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INITIAL DISPATCH FROM THE INTERIOR

11.34 pm, Wednesday, 15 August

‘Do you remember that time not long after we were married, at the work Christmas party, when you came on set so I could show you around? It was just the two of us and you’d been eyeing me all night in that way while I was showing off my ring and post honeymoon tan.

‘You closed the huge sliding doors that led into the studio and I turned on the lights. You looked around the set where I work every day. Got me to show you how the auto-cue worked and this wicked grin crossed your perfect lips.

‘You asked me to sit in my chair, which I did, you kissed me lightly and nibbled my earlobe in that way that sets me right off and then you came around the other side of my desk, kneeled in front of me underneath it and lifted my dress up. First, you reached up and pulled my lace knickers down. Then you asked me to start reading the news. And as I did, you gently, but persistently stroked from my ankles up to my upper thighs with the lightest touch until I started to wriggle and writhe. You asked me to continue reading as you kissed all the way up my legs and around my groin, hovering there until I was crying out for you. Then, you went down on me. Right there … You told me to read out the headlines as I came. And I did … and you just kept kissing and licking and sucking and I just kept cumming … till I was pretty much screaming out the auto-cue. And then you pushed back my chair and moved around the other side, lifted me onto the desk, and started to fuck me. Really fuck me. Slamming into me so hard, watching me as I came again and again. And then you came all over the desk. God I loved that. Remember?

‘I do.

‘I think about it a lot. In fact, there have been times when I read the news that it is all I can think about. I’m reading out a headline about a blocked bill in the Senate, or a cat up a tree on a slow news morning, and all I am thinking about is you doing that to me again. There have been times when I’m so turned on that I can barely keep my hands above the news desk.

Once … maybe twice … perhaps even more, I’ve even started to touch myself while I imagine it. Right there at my news desk. No one else knows. Well, maybe Greg on sound had his doubts, but I keep my poker face, telling Australians what’s going on in Canberra or wherever while I’m flicking my clit, thinking of you. I’m sure that’s why we won the Logie for best news show these past years – I’m so relaxed in that chair.

‘David, I want you to come back … and that’s how I want you to fuck me again.’

11.45 pm, Wednesday, 15 August

Olivia Law, Australia’s most beloved newsreader, puts down her empty stemless Riedel wine glass, attaches her video love letter to her husband to an email and presses send.

12.03 am, Thursday, 16 August

While scrolling through Netflix, Olivia Law passes out on her designer lounge.
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I had the perfect life. Perfect blow-dries, well-conditioned hair, wrinkle-free face, gorgeous, devoted husband, designer everything. But the truth is, nothing is ever as it seems. At least not with me, and especially not in my marriage. I knew Dave and I weren’t working at optimal capacity. There were signs. We didn’t have sex the prerequisite number of times a week to make ours a healthy marriage – or at least we didn’t according to every lifestyle column I’ve read. Though, let’s face it, the statistics always differ and, having worked for women’s magazines as a journalist earlier in my career, I’m aware of the necessity to inflate and scandalise in order to create magazine-selling drama.

How many times a week, a month or a year is it normal for a married couple to have sex? It depends on whether you’re asking your best friend, your nemesis or your mum. Not that I’d ever ask my blessed mother, Gillian, anything so obscene.

Dave was as good a husband as you can get. That’s what I believed. How did I know he was done, as in packing his stuff and leaving me, as opposed to we had a fight and he was letting off some steam? Because we never fought and because there was no steam, no heat. We weren’t cold, we were bath water that had been left to cool for half an hour too long. We were tea that you’d take a sip of and forget. Quality tea of course.

Dave is one for shared calendars. But on scanning I discovered he’d withdrawn his. He was no longer on my ‘where to find’ app. An app, I might add, that he insisted on us using. He’d been working on a deal and I could pretend he’d had to rush overseas on a trip and had forgotten to tell me. But the pit of my stomach and my reaching for our best wine in the cellar and drinking it alone, out of spite, indicated that wasn’t the case.

