on Hotel publicity-wise, Rosie?'

Rosie was taken aback. Keith had almost barked at her.

'Well, Keith, I'm a little short-staffed at the moment . . .'

'What about that good sort you've got working with you. Name
like that poncy hairdresser's car. What is the—'

'You mean Portia?'

'Yeah, that's it. What's happened to her?'

Rosie was in a numb daze, searching her brain for an answer, when
she heard a male voice whisper from across the table, 'Had her.'

Rosie swung to face Johnno Johnston, as did the rest of the room.
There on his handsome dial was that shit-eating grin again. Rosie felt
everything click into place. Portia was about to be sacked because
she'd slept with Johnno. That's why Portia had been coming in
early for breakfast with the boys. She was travelling into work with
Johnno. Obviously, he'd ended things. They wanted Rosie to fire her
to save Johnno any uncomfortable moments while he homed in on
a new target.

Unbelievable! No, actually – so believable!

'Fuck me, mate!' Keith roared, tipping back in his chair slightly,
causing Rosie to flash back to that incident in his office where she
thought he was about to snuff it.

Oh well, if he falls he falls.

'We should just ask you who you haven't fucked around here and
make things easier!' Keith laughed, slapping the desk like a seal with
emphysema at Johnno's indiscretion. 'Nice to see the girls are copping
a bit of sperm for the firm.'

Rosie knew this would be an ideal time to interject and let Keith
know what was really going on with Portia, and that it was actually
Simon who was betraying his beloved network to the Sentinel.
Instead, she calmly watched as Keith continued talking, proud at her
newfound ability to disengage.

'Well, Rosie, I've asked young Nathan here to help you with the
Kennedys,' Keith said, gesturing to the new inner-circle guy. 'Simon
here tells me he's a good operator.' Suddenly it was all too clear.
Keith was introducing Rosie to her successor. The old TV wheel was
spinning as per usual.

'It's just for a while,' Keith added, remembering that Rosie was no
fool. 'We can't afford any more PR fuck-ups around here. Even you
have to admit your track record is looking pretty fucking bad at the
moment and Nathan here, I'm told, knows what he's doing.'

Rosie's reputation, all her hard work and loyalty, had just been
erased before her very eyes. But instead of standing up for herself,
she grinned as she listened to herself say, 'Great, welcome aboard,
Nathan,' while the others looked on incredulously.

* * *

Rosie knew she was expected to hang around for drinks after the
meeting, or at least until Keith finally left, so she made a play to
speak to him privately before she snuck out through the kitchen on
her way home. Watching him head toward the executive loo, Rosie
followed, then hid herself behind a pylon outside and waited for the
Big Man to do his business so she could catch him as he left. Rosie
heard a loud groan before the toilet flushed, and shuddered at what
might have caused such a brutal noise. In the time it took to run two
huge hands under a tap, Keith appeared.

'Hi, Keith. I just wanted a word with you before you leave.'

Keith looked surprised and uneasy. 'Yes, sweetie, what is it?'

'Keith, just answer me one question. Did you fire Lara Green from
my old job because Graham Hunt asked you to?'

The Big Man looked pale, and desperate for a diversion. He had
none.

'It's a simple question, Keith. Yes or no?'

'Oh, sweetie, it was a complicated business. A big last-minute mess.
Hunt had us over a barrel.'

'So, you're saying you did fire her for no other reason?'

Rosie remained collected and calm, her voice at a low hum.

'Well, if you insist on busting my balls, sweetie, yes I did. You
happy now? When are you going to learn that this is a tough business,
Rose? You almost have it and when I think you finally do you let me
down with shit sheila-talk like this. Look, the fact is you butt heads
around here. I know you don't like Nash but I gotta tell you, there's
nothing the man doesn't know about TV. He's basically rewritten
Alicia's drama for us, saved us from an expensive disaster. In my eyes,
that makes him indispensable. I'm not about to break my most loyal
lieutenant's balls because he doesn't get on with the PR chick. You
seem to be missing the point: it's all about loyalty in this business.
Those boys are like sons to me. I love them. And what's more, they
love Six like I do. This network is more than a job. We're family. We
stick together. We're brothers.'

'Bros before hos,' Rosie said, laughing as she raised her arm in a
triumphant salute.

'Yeah, I guess that's right,' Keith replied uneasily. 'If you want to
put it like that.'

'No problems, Keith, thanks for your honesty,' Rosie replied
politely. 'If you can just do me a favour, then, in light of this
conversation, and sign this,' she continued, pulling a document
she'd prepared out of her handbag, 'we'll be done then.'

Keith tore open the envelope with his ungainly mitts and read its
contents hurriedly. He then turned to Rosie and asked blankly, 'Do
I have a say in this?'

'Er, no actually, you don't,' Rosie told him.

Mumbling profanities, Keith went to pull out a pen from his inside
jacket pocket, but Rosie already had hers out, its top off, waiting.
Keith stabbed a signature on the bottom line and turned to look
blankly at Rosie again.

'Well, see you at the Kennedys then,' she said, and walked slowly
towards the lift, savouring each step. 'Oh, and Keith, you might want
to give Jason Jarvis a call. Ask him about Peter Ingles. And you'd
better bring your new bro Nathan along.'





CHAPTER 35

Rosie stopped in at the bottle shop near her mother's house, the
same one she shuddered to remember buying $2 flagons from
with her pocket money as a teenager. One of the guys working the
drive-through recognised her from school, and although Rosie
couldn't put a name to his face, she felt a warm glow, having someone
know her from her early days or B.S. (Before Six). It was nice to be
on home turf, she realised. She was even looking forward to seeing
her mother.

She selected two bottles of Vera's favourite champagne and a bottle
of Tia Maria. It was an old joke of the family's that Tia Maria was all
Vera Lang ever got as a present – before Rosie started earning more
money, routinely treating her mother to cashmere scarves and day-spa
beauty treatments.

After asking her old school acquaintance to put the liqueur in a
gift box, Rosie paid for the bottles and walked back to her car. As
she started the engine, she stopped to check how many cigarettes
she had left in her pack. After discovering it was a mere four, she
undid her seatbelt once more. Regardless of what kind of scene she
was about to face, Rosie knew it would take more than four to get
through it. After the Kennedys, she would give up.

