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there remains the problem of goodness

—Jorge-Luis Borges


1

THE PARTY AT the Embassy in the western suburbs was hotting up. His Excellency, Mr Carlos Luigi, was a generous host. Where his guests wined they dined and where they dined they boogied, they got down man, they sang. His greatest pleasure was for his guests, his friends, the whole world, to sing along with him. To dance and be happy.

Apart from the Guest of Honour, General Alsarvo d’Riva from the Ambassador’s own country, and the presence of the Prime Minister, the guest list was much as usual; fellow members of the Diplomatic Corps, a few locals, a Cabinet Minister or two, a captain of industry with trade links, chiefs of staff, civil servants of high rank, Embassy staff and attendant spouses of all concerned were invited to cluster around the piano with General d’Riva and their host. Most did so, if not with alacrity, then with an edgy acceptance of the inevitable. Stragglers were rounded up, conversations interrupted so that all could participate in the Ambassador’s singalong.

The Guest of Honour sat on the piano stool beside a dark-eyed young woman from the administrative section of the Ministry of Cultural Links and Trade who appeared to be trying to dissuade him from his choice of song. ‘No, no, General,’ she said, ‘not that one. No.’

‘I insist,’ he said and moved closer.

Violet Redpath’s head lifted as she edged along the stool, still attempting dissuasion to no effect.

Down in the cornfields, roared the General

Hear that mournful song

All the darkies are a’weeping

Massa’s in the cold cold ground.

Freddy Manders (Foreign Affairs) gave a quick sideways chuck of his head towards a tall black man who stood silent and resplendent in a white embroidered djellabah and matching cap.

‘Wildly insensitive,’ said Manders to a passing youth. ‘Stop them at once.’

‘Would Frank mind?’ said his assistant. ‘In this day and age?’

‘For God’s sake, man!’ Manders moved forward.

But the General had stopped himself. He now, with profuse apologies and single-minded intent, flung himself across Ms Redpath’s lap to adjust her side of the piano stool.

Ms Redpath, pink and angry, tried to rise. The General held his ground, his burnished head hung across her lap, his large fingers busy with the controls of the adjustable seat.

‘General!’ she said.

Molly Carew, wife of Hamish Carew, the Minister of Cultural Links and Trade, moved forward to help. She plucked the songbook from its stand and waved another one in front of the Ambassador’s now startled face.

‘May we have this one, Ambassador? It’s one of my favourites.’

She placed the new book on its stand, tugged her maroon crepe straight and prepared to sing.

General d’Riva righted himself with some difficulty, smoothed both hands over his hair and prepared to accompany her.

Ms Redpath put out a hand. ‘Sssh.’

The room stilled. Ministers of the Crown, Ambassadors at large, wives and wide-eyed tray-holding young women, even the Papal Nuncio, lifted their heads to gaze as Molly sang. Her voice was deep and true and filled with longing.

Some enchanted evening

When you find your true love

When you hear her call you across a crowded room

Then fly to her side and make her your own

Or all through your life you may dream all alone

Once you have found her …

Molly lifted her hands, held them motionless for a moment like a gospel singer in glory, then flung them higher as she beseeched, insisted upon participation.

And got it. ‘Never let her go,’ boomed the basso profundo of Frank Sato in the djellabah. ‘Go,’ sang the Papal Nuncio and the General, fractionally late as they were not well versed in the song but knew vision when they saw it. ‘Go,’ mouthed the wide-eyed waitresses. ‘Go,’ roared the Ambassador who was happier than he had ever been in his present posting and hoping for an extension.

Molly smiled, bowed. The corners of her wide mouth lifted, she bowed again.

There was a cry from the back of the room as a rake-thin simultaneous translator remembered her grandfather’s party piece. ‘More,’ she cried. ‘Please.’

Molly shook her head. ‘Another time,’ she said, taking a glass of orange juice from a tray carried by one of the diminutive helpers.

The young woman put out a hand to touch her arm. ‘Lovely, lady,’ she whispered. ‘Lovely.’

‘Your lady wife,’ said the Prime Minister to Hamish Carew in passing, ‘has a strong voice.’ He gave a quick authoritative movement of his shoulders, a regrouping before departure. ‘Come along, Priscilla. Time we were going.’

‘Thank you, Prime Minister,’ said Hamish Carew, uneasily. ‘Thank you. Good night. Good night, Priscilla. Good night, sir.’

Tossing an occasional stern nod of recognition to right or left the Prime Minister led the way, his wife scuttling in his wake.

The Minister of Transport stood alongside Hamish, calm in the knowledge that his wife would never make a fool of herself. That was one thing you could say about Trudy: she had never made of a fool of herself in her life and was unlikely to start now. He glanced across the room at a rangy, red-haired woman with something almost like affection. She was busy telling Molly Carew the whereabouts of the best place in Singapore to buy crocodile bags, belts, wallets, the lot. Molly couldn’t miss it, she said, and anyway the girls at the High Commission would know. It was the one with the crocodile in a tank at the back. ‘And tell them I sent you.’

Molly, who had stopped listening some time ago, came to. ‘How big is the tank?’

Lean hands sketched an oblong.

‘But that’s no bigger than a cattle trough. Can it turn round?’

‘I didn’t notice.’ Startled by the look on Molly’s previously blank face, Trudy rallied. ‘It looked quite happy,’ she said, and turned to mingle.

‘But why do they have it there at all?’ Molly asked her back.

‘Why indeed?’ murmured Freddy Manders in passing.