Booze was still pumping through my veins, sugar jumping my heartbeat, and I had a vague memory of turning the red record button off before I managed two hours of drunken sleep or, more accurately, stupor. I woke before my driver arrived at 4 am and by 4.30 am Shelley in makeup was attempting to cover the humungous bags under my eyes. She is a sweetheart and a miracle worker and, ignoring the fact I reeked of wine, she worked silently until any trace of the night before was eradicated. My hair was shiny, eyedrops whisked the red away and haemorrhoid cream works wonders to tighten the skin around the eyes. As long as I didn’t breathe on anyone my secret was safe.

Devouring two of the best bottles in our cellar is an impressive solo effort … not to mention the love letter, in the name of what? I check my phone again, no response from David.

In the cold, harsh fluoro lights of the studio, I knew getting drunk and pining to Dave on video was a highly unlikely technique to win him back, if he had indeed gone. But there was a feeling I couldn’t shake. He was gone and my world was slipping away. I ignored the sadness (and nausea) I was feeling and concentrated on the auto-cue. No matter what else, I know how to do my job.

That’s why it was such a shock when I was suddenly hauled off air. I admit I was still slightly pissed, but I definitely wasn’t slurring. I was concentrating hard to make sure I compensated for the alcohol content in my bloodstream. If anything, my elocution was more precise than usual. I was watching as Janie, the new weather girl, shone brightly on the screen. The Twitter feeds appearing on the screen underneath her seemed random and completely unrelated to the headlines I’d been reading, but I wasn’t going to be distracted and miss a segue. ‘Forecast is mild with a chance of showers,’ Janie was saying.

The voice in my earpiece told me to throw to a commercial break and step away from the news desk. Like any good presenter, I always do what that voice tells me. But why couldn’t I finish my news read? Had something bad happened to Dave? Is that why he hadn’t been home last night? Was Finn okay? Before I knew it, I was being led to the elevator. I was right to feel deeply worried.

The lift doors open and I am ushered through to the conference room. There are four lawyers present as well as Len Prior, the head of the network, the PR doyenne Harriet Mercer and my direct boss, Fergus Henessey. This is serious.

Fergus, the head of news, current affairs and light entertainment (doesn’t that say something about the state of modern news programming), is on the phone and on a roll, his rapid-fire approach informs me there is definitely a tempest at hand.

‘My daughter posted a picture of a fucking pancake this morning – a pancake – what’s in that? Is there a show in it? Can someone get onto that?’

He holds out a seat while simultaneously hanging up his phone – even in prime demolition mode there’s still something bizarrely chivalrous about him. He squeezes my shoulder, which is intended to be reassuring but isn’t. Oh Fergus, what’s going on?

Fergus gave me my break all those years ago. I’d been working at a magazine for teenage girls, first for work experience, then answering the phone and smiling while women with recession-era power suits ignored me. Then I got to be Dr Darlene and make up solutions to young women’s woeful romances. When there weren’t enough letters, or they were too dull, I’d make up the complaint: Dear Dr Darlene, my boyfriend’s stubble is giving me eczema, but I feel we’re at a crucial stage of our relationship and he has trust issues due to his parents’ divorce. I don’t want to turn him off, please help! My response – Dear Sorely Scrubbed, you owe it to your beloved and your skin to come clean. But angle it positively, tell him how much you love watching him shave, how the feel of his freshly razored face sends you wild, especially the thought of it gently caressing your inner thighs as he kisses you …

Fergus read the column over his sister’s shoulder; he was a fledgling current affairs producer with the network, in need of fresh talent and ideas. He called me the next day and hired me that same afternoon to be an on-air reporter. That was twenty-three years ago. We’ve always worked together and our success seemed sweeter because we both rose up the ladder at the same time. He’s always had my back, and me his, and as a result I’m now the face of the network’s morning news.

Fergus continues his ADHD fuelled rant, he’s in hyperdrive. He’s nervous.

‘Right, we’d better get onto it. Liv, you’ve stuffed up.’

‘Okay …’ I venture. It has to be the hangover.

‘What happened?’

Tears well in my eyes. Fergus is someone I can’t lie to, even when I’m fibbing to myself. The lawyers look at me blankly.

‘David left.’ My voice wavers. ‘I got home yesterday and his stuff was gone, he’s left and I don’t know where he’s gone, or what happens now.’ God, isn’t that the truth. Dave and I have been together twelve years, married for eight. Now there’s a huge void where his clothes used to hang. There was no note, no voicemail. I’m guessing it’s the no sex thing but, really, I don’t know.