Everything would be better then.

Pulling up at the kerb near her mother's driveway, Rosie reminded
herself that Leon was fine, and ignored the number of cars present.
She had already checked with Little Darlings Daycare and her boy
was safe and happy watching Shrek, waiting for his father to pick him
up. At least, he had been when Rosie rang an hour ago – but that
sure looked like Jeff's car, in her mother's driveway of all places.

Rosie used her key to let herself in, setting her mother's Maltese,
Bertie, off into a yapping tizz.

'Shh, Bertie,' she yelled at the pooch, who looked even pinker than
the last time she'd seen him – and he'd been pretty well chewed bare
then.

'Bertie, who is it?' It was Vera's voice, coming from the formal
lounge room. Rosie's parents were casualties of the 1970s, who still
believed every house should have a formal room, for when guests
came over. In this lounge or living room – unlike the informal family
room – only the good china was used, along with the crystal wine
glasses Vera and Mick had received as wedding presents that were
always off limits to Rosie as 'too good to use'.

'It's me, Mum,' Rosie yelled down the hall, bending to scratch
Bertie on his upturned belly. 'Sorry I didn't call, but I got Lou's email
saying she was here and thought I'd come straight over.'

'Muuuummy,' Leon screamed, racing down the hallway and into
his mother's open arms.

'Hello, my beautiful boy,' Rosie said, scooping him up and
showering his face with kisses. 'What are you doing here at Grandma's?
I thought Daddy was picking you up.' Rosie held Leon to her chest as
she walked down the hall.

'Don't be mad with Daddy, Mummy,' Leon said, nuzzling his
mother's neck. 'He's in the big room with Grandma and Grandpa
and Aunty Lou.'

'Oh, is he now?' Rosie asked.

'Yes, and Uncle Stephen is here and Elroy and his dad too.'

Rosie stopped in her tracks at the mention of Elroy's dad,
Daniel.

What the hell is he doing here? With my mother and my ex husband?
Rosie grabbed a firm hold of Leon and turned and ran towards the
front door as fast as high heels, two shopping bags and a four-year-old
son in her arms would allow. She didn't know what her mother
was up to, but suddenly Rosie knew she didn't want to be any part
of it.

'Rosemarie!' Vera screeched, bringing Rosie to a grinding halt.
'Don't you dare! Come back here, please. There are some people here
who love you and want to talk to you.'

Vera was standing in the entrance way to the lounge room with
her hands on her hips, her face crimson with anger. Rosie suddenly
realised where she got her annoying blush from and cursed genetic
inheritance.

'What are you saying, Mum?' Rosie responded. 'You're scaring me.
A girl could think you were doing something stupid like holding an
intervention when you talk like that.'

'Come in, Rosemarie, let's have a nice chat,' her mother continued,
now talking so calmly it was as though Rosie was a recalcitrant infant
rather than a thirty-five-year-old woman.

Rosie realised there was little she could do but enter. Vera would
always catch up with her. There really was no place she could run.
Everything would be okay, she just knew it. This was merely another
blip. Things were getting better all the time . . .

Lou jumped up out of her chair and ran to Rosie as soon as she
entered the room. 'Babe, this was your mother's idea. I'm sorry. She
called me over saying there was an emergency.'

Rosie gave Lou a hug and told her not to worry. Everything was all
right. No problem at all.

Turning to Lou's husband, Stephen, who was sitting upright on
the straight-backed lounge, Rosie was amused to note he looked
almost as sheepish as her own dad, Mick, who was cowering in the
corner behind an upside-down TV guide. Beside him was Jeff, her
ex, also looking like he'd rather be anywhere else but in the good
guest chintz chair he was parked in. But the most-uncomfortable-person-in-the-room award undoubtedly belonged to Daniel Jones,
who smiled lamely, obviously as ill at ease as Rosie herself. Rosie
started to laugh and found she couldn't stop. The scenario was so
spectacularly absurd she felt as though she had stepped out of her
body and onto the set of an Almodóvar movie.

'Well, as no one is saying anything,' Rosie finally began, forcing
herself not to crack up again, 'I'd better start by telling you it's not
my birthday so, if you'd all like to go home, you can leave your gifts
over here and I'll call some cabs.'

Daniel beamed at her and she matched his grin tooth for
tooth. There was no option other than to laugh. The situation was
ridiculous.

Over the distracting sound of Elroy and Leon playing loudly in
the kitchen, Vera determinedly began: 'Rose, I asked everyone to
come here this afternoon because, well, frankly we're all worried sick
about you. You are not yourself at the moment and we all realise it is
because of that job of yours.' Vera was clearly flustered, rattling the
ice cubes in her highball.

'Oh, Mum, you needn't have done this,' Rosie said. 'I have it under
control now, believe me.'

'Under control? Well, I can't see how that can be!' Vera exclaimed,
now nervously playing with her wedding ring as she did when
super-riled. 'I mean, imagine how we felt hearing on the radio about
you having sex with some naked man in a hotel lift! Your father
nearly died when he heard! God knows who else listened to that
gutter filth, I can only guess!'

'Mum, it wasn't in a lift.'

Rosie turned to Daniel and attempted to back-pedal.

'I mean, there was a naked man but I didn't have sex with him. I
only stayed the night in his room.'

Daniel frowned.

'He passed out!' Rosie explained, laughing. 'Don't you get it? It
was Greg Leach, my old friend from the Sentinel. He got mutantly
drunk and made a disgrace of himself. He asked me to stay because
he was in a bad way and didn't want to be alone!'

'Oh, that was nice of you, dear,' Rosie's dad piped up from the
corner. Mick and Greg had enjoyed a few sessions together over the
years, and he was aware Greg more than liked a drink or ten. 'See,
Vera, our daughter does have manners!' Mick added proudly.

'I never said our daughter didn't have manners, Mick!' Vera
snapped at her husband. 'It's just that, well, look at her! She looks
scrawny as a waif. Our beautiful daughter who – when we get to see
her, and lately that's rarely – is usually crying her eyes out or yelling
at one of us.'

