Dire Strait
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Prologue

Jack Smithson picked up his scrambler phone. 


“Jack?” He recognised the voice immediately; it was Geoff Smith, Australian Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade, not one of his favourite Cabinet colleagues. “Jack, what the bloody hell have you people been up to? One of your patrols has just blown up a boat full of asylum seekers. You’re meant to be Minister for Defence not Offence. We’ll be cut to ribbons in the House, not to mention the media.”

Looking out from his office towards the Old Parliament Buildings in Canberra Jack suddenly felt himself getting warm in spite of the air conditioning. “I‘ve no idea what you’re talking about, Geoff.” As he spoke he saw his door open and Vin Partridge, his Departmental Secretary, come into the room holding a piece of paper. He reached out and took it.

Geoff was not about to stop. “Jack, clearly your communication system is not much good either. Apparently one of your patrols looking for asylum seekers fired on a suspected boat which sank. You’d better find out what happened as the PM will need to make a statement.” 

The phone went dead and Jack took his jacket off before reading the signal which Vin had given him. ‘One of our patrol boats intercepted a suspected asylum seeker vessel in the Torres Strait in the middle of the night. It was actually a large high speed inflatable dinghy which started firing at our boat. The Captain returned the fire and the vessel suddenly exploded, disintegrated and then sank. Only mutilated bodies have been recovered and are being examined for identification.’ The message was signed by Max Wilson, the Chief of the Defence Force.

“Vin, how the hell did Geoff Smith get to hear what happened before I did? You’d better get Max over here straightaway.”

Vin disappeared and returned almost immediately. “The PM’s office has been on the phone. He wants you to call him.” He paused. “Apparently there was a guy from Foreign Affairs on our boat as a spectator and he signalled direct to his office before the boat’s captain could issue a report. Max is coming over from his office in Russell as soon as he can. Shall I get the PM?”

“Yes, please.”

A moment later Jack heard the PM’s voice when he lifted his phone. “Jack, Geoff tells me one of your patrols has blown up a suspected boatload of asylum seekers?”

“PM, I’m just getting full details in as fast as I can. It wasn’t an asylum boat, that’s for sure. I’ll call you when I get the full story.”

“Well the press will soon get hold of it and we must have an answer.”

“They’ll only get hold of the story quickly if Geoff leaks it to them, PM. You know my views. If it is not too late can you stop him stirring things up?”

“Jack, you’re being paranoid about Geoff. He wouldn’t do that.” There was a moment’s silence. “I’ve just heard The Australian has the story of the asylum boat on its web site.”

“Yes, Philip.” He put his receiver down but it rang almost immediately. It was the PM again.

“What ever you may think of Geoff and his relations with the press, Jack, it’s even more important that I have a draft statement immediately, quashing the asylum connotation.”
…….
Chapter 1 excerpt
 “It’s a Government insurance job.” Mike was explaining. “You know the RAAF aircraft they lost very recently? The one they’ve just made an announcement about, a Boeing P8-A?” I nodded as the loss had been reported in all the papers but with very little detail except that it had happened in the Torres Strait. “Well the RAAF were renting a very expensive analysis kit from Discover The World Inc in San Diego which allegedly was on board the aircraft which was lost and unfortunately we were insuring it. I’ve come over to discuss the matter with them.”

Liz joined in. “And I needed to check on some business issues with one of our customers so we decided we’d both come and maybe stay to-morrow night as well if we may. Have a meal somewhere or go to the cinema or the theatre, if there’s anything on here.”

I couldn’t help smiling. “Despite what you may think there’s always lots going on in Canberra. The problem will be getting seats at short notice. I’ll have a look.”

Mike looked at me. “By the way do you happen to know anything about the accident?”

I shook my head. “Not a thing. Military aviation is not my scene. I did think it strange though that the RAAF said they didn’t know what had happened nor exactly where the event occurred. Surely there would have been a Mayday call on a satellite frequency or at the very least an emergency locator beacon on the water. Must have been an explosion.”

“I agree. That’s what I want to talk about though they weren’t at all keen for me to come over.” A pause. “By the way I think there was an RAF P8-U on the RAAF side of the field when we taxied in.”

Charlie butted in. “Can’t you two talk of something else for a change? It’s always aircraft and you never look for a simple explanation of anything.”

“My darling, if an aircraft is lost these days it can never be simple. Aircraft are so safe, even military ones.”

“Well you’ll have to sort it out in the morning.”

We went to bed but I didn’t go straight to sleep. I hadn’t given the loss of the RAAF much thought but it was clearly a very serious matter with the loss of ten lives.

“Darling, solved it yet?” 

I nudged her and I could smell her with a trace of perfume. “You should be asleep.”

“So should you. It’s nothing to do with you.”

“What isn’t?”

“Don’t try that game on me, my love. You’ve switched on to the loss of that P8-A.”

“How on earth did you know it was a P8-A?”

“The papers have talked of nothing else. Its must be horrible for the families suddenly in peace time to lose their husbands…”

“…or wives or girl friends. You’re right. It’s particularly strange for the P8-A as it is so reliable.”

“Was there no warning?”

“Apparently not.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Nothing. It’s not my problem.”
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