‘Yeah, we know that, toots, but it didn’t warrant your reaction.’

‘I don’t usually drink … I was upset.’

‘You were more than that,’ Len quips, peering over his glasses in a way that makes me feel completely naked. He’s always leering, and occasionally groping.

I’m at a loss but before I have time to query what he means, Harriet calls ‘Lights!’

The room goes to black. All heads face the screen at the end of the conference table. The network’s newsfeed is interrupted by a YouTube clip.

A backlit figure appears. A dishevelled, naked, drunk blonde … it’s … oh god, oh no, oh please god no … it can’t be. But it is. It’s me, it’s my love letter to Dave. My entire drunken rant is on YouTube.

‘Half a million views and counting,’ Harriet announces with a certain level of respect.

The four lawyers note that.

I hear my own drunken, desperate voice in the background. ‘Do you remember that time not long after we were married, after the work Christmas party, when you came on set …’

‘Holy fuck.’ I quake.

The lawyers note that too.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘You went viral,’ Fergus states. He turns to Harriet, ‘Switch it off.’

The screen goes mute though my image remains.

‘But how?’

‘Who the fuck knows? Have you heard from David?’

My mind jumps. ‘You think Dave uploaded it?’

‘The problem is, your image has been irretrievably damaged,’ a lawyer with bad teeth and a posh watch offers these words carefully. I’ve seen him in the lift from time to time, now he addresses me as though I’m a five year old who hasn’t been invited to a birthday party.

‘You’ve brought your private life into the workplace, you’re in breach of contract,’ Winsome, the network’s head lawyer, points out. She always turns up for cake at crew birthdays, but I’ve never said more than two words to her, though I think I remember her telling me she enjoyed origami once, or was it sailing? Shit, I really am still drunk. This is one of those surreal drunken dreams you awake from drenched in sweat and promise yourself lifelong sobriety as payment for the relief of it not being real. Except it is. I stare around the room. The lawyers, Len, Fergus and Harriet stare at me. I look back up to my muted image.

‘But it was private. I recorded myself and sent it to my husband. It was in my own time, at my own house, it doesn’t concern anyone else.’

‘Except your public image is our concern, pet. And you clearly reference a liaison that occurred in the workplace.’ Len is enjoying this way too much. He adjusts his position on the chair, pulling it back from the table in a way that suggests his massive hard-on over it needs room to move.

‘After a Christmas party, eight years ago!’ I appeal. This is insane. I look to Fergus for some back-up. His eyes are on my image on the screen, his head tilted.

‘Fergus!’

‘If you were twenty-five it could have made your career – even at thirty-five we could have spun it and given you a current affairs show, but at forty-five … at forty-five you’re just fucking the nation.’

‘My intention was to fuck my husband.’

‘You’re fired. Sorry, Liv.’ Fergus doesn’t sound sorry enough.

‘Huh?’ The ground falls out from under my feet. Like a mini-earthquake.

‘There’s an avalanche of complaints,’ Len says. ‘People watch you because they feel safe with you. Now they don’t know if you are masturbating while they watch. You’ve effectively desecrated the image of the morning news show and the network. It’s going to cost us millions to get the show back on track.’

‘I’m fired? Can’t I just be suspended? I mean, surely this is just a storm in a teacup?’

‘We can’t sue you for damages if you’re still an employee,’ lawyer number three, a recent recruit who has obviously watched a lot of episodes of Suits, delivers his killer line.

‘You need to get a lawyer,’ Fergus says.

‘Over six hundred thousand views,’ Harriet chimes in. ‘Growing by the minute. And here’s a copy of the Twitter feed being sent into the network. That was just in your first fifteen minutes on air, before we pulled you off.’

She passes a printout across the table. Most are short. Most say slut. Some say whore.

In my job you get used to criticism. You can’t have an on-air career and not expect it. And, yes, it’s still worse for women than men. I’m critiqued daily on my hair, makeup, outfit, weight, tone of voice, the lines on my neck, the lack of lines on my face, any whiff of partiality, for being too expressive or not being expressive enough, for having too much fun or looking too miserable. In many ways I gave up thinking my appearance and presentation were up to me years ago. I’m used to it being claimed and judged. It belongs to the network and the viewers more than me. Is that why I stopped sleeping with Dave? Because I wanted something for myself?