Vera looked at Jeff, who promptly looked down at his feet. It was
clear who had complained about the yelling.

'Look, babe,' Lou began, 'your mum is making a point. Stephen
and I have been worried too. You haven't been yourself, always so
stressed and snappy.'

Rosie looked at Lou's face, which was etched with real concern,
then down at that tiny swell of a bump emerging from her crocheted
knit top. Rosie realised suddenly she couldn't wait for that baby to
arrive, as if Lou's pregnancy was only real now that the clouds were
shifting. She smiled at her beautiful friend.

'So, what are you all suggesting here?' Rosie asked calmly.

'We want you to quit that horrible job of yours, that's what!' Vera
pleaded. 'You can always move home with Dad and me for a while
if money is tight!'

'Rosie?' Lou put in, claiming her friend's attention in an effort to
distract her from the horror of Vera's suggestion. 'Babe, there are so
many other jobs you could be doing. You're a born writer and I doubt
you've written a word since you've been at Six.'

'Not even a consonant,' Rosie replied, still smiling. 'But that's
about to change. I have an idea now and have never felt so inspired. It
could be a book, a TV show, a screenplay. I am going to get straight
into it. I promise you, Lou. Thanks for caring though. I appreciate it
more than you'll ever know.'

This time, Lou joined Vera in a gobsmacked stare.

Rosie then turned to Daniel and radiated a smile lit from within.
She couldn't resist. Something about that man made Rosie crack
open to reveal her real self and she adored him for it.

'And what about you, Mr Jones – who I barely even know, it may
be noted?' Rosie said cheekily, throwing a mock glare at her mother
and Lou simultaneously.

'All I know is I was looking for an excuse to see you, so when Lou
rang . . .' Daniel paused and turned – like the rest of the room – to
look at a cringing Lou. Then he turned back to Rosie, pushing a
distracting stray brown lock from his sparkling green eyes. 'Anyway,
on the way back from daycare this morning, I heard some poncy-sounding
dude on the radio saying he'd spotted you having sex with
a naked man and something about a hotel lift. I nearly ran off the
road.'

Rosie knew she should have been recoiling with humiliation, but
could only laugh instead.

'Anyway, about five minutes later Lou rang to tell me that if I had
heard what she had heard, it couldn't be true. She convinced me to
come here to let you know I know you didn't sleep with anybody.
You still with me?'

Rosie looked back at him, dreamy with adoration.

'Anyway,' he continued, 'Lou said she was worried that somehow
you would blow things with me.' He too was smiling again. 'That's
something she says you tend to do. Blow things.'

Rosie laughed and looked at Lou, who was doing her best to
sink into the cushions of Vera's best visitor's chair and disappear
altogether.

'Lou, thanks, lovely. I know you only mean the best for me. That
was a sweet thing to do.'

Lou smiled timidly, unsure whether Rosie was being facetious. But
she wasn't. She meant every word.

'So, Rosemarie, will you think about it, darling?' Vera asked.

'About what, Mum?' Rosie asked.

'About leaving that horrible job, that's what!' Vera cried,
exasperated.

'Oh, of course! Don't worry, it's over. I'm out. I just have a couple
of things left to do, that's all, and then I'm hitting the computer
and getting back to my writing. Promise. In fact, there's a really hot
solicitor I need to talk to to help me wrap things up.' She turned to
look at Daniel.

'I'd love to help any way I can,' he replied softly. 'For you I will
happily come cheap.'

Rosie contemplated kissing Daniel right there and then, but Leon's
wide-eyed stare from the hallway distracted her.

'Come here, champion,' she said, her boy running to her side.
'Sweetpea, I know I've been horrible since I went to work at the TV
station, and I'm sorry,' she said, her voice low.

'You get grumpy a lot,' Leon admitted timidly, 'but you are still
the best mummy ever.'

'No, my darling, you are the best child ever,' Rosie replied,
cuddling her boy to her. 'Do you remember I made a promise to you
that day Daddy and I had our big fight?'

'Yes, Mummy.'

'Well, I'm going to keep it. I have to do some work for the next few
weeks and that's it. Then we're going to have a holiday, okay?'

Jeff interrupted. 'Rosie, I would still like Leon to come with us to
Perth. Heather and I have decided to have our wedding over there.
I've been leaving you messages at work about it, but . . .'

Rosie felt that familiar stab of guilt and, if she was honest, envy.
Jeff and Heather were going to be a family, something Rosie wished
she could give Leon as well. Still, she would do everything she could
to make his home life with her as normal as it could be from now
on. Who knew, maybe one day she would even remarry herself.
Anything was possible now, especially considering what she was
feeling for Daniel.

'I'm sorry, Jeff,' Rosie replied. 'Of course your son should be at
your wedding. If Leon is happy to go, I'm happy for him to go.'

Vera shot Jeff a look and Rosie realised her mother could still
make her former son-in-law quake. 'Sounds fair, doesn't it, Jeff?' Vera
snapped, ending any further debate.

Jeff paused for a minute, then looked at Rosie warmly. 'What, no
argument?' he asked, smiling at her like he used to for the first time
in a long time.

'No, Jeff, no argument. And I want to thank you. You've been
wonderful with our son while I've been off the rails at work. I can't
thank you enough. But I want you to know I'm going to be there for
Leon from now on. Things are going to change for the better.'

'I'm happy to hear that, Rosie, for you and our boy.'

* * *

Rosie didn't let go of Daniel's hand as they headed back to their cars,
both precariously close to being over the limit. Much champagne
had been drunk during what was one of the best nights she could
remember since . . . forever. Jeff had taken Leon and Elroy home
with him earlier, so neither Rosie nor Daniel had parental duties to
stop what they both knew was coming next.

'So, Rosie, are you going to run away from me again tonight?'
Daniel asked, reaching over to brush her bottom lip with his.

'Not bloody likely,' Rosie replied, blushing but no longer caring.
'Follow me, Big Boy,' she said, trying to sound old-style sultry as she
waved her keys in the air. But before they parted for the short drive
back to her place, she grabbed at his shirt, pulling him in close. Then
she kissed him in a way that left no misconceptions about how she
felt about Daniel Jones.





CHAPTER 36

Rosie rolled onto her stomach, trying to drag enough sheet over with
her to modestly cover up her behind. Daniel was having none of it,
pushing the offending cotton out of the way, taking in the curve of
her naked thigh in the early dawn light.

'You are so beautiful. Look at you,' he said, caressing the soft
exposed skin with a sweep of his tanned, capable hand.

Rosie rolled onto her side to face him. Amazed by just how calm
and uninhibited she felt, she ran her finger along his lips tenderly and
reminisced about where they had been only moments earlier – and
all night before that.

'You make me feel that way,' she replied. 'I know it sounds corny
but you just do.'

Daniel grabbed Rosie's hand and held it open in front of his face,
then drew it in to kiss her palm. 'Is it true what you told your mother
last night?' he asked. 'About not going back there, to your job?'

Just the mention of Network Six sobered Rosie out of her
post-coital euphoria, but only momentarily. She wasn't going to let
anything ruin this bliss.

'I'll go back but I'm not going to stay,' she replied. 'I actually
need to get some advice from you about all that mess if I can. A few
things have cropped up lately which I think are legally . . . shall we
say dubious? I wouldn't mind you having a chat with a few former
colleagues. Oh, and there's a letter I gave my boss Keith yesterday I'd
like you to see.'

'Anything for you,' Daniel replied, moving in closer. 'This sounds
fun. But we really should organise a means of payment for my services
here as word has it you're a likely flight risk.'

'Ah, Lou,' Rosie laughed, realising her friend had been extremely
honest with Daniel regarding her past history. 'Lou is well meaning
and only wants the best for me, which she has decided is you.'

'And what about you, Rosie? Have you decided?' Daniel asked
shyly.

Rosie slid into the groove of his body, resting her eyes on the small
dragon tattooed beside the delicious ping of his left nipple.

'You know, I think I could fall in love with what's underneath
here,' she replied, stroking the ink design over his heart.

'You know if you stroke that picture too much,' Daniel said as he
straddled her, stopping just a few frustrating millimetres away from
being inside her, 'the beast will come alive.'

'Promises, promises,' Rosie replied cheekily, tossing Daniel onto his
back and arching hers like a purring Siamese primed to be caressed. As
she lowered herself onto him, Rosie felt the light fill her every cell.

* * *

When her alarm sounded, Rosie shut it off with her foot. Nothing
was going to spoil her day. Not long after, she heard her phone.

Just a few more days, she promised herself, groping blindly on the
floor beside the bed, hoping to locate the handset without leaving
Daniel's embrace.

Snatching it up, she saw it was her PA calling from her mobile and
decided to take the call.

'Lisa, honey, what's up? I know I'm late but—'

'Rosie, I don't know what the hell is going on but I just got to work
and Jan and Grace have been fired from the kitchen. It seems Keith
gave official permission for Simon Nash to run this place until he
gets back and he's already set about cost-cutting.'

Rosie was upset though not surprised.

'But there's more, which is why I'm ringing you from my mobile. I
got an email by mistake this morning. Nash's PA sent it to me. Rosie,
you better see it. Its basically outlines Nash's plans, and I think you'll
be very interested to see what's involved.'

'You know, nothing surprises me any more, but thanks, Lisa. Can
you send it to my home email address? Oh, and while you're at it, I
think Mae—'

'She's got it,' Lisa said, showing once again she could read Rosie's
mind.

'Thank you, Lisa. Now, I have one more thing to ask you. Can you
cover for me for a few hours? You have my planner with the minute
by minute rundown for the Kennedys and if you can stall any other
calls until this afternoon we should be fine.'

Lisa paused, then finally said: 'I'm only going to do this, Rosie,
because you are up to something and I think I'm going to like it.'

'Yeah, I reckon you will too,' Rosie laughed. 'But I have a lot of
work to do until then.'

Rosie hung up and turned to Daniel. 'Put your meter on, baby, we're
getting to work. I have some names and numbers I think you should
call. Legally, you'll find what they have to say very interesting.'





PART IV





CHAPTER 37

Rosie reluctantly stepped out of her fragrant bubble bath when room
service rang her bell. She had only ordered the champagne minutes
earlier and was impressed with the speed of its delivery. Then again,
she had booked some eighty-odd rooms for the night, so if anyone
was going to get special attention, it should be her.

The porter seemed curious to see Rosie answer the door in her robe
in the late afternoon but she didn't care less. This was her big day and
she was determined to enjoy every second of it by doing exactly what
she wanted.

After popping the cork, Rosie poured herself a glass of sweet
French fizz and padded to her dressing-room in her fluffy white hotel
slippers. She saw the heavy beaded gold gown on its plush hanger
and felt a well of excitement: soon she would be wearing the exquisite
dress. But first there was make-up to be applied and the rest of the
champagne to be enjoyed. Rosie took out her cosmetics bag and
emptied its contents on the hotel room desk. The light was good in
that corner of her suite and the large mirror reflected the Melbourne
skyline at perfect eye level.

Sorting the foundation and concealer from the eye shadows and
lip liners, Rosie moved her two phones to the far corner of the desk
to make room to line up the various tubes, jars and compacts. As
she did, she noticed both displays showed missed calls and smiled
to herself, imagining the irate messages that must be banked up on
her voicemail. The frantic knocks on her hotel room door which
had punctuated the silence throughout the afternoon were a good
indication that her presence was much missed. Still, it was nice
to know her new colleague Nathan would be getting first-hand
knowledge of the complexities of his new role. Nothing like learning
on the job, after all.

* * *

Downstairs, the last of the red carpet was being tacked down and
floral arrangements put in place. The media accreditation booth
was already set up and name cards had been placed on the carefully
planned table settings Rosie and her team had agonised over the
previous day. Inside the auditorium, final sound checks were being
made and camera angles sorted. The dancers from the opening
number went through their moves in a last rehearsal while, backstage,
two armed guards stood watch over the trophies to be awarded, now
engraved with the winners' names. The Six hair and make-up team
were installed in the massive three-bedroom suite downstairs that
Rosie had booked for the purpose of getting her talent red-carpet
ready in time for their staggered arrivals.