The comments are certainly more passionate and colourful than usual. Some involve hating me, shaming me, and there are a few who offer me a ‘jolly good rogering’.

‘But people can see that it was a mistake,’ I appeal.

‘You’re a morning news presenter, you can’t make mistakes,’ Winsome offers her statement with a perfunctory air of satisfaction.

‘If it wasn’t so … evocative, we could’ve played it as a meltdown, a break-up or a cry for help,’ Fergus says.

‘But?’

‘You’ve violated three separate clauses in your contract, you’re not getting the ratings you were three years ago. There’s no way around it.’ Fergus doesn’t look at me as he says this.

‘You’re over,’ Len says, rising from the table as he stares me in the eye.

Desperation kicks in. ‘But I’ve given you my life? I’ve been here for the past twenty-three years.’

‘And that will be taken into account with the lawsuit.’ Len attempts magnanimity. I hate him.

‘I’ll fight you all the way,’ I say.

‘Good luck with that.’ Again, the young buck lawyer offers up his best television delivery.

Winsome begins the dressing-down. ‘You are no longer an employee of this network, all privileges and possessions provided by the network are to be immediately retracted and returned.’

‘You are not permitted to speak about the network or the case in a defamatory matter, as per your contract, unless you wish to hurtle yourself into another violation, in which case you may end up incarcerated,’ bad teeth lawyer says sweetly.

My head is whirling, I try to stand up but I’m shaking so much I collapse back into the chair.

‘All bonuses, your car and wages are immediately cancelled. Your super is frozen until such time the network is confident of a settlement and reclaimed damages from loss of reputation and income,’ Winsome continues. They’re performing a sort of devastation volley between them.

And then I lose it. ‘Loss of income? Don’t tell me my head on a platter hasn’t spiked your ratings this morning? Fergus?’

‘I’m not at liberty to disclose the ratings with you, Liv.’ Fergus looks sad.

‘Oh come the fuck on, Fergus, we’re a team.’ I stammer.

‘You went rogue, Liv. It won’t wash. I can’t protect you or save you. Sorry.’ Fergus stands and pulls back my chair.

‘Let me escort you out,’ he offers.

‘But what about my viewers?’ I whimper.

‘The viewers aren’t yours, they’re the network’s.’ Len coos.

‘Want to fucking bet?’ My voice returns. ‘Who’s going to read the news?’

Everyone looks down. Of course. They’ve already discussed this.

Fergus places his hand on my arm. ‘Come on, Liv, please,’ he says gently.

‘See you in court,’ young buck says as he taps on his iPad.

‘Seriously? You need some fresh material,’ I snap at him. He shrugs. He doesn’t give a toss.

‘Good luck, Olivia, all the best,’ Harriet says, too brightly, in PR overdrive. Her phone buzzes – ‘Oops’ – she checks it. ‘You’ve reached a million views!’ She announces this as though it’s great news.

Winsome and Len nod as Fergus ushers me out to the lift.

‘Tell me this isn’t happening, Ferg?’ I whisper, attempting to maintain some composure.

‘I’m sorry, Liv.’

The doors of the lift open. Audrey, my bright, young mentoree, exits.

‘Olivia. I’m so sorry.’ She hugs me.

‘You saw it?’ I’m appalled.

She shuffles awkwardly.

‘Are you here to escort me out and raid my wardrobe?’ I try to joke. It falls flat. Even flatter when I see the look between Fergus and Audrey.

Audrey is twenty-eight, she’s bright, ambitious, achingly beautiful, full of fertile eggs and ready admirers. She was so keen to learn, buddying with her in a mentorship has been a pleasure. Her wide eyes and her pert breasts peer up at me.

The penny drops.

‘Right. You’re here to see Len. You’re filling my seat.’

‘Tough gig,’ offers Fergus.

‘All the best,’ I squeak tightly.

Then I glare at Fergus. ‘Never talk to me again.’

I get in the lift, stare ahead blankly till the doors close, then collapse.

How did this happen? Wait, I should know that right? But I don’t – one minute I’m spending my mental capacity on measuring furniture and hiding behind custom-designed fantasies, and the next I’m a pariah, an untouchable. A slut of the screen. A failure.

Rewind. This is not what happens to my life, to my family … to me.
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