Each female celebrity had jewellery, shoes and bags allocated in
separate garment bags. Rosie had learned from last year's fiasco that
there was no use letting the women preview what their colleagues
would be wearing as it only led to jealous last-minute fights. In
fact, last year one starlet had actually added up the cost of what
her so-called friend wore and left an invoice for Rosie the next day
to make up for the discrepancy.

Meanwhile, in the men's grooming suite, bald spots were being
sprayed with coloured lacquer, tissues tucked in to protect white
collars from make-up, drops inserted to whiten hung-over eyes and,
in the case of one would-be stud, a sock inserted into jocks to bulk
up his package in his slim-line tuxedo pants.

A sudden scream was followed by a loud thud as a hairdresser
fainted, her dryer still buzzing as she lay lifeless on the carpet. Peter
Ingles looked down at the prostrate stylist and wondered what on
earth had happened to scare her.

* * *

Rosie checked herself in the mirror again and was happy with what
she saw.

Looking at her watch, she realised it was time. The red carpet
arrivals were about to begin. She should show her face. Turning her
phones back on, Rosie placed them in her clutch, along with her
lipstick, room key and a bottle of Rescue Remedy just in case. As
she walked out the door, she could hear the missed message alerts
beeping frantically within the satin confines of her bag.

The elevator to the car park area under the hotel was packed with
celebrities when Rosie got in. Not that anyone in there was aware
that another body had joined the throng, so busy were the occupants
checking their teeth for lipstick or just simply appreciating their own
reflections in the lift's smoked mirrors.

As the doors opened onto the car park, Rosie felt like she had stepped
into a rock concert mosh pit, so intense was the energy, only this excited
horde was better dressed. Bracing herself for the onslaught, Rosie did a
quick check of her crew. Everyone seemed to be in place and following
her instructions to the letter, corralling the talent into groups of four,
ready for the limousines to pick them up and drive the 200-odd metres
from the underground car park to the hotel foyer.

'Rose, well about time,' a flustered voice exclaimed. Turning, Rosie
found herself face to face with her new colleague, Nathan. Looking
far less calm and collected than the last time she'd seen him, he
yelled into his walkie-talkie headpiece: 'I've found her!'

'Hi, Nathan,' Rosie said breezily. 'How's it all going?'

'It's fucking hell,' he screamed, exasperated. 'No one wants to be first
on the carpet. The executives' wives are complaining that no hair and
make-up people were allocated to them. At last count some twenty-three
people have turned up without RSVPing and now expect seats.
Jason Jarvis managed to break security and got into the auditorium and
changed the place settings, complaining that his table was further away
from the stage than his counterpart's at Three. We still have no word
as to whether Keith will actually be turning up to accept his Lifetime
Achievement Award. The after-awards party caterers are complaining
there is nowhere to set up and the extra glasses still haven't arrived.'

'Great,' Rosie said with a smile. 'Best I head to the foyer to usher our
talent around the reporters. Seems you have everything under control.'

'What do you mean, under control?' Nathan screamed as he
watched Rosie glide towards a waiting limousine door. 'No one is
doing anything I ask!'

'Welcome to your first Kennedy Awards,' Rosie replied, closing the
door behind her. As the car took off, she threw Nathan a royal wave
and watched the stunned PR guru shrink into the distance.

* * *

Alighting from the limousine a few minutes later, Rosie saw her
PA standing in her designated spot at the revolving front doors and
wolf-whistled to attract her attention. Lisa turned to look at her boss
admiringly.

'Well, well, you scrubbed up okay, didn't you?' she said wryly.

'And you too, Morticia,' Rosie replied, taking in Lisa's dramatic
black fishtail gown replete with studded collar and cuffs. 'I thought
I'd be the only corpse here tonight.'

Lisa threw Rosie a huge smile, then stepped forward and hugged
her. 'This is it, isn't it?' she asked knowingly.

'Yes, honey, this is the end of the line for me. But don't worry, I
won't be leaving without having my say.'

'It has been an honour and a pleasure,' Lisa replied, attempting a
low curtsy in her tight-laced dress. 'I can't wait to see what you have
planned. Something tells me it's going to be a doozy.'

'Let's just say this will be a night of nights for more than just
awards,' Rosie replied. 'Now, where are we at?'

'It's all going well except that young Nathan seems to have dropped
a litter of kittens somewhere. Talk about flustered – the guy's having
a bloody coronary.'

'I know, I just saw him. Maybe TV PR won't be as easy for him
as he thinks.'

'He's certainly not as cocky as he was, that's for sure.'

'Let's not give him too much grief. The poor bugger will soon find
he has enough volunteers to break his spirit.'

* * *

The sheltered workshop channels' stars were some of the first to arrive,
their PR heads no doubt hoping that by sending their charges in
early, they might get some camera time before the real crush began.
Unfortunately, none of the assembled reporters and photographers
seemed au fait with the hosts of Finance Report or World Affairs
Tonight, instead craning their necks in case a nubile soap star might
be following behind.

From her vantage point on the other side of the carpet, Rosie made
a hand signal to Lisa, indicating that now would be an ideal time for
a limo load of Six stars to arrive. Lisa whispered into her headpiece
and returned Rosie's glance with a thumbs-up.

As usual, Crystelle Callaghan was the first to alight, clad head to
toe in iridescent fuchsia sequins. Rosie couldn't stop herself from
breaking into applause when she noticed her friend had accessorised
her gown with a matching sparkling walking stick and gave her full
points for exploiting her recent accident to the hilt. The flanks of
photographers went wild, snapping madly at the star, who playfully
prodded them with her cane in a mock joust. Rosie realised just how
much she would miss her ebullient friend, a true star in every sense.

Following behind Crystelle was Jason Jarvis. Unlike the other
executives, he had chosen to walk the red carpet arm in arm with
his partner who, not wanting to be missed, wore a glittering T-shirt
featuring his character Caspar the Cat under his velvet tux.

Next came the Balls Eye team, who garnered a round of applause as
they stepped out of their limo and onto the carpet. But the applause
ceased as Graham Hunt showed his face and a dull round of boos
ensued. In the tiers of spectators behind him, placards suddenly
appeared reading 'Takes a ho to know one' and 'Hunt's a Cunning
Stunt'. The TV cameras swooped in to capture the moment, while
the media pack inside splintered, with several photographers racing
outside to shoot the posters as police grappled with the spectators to
remove them.

Amidst the madness, Simon Nash's hand-picked new female stars
of Hotel – two tandoori-sprayed blondes with enormous breasts and
skimpy skirts – pouted and postured in the flash of cameras. Rosie
thought the women looked like they were about to straddle a pole in
a lingerie bar rather than front their peers as serious actors. Still, she
realised, at least they wouldn't be out of place in the 'Happy Shiny
Day' promo.

Rosie smiled at Lisa, who was looking at the two women as
though trying to work out where their inflation valves were located,
and signalled for her to send up another car. As Lisa spoke into her
headset again and delivered another thumbs-up, Rosie was distracted
by a tap on the shoulder. It was Keith's PA Mae, looking fetching in
a billowing Kermit-green gown.

'Mae, you made it!' Rosie exclaimed, hugging her fondly. 'Is he
coming?'

'He'll be here shortly,' Mae answered, grabbing hold of Rosie's
hand and not letting go. 'Elaine is bringing him in the back entrance.
He's been trying to get hold of you. I think he wants to apologise.
Seems he is now aware of just what has been happening behind his
back.'

'Oh, Mae, he doesn't need to. I'm fine. Everything's fine. I'm just
glad to see you.'

'And me you, Rosie. I'm going to miss you.'

'So he told you?'

'Yes, and I'm happy for you, Rosie. Just promise not to be a
stranger.'

'This won't be the last time you see me, Mae,' Rosie replied,
squeezing her friend's hand. 'I will never be able to thank you enough
for your support.'

'It was my pleasure,' Mae said warmly, before several loud screams
diverted their attention.

The two women turned to face the red carpet, where Peter Ingles
was posing with a young woman who, Rosie assumed, was his
daughter. A hush filled the foyer as stunned onlookers gradually
comprehended who the strange-looking man with the trapped-in-a-wind-tunnel face was.

'It's Peter Ingles!' Rosie heard one woman shriek from the press
pack, followed by a loud chorus of clicking cameras and murmured
remarks of disbelief.

'What has he done to himself?' Mae asked incredulously.

'He's freshened himself up,' Rosie answered, shaking her head in
disbelief once again at the undignified sight.

'And who is the girl?' Mae continued.

'I think it's the soon-to-be new Mrs Ingles,' Rosie replied. She'd
noticed that the twenty-something woman was holding the sixty-six-year-old Great Gardens host's liver-spotted hand.

'Holy hell,' Mae said, watching the girl turn to reveal the
dramatically plunging back of her dress, which displayed three-odd
inches of bottom crack. 'I've seen two-dollar hookers with more
class.'

'Mae!' Rosie replied tersely. 'I find that comment insulting . . . to
working girls, that is!'

As the two women laughed, Rosie watched in horror as the
chicken fillet pumping up the young girl's bust popped out of her
dress, falling onto the carpet as the cameras whirred feverishly.





CHAPTER 38

Inside the auditorium, Rosie quickly scanned the table settings and
adjusted the seating back to her original arrangement, only this time
she put Jason Jarvis on a table at the far end of the room, right beside
the women's toilets. She double-checked where Simon Nash and
Johnno Johnston were sitting, working out the best entrance to send
their surprises through.

Rosie stopped to consider her plans and felt a twinge of pity for the
unwitting executives, but it was too late to turn things back now.

With everything as orderly as it would ever be, she signalled to the
ushers that it was okay to open the doors and allow the guests entry.
She watched the who's who of Australian television pile into the large
room before she headed backstage to see what dramas were happening
behind the lamé curtains. The first person she saw standing in the
wings was Big Keith's better half, Elaine Norman, looking like a cool
glass of water in a simple white sheath with a Chanel camellia choker
adorning her long balletic neck.

'Rosie,' she cried, 'Keith's been looking for you. He knows
everything and wants to apologise. I mean, Simon Nash of all people
being the one talking to the press. I never liked that man.'

'It's okay, Elaine, honestly it is. So tell me, how is he?'

'He's not great but he's looking forward to receiving his award.
Something tells me he has a hell of a speech planned.'

'I bet he does,' Rosie laughed. 'I can't wait.'

'I know he'd love to see you, Rosie. He's in make-up at the
moment.'

'I'll check in on him, Elaine, and thank you, for everything,' Rosie
replied.

'Oh, Rose, I'm so sorry things worked out the way they did. I
know Keith is too.'

Rosie felt her throat choke with tears as she took a final look at
Elaine, a true lady in every sense. 'I'm not sorry, Elaine. I've learned
a lot about myself in the past two years. And I've certainly loved
getting to know you better. Look after him, will you? I know I don't
have to ask, but I love that old bastard of yours.'

* * *

Rosie heard Keith well before she spotted him pushing away the
make-up artist's blusher brush dismissively. 'Don't put that shit on
me. I look like a fucking drag queen as it is.'

'Please, Keith, just five more minutes – please,' the stylist pleaded.

'Fucking hurry up then, will you,' Keith barked, turning back
to the lightbulb-framed mirror, and suddenly noticed Rosie's
reflection.

'Sweetie,' the Big Man said, smiling brightly and gesturing Rosie
closer. 'I've been trying to get in contact with you.'

'I know, Keith,' Rosie replied, taking a seat in the empty chair
beside him. He was even thinner than the last time she'd seen him.
When she took hold of his outstretched hand, its paper-thin skin
seemed to crackle at her touch.

'I'm sorry, Rosie. I should have trusted you,' Keith continued, his
voice soft and low. The make-up artist, realising this was a private
conversation, moved to the back of the room.

'Hey, it's all fine, Keith, honest. I don't want you to worry any
more. You know I love you like a dad. I wouldn't swap the time I
spent working with you for anything.'

'And me either, sweetie,' Keith said, his pale eyes watering. 'I'm
going to make it up to you. Honest.'

'There's nothing to make up. Just look after yourself and enjoy
your time out there. You deserve this award. You truly are a legend.'

Keith looked uncomfortable at the compliment and turned his
head away to hide his vulnerability.

Rosie kissed his cheek gently and whispered in his ear, 'Love you,
Big Fella,' then left the room.

* * *

Seated at the main Six table, Rosie looked at her program and
double-checked the running sheet, wanting the timing to be perfect.
She would stay for Keith's speech then hot-foot it back to her room
to meet her special guests, returning in time for her grand finale.
Looking over at Nash's table, she saw Nathan gesturing wildly at
the head of light entertainment, who seemed annoyed by all the
drama. Rosie beamed her widest smile in Nash's direction, which he
responded to with an unnerved scowl.

The opening number was as excruciating as ever. A medical-themed
tribute, it featured the stars of the three free-to-air hospital
programs pretending to operate on each other, with dancers dressed
in nurses' uniforms and scrubs performing ballet moves holding IV
drips and scalpels. Although it only went for six minutes, it seemed
like an hour before the room lights came on again, allowing the
seated masses to escape for a cigarette break in the foyer and resume
gossiping and networking.

Rosie stayed in her seat in the auditorium, despite craving a cigarette
herself. She didn't want to miss a second of Keith's tribute, which was
coming up next. As the lights began to dim again, she watched the
stragglers return to the room, talking loudly over the host, who was
attempting to introduce the Lifetime Achievement Award segment.

'If I could have a bit of hush, please,' the exasperated host pleaded,
as the mumblings were replaced by the sound of wine bottles being
upended in ice buckets and glasses refilled.

'Tonight I have the great honour of presenting an award to a
man who has been behind the careers of most of Australia's TV
greats. To say Keith Norman is merely "a legend" would be an
understatement as it implies there may be others out there who
could lay claim to the title. The fact is, Keith Norman is the legend
of Australian TV and I defy anyone in this room to say otherwise.
For twenty-four years King Keith has ruled the ratings, and as such
the industry, from his throne at his beloved Network Six.

'To be part of Keith's stable of stars meant you had made it in this
business – there was nowhere else to go, as you were already at the
top. The late, great newsreader Willard Frost said as much when he
received the Lifetime Achievement Award on this very stage some
three years ago. He also said he would never have made it in the
business without the support of his great friend and mentor, Keith
Norman, a man who Willard believed had an uncanny insight into
what people want to watch and when they want to watch it. I, for one,
could not agree more. Ladies and gentleman, I give you this year's
Lifetime Achievement inductee, the one and only Mr Television, Big
Keith Norman.'

Rosie was on her feet clapping wildly, overjoyed to see the entire
room standing upright with her. The thunder of applause, whistles
and the banging of glasses on tabletops was almost deafening as the
curtains parted and Keith stepped out, though there were shocked
exclamations as the audience took in his frail appearance and
understood the extent of his illness; many had no idea the Big Man
had even been gravely ill. Rosie took a moment to pat herself on the
back for protecting Keith's privacy from the press, then wiped the
tears streaming from her eyes with a napkin.

It took several minutes for the applause to cease and even after it had,
everyone remained standing in homage to the TV great. Rosie was so
proud to see him up there, basking in the accolades of his peers, and
realised again just how much she would miss the old bastard. Finally,
when Keith saw that no one was about to sit down, he began.

'I fucking love television,' he opened, causing the crowd to roar
with laughter and clap loudly once more. 'Actually,' he went on, 'I
should say I loved television, 'cause what I'm seeing happen in this
business today is not what I have dedicated my life to.'

The room went deathly silent.

'Let me read a memo I received by mistake last week. It was sent
by a man I have regarded as my son for over twenty years. It's headed
"Moving Forward":

As most of you are aware, Network Six has been stuck in a
time warp for several years now as we have laboured under a
leader who no longer understands the requirements of today's
viewing audience. What's more, the image he presents to our
peers is embarrassing at best and destructive at worst. Which
is why I am letting you know that following the Kennedys
telecast, I plan to take this network out of the past and into the
future as the newly appointed CEO of Network Six.

In my new role, I will work closely with Tang.Inc to ensure
this network is cost-efficient and current. It will be out with
the old and in with the new, which means changes at every
level from production to publicity.

As such, I am asking you to ready yourselves for the
impending changes by checking the contracts of all your talent
and staff and, where possible, identifying any loopholes which
may allow us to avoid any expensive and unnecessary payouts
such as long service leave and other entitlements. There will
be a team of Tang.Inc lawyers at your disposal to ensure
redundancies are carried out with a minimum of fuss and
financial liability.

Once this has been done, we can work together to find younger
and less expensive replacements for on-air personalities, as well
as streamlining management processes. I know some of you
will be sad to see Keith go, however, I ask you to look to me as
your new leader and know that I am driven to take Six to new
levels of efficiency and profitability. Not only will I require the
same level of loyalty as you've shown Keith, I will demand it.

Yours truly

Simon Nash

Acting CEO

A low hum of discontent filled the room as scowling faces turned to
Simon Nash. Rosie feared a mob lynching might ensue, and readied
herself to call in the security guards if necessary.

'Now calm down, everyone,' Keith continued from the stage,
seeing the impact of his words. 'Let me fucking finish, will you?'

Once again the Big Man had the room's attention.

'Look, I know times have changed and I'm aware viewers want
different things today, what with the internet and all. But I have
to say to all of you, let's not let mean-spirited bean counters and
overly ambitious head-kickers fuck the incredible institution that
is Australian television. I'm crook and ready to hang up my hat so
I'm leaving it up to you, the industry's future. These are my parting
words to all of you responsible for entertaining hardworking punters
at the end of their day: love television with all your heart. 'Cause let
me tell you, these bastards running the networks today only love
money. There, I've said my bit. Thanks for the trophy and thanks for
listening. Goodbye.'

Rosie had never heard noise like it as the entire room full of people
cried, clapped and stamped their feet in unison. She could have stayed
there forever, basking in Keith's final triumph, but there was no time.

She had one more thing to do and then it would be over.





CHAPTER 39

Rosie heard the laughter coming from her hotel room even before
Daniel opened the door.

'You look incredible,' he exclaimed as he took in her gown, hair,
make-up and overall happy demeanour.

'How was the flight?' Rosie asked after kissing him tenderly. 'Has
everyone turned up?'

'They're all here, honey. But before you head in, I have something
for you.'

Rosie looked at Daniel curiously as he closed the hotel door behind
him and pulled her into the hallway. She felt her heart pump in her
chest wildly in anticipation as he pulled a velvet box out of his dinner
suit jacket and placed it gently in her hands.

Whatever it was, she knew at that moment she was so in love with
Daniel there would be no turning back. What she was feeling was
big, the biggest. She was gone. Head over heels. And it terrified her.
I'm not ready for this yet, she thought in a panic.

'It's not what you might think it is,' Daniel said, looking deeply into
Rosie's concerned eyes before kissing her forehead gently. 'Though,
I can't promise the next box I give you won't have a ring in it. These
are just to say I love you and I am proud of you and I know you are
going to write a bestseller when this is all over.'

Rosie could barely see the exquisite antique earrings Daniel handed
her through her welling tears.

'Come on, honey, these are supposed to make you happy, not sad,'
Daniel laughed as he caught sight of her quivering lip. 'You know
how it kills me when you cry.'

'Daniel,' Rosie said, tears now streaming black mascara down her
face, 'I am so in love with you I feel sick.'

'Thank god it's not just me that feels that way,' he smiled sweetly
in return. 'Let's get tonight over and then we can feel sick for three
whole weeks together in Bali. I checked out the accommodation on
the net and there's a beautiful room overlooking the ocean for you
to write in. Lou, Stephen and I will look after the boys so you can
concentrate. But now we had better go in, everyone's waiting for
you.'

Rosie stepped into her suite and saw the assembled crowd sipping
drinks on her bed, watching the awards telecast on the large plasma
TV screen mounted on the opposite wall. When they saw Rosie,
they all got to their feet and, just like the crowd had done with Keith
downstairs, delivered her a standing ovation.

* * *

When the last ad break of the telecast came on, Rosie clicked off the
TV and turned to the women chatting animatedly beside her.

'Okay, it's time,' she announced, feeling waves of conflicting
emotions churning within her. 'If anyone wants to change their
mind, speak now. Please don't think you're in any way obligated.
Each one of you needs to decide for yourself alone. Would you like
Daniel and me to give you some time to reconsider?'

Bettina Arthur was the first to pipe up: 'I didn't come all the
way from Singapore to turn back now,' the former finance head
exclaimed.

'I'm in all the way,' Karen Day said next.

Lara Green smiled. The former head of PR was already gathering
her bag and shawl ready to make a move. 'I am more than ready,
Rose,' she said firmly. 'I should have done this a long time ago.'

'Me too, darling,' Alicia Charles chortled. 'This has gone on for
too long. The suffragettes must once again rise against the oppressive
patriarchy.'

Rosie grinned. Alicia certainly had a way with words. Bless.

Portia Richardson was the last to speak. Patting her pregnant belly,
Rosie's former 2IC nodded to indicate she wouldn't be changing her
mind.

'Well, we had better get down there, ladies,' Daniel said, waving
the affidavits in the air. 'Your writs await delivery.'

The women applauded loudly, then excitedly left the room and
made their way to the ballroom below.

* * *

Rosie was first into the auditorium, just in time to see the final
moments of the closing tribute to celebrities who had passed away
the previous year. As the lights came on and the tables of drunken
revellers jostled to get out to the various after-parties scattered
throughout the hotel, she took a deep breath and valiantly made her
way towards Simon Nash's table.

Any qualms she might have had about her actions quickly dissipated
when the new CEO caught her eye and let go: 'You stupid bitch,' he
yelled drunkenly, oblivious to the other guests at the table. 'How the
fuck did you let that happen?' he went on, clearly referring to Keith's
earlier speech.

'I had no idea he was going to do that, Simon,' Rosie answered,
trying to remain cool despite an overwhelming urge to faint.

'Well, you should get off that lazy arse of yours and turn the press
around or I can tell you, you won't have a job in the morning.'

'Er, actually, Simon, I don't have a job right now.'

Rosie fumbled with the clasp on her handbag and pulled out a
copy of her resignation letter.

'You will see when you read my contract, Simon, that I actually
cease being an employee of Network Six tonight. You'll see the date
beside Keith's signature.'

Nash snatched the document from Rosie's hand and scoured its
contents. Johnno Johnston, realising what was taking place, expertly
removed himself from his chair, hoping to escape any potential fallout.

'Where the fuck do you think you're going, Johnno?' Nash
bellowed, but this time Johnno did not acquiese to his bullying,
slinking off silently without looking back.

'Good riddance to you,' Nash slurred as Johnno scarpered out the
door. 'And good riddance to you too, bitch,' he added, screwing
the document into a tight ball then tossing it straight and hard in
the direction of Rosie's face.

Without even flinching, Rosie delved into her purse and took out
both of her ringing phones. She looked at each screen to delight in
who she was hanging up on, then reached over and dropped one and
then the other into Nash's beer glass with two loud plops. Then she
turned to the auditorium entrance and beckoned the waiting women
to enter. Heads held high, Alicia, Portia, Lara, Karen and Bettina
strode across the room with their arms locked in sisterly solidarity.

'Seems you don't know as much about television as you make out
after all,' Rosie said blankly as she turned to face Nash for the last
time. 'Or women.'

As the united flank approached to deliver the new network CEO
signed statements outlining their impending legal cases against their
former employer, Rosie had one last thing to say. 'Good luck and
good bye.'

With the last tears she would ever shed over Network Six streaming
from her eyes, Rosie turned towards Daniel, leaning against a far
pillar in the room, his tie loose. Both their jobs were done. Now the
real fun could begin.
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