The Minister’s wife had a beautiful smile. It was sweet – a word Freddy disliked and never used, but he could think of no other to describe it. Molly Carew’s smile was sweet, welcoming, and slightly moist.

Manders backed away slightly. His wife Bridget had left him six months ago. There was no one else involved, a fact which gave him little comfort. Some wild, uncontrollable, across-a-crowded-room passion for another man or woman would have been loathsome, scalding, but at least more understandable than Bridget’s insistence that she must join a secular health organisation where she could train as a professional field officer.

She was very fond of him, she insisted. No, truly she was. Of course it wasn’t sex. Ask yourself. It would be easier if there had been something wrong, much easier for both of them. The feeling was impossible to put it into words, just a conviction, a certain knowledge that she must find some way to help the helpless. Join some organisation that had the skills, the funds, the back-up to go into disaster areas.

‘In caps presumably?’ he said. ‘Disaster Areas. DAs for short.’

She scarcely glanced at him.

It was different now, she told him. It doesn’t have to be for God. There were several places where the young and healthy with language and administrative skills could train. The World Health Organisation, United Nations, Red Cross. There was a new place called Humanitaire she’d just heard about in Paris. Something like Médecins sans Frontières, but you don’t have to be medically trained.

‘But why now?’ he begged.

‘How could I have left New Zealand while Jane was still alive?’

‘So you’re free now. Free to take up your non cross?’

She took a step back. ‘You know it’s not like that.’

‘All right. Then what is it like? Why?’

‘Oh Freddy. How can you possibly understand? I can hardly understand myself. Of course it’s unfair for you. Of course, of course.’

‘Any moment soon,’ he snarled, sweaty, bewildered and sick as a dog, ‘you’ll be saying this is bigger than both of us.’

‘You’ve got it,’ she said.

She had applied to Humanitaire in Paris, been accepted and would leave as soon as possible. She did her best, showed him how the new drying machine worked, left things organised. There was a note on the kitchen table when he got home from work. Dearest Freddy and Jazz – Forgive me – Bridget.

He got rid of the cat. Gave it to the child next door.

Now women made him wary, each and every one of them. Their mincing walks and strong strides, their yapping chatter and bleating coos. Their goddamn ubiquitous presence.

He cranked up a smile, bent towards Mrs Carew. ‘What other type of music do you like, Mrs Carew?’

‘Everything,’ she beamed. ‘I love it all. But especially country and western.’

What else. What else.

‘Did you know that a contemporary writer described western cattle punchers as “poorly fed, underpaid, overworked, deprived of sleep, and prone to boredom and loneliness”?’

She smiled. ‘Why are you telling me this, Mr Manders?’

He could feel the weight of his drooping eyelids. Because you’re a silly old bat and I have to say something. ‘Because it’s true,’ he said, ‘and I thought you might be interested.’

Mrs Carew thought about this, gave it her attention. ‘I agree. Truth is best, yes, as a general rule of thumb, so long as you don’t tell someone what a disaster their nose is or something equally offensive. Whether unasked-for truths are always a good idea I’m not so sure. Think what it would be like if we could read each other’s thoughts.’

He heard his laugh cackling around inside his skull. ‘True. About the crocodile. Do you love all animals, Mrs Carew?’

‘There’s no point in liking only the pretty ones. I had a magnet on my refrigerator once – Save the ugly animals too – but it disappeared.’ She looked around the assembled company for a moment, then gave up. ‘Gecko green it was. I suppose it fell off. People don’t look hard enough for beauty. Snakes, for example, snakes are truly beautiful. And crocodiles, I imagine.’

He wanted to confound her sentimental wobbliness, her faith in whatever it was that enabled her to love the whole world, to bless the bloody ship of life and all who sailed in her.

‘Perhaps you might accompany the Minister to Singapore sometime,’ he said. ‘Then you could get a good look at the one in the back of the bag shop.’

She looked him in the eye, laid a gentle dissuading hand on his arm.

Sickened by goodwill, Freddy was not going to stop now. ‘There was a seventeenth-century theologian who decided animals would go to heaven too. But even he had serious doubts concerning poisonous ants. How do you go on poisonous ants, Mrs Carew?’

‘I don’t know about heaven, Mr Manders.’

He stood silent and seething in front of her serenity. The wretched woman was making him behave badly. ‘I don’t know about heaven.’ As though she were discussing the rules of real tennis or revealing that canvas work had lost its interest for her. As though all the attributes and mysteries of heaven could or would be revealed later, when she chose to study it, to take the course, to read the subject in depth.

She was without guile, let alone self-importance. Why then did she confuse and irritate him, make him feel both flatfooted and pompous?

‘And how is your wife?’ she continued. ‘She was a tower of strength on our Handicap Committee. Someone so young, a busy professional woman like her giving up so much of her time. I thought it was wonderful, unexpected, if you know what I mean.’

Inquisitive too. It often lives with kindness.

‘Her sister Jane was physically handicapped. Extremely so.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Not your fault.’

‘No,’ she said, even more gently.

Don’t appease her, you fool. But how else to shut her up? ‘Bridget was bored with Foreign Affairs. She’s gone to Paris to train for a field job with Humanitaire, some sort of World Health outfit.’

Her face, her happy hands. ‘How wonderful.’

‘Did you know,’ he continued, ‘that in some poverty-stricken countries handicapped children are chained up all day, or hidden from sight.’

‘Yes. But to be doing something. How proud you must be of her.’

‘It had nothing to do with me.’

‘But she’s your wife?’

‘Not at the moment.’

She stood silent with her hands still clasped, then nodded her head in dismissal and turned to talk to the Minister of Transport.

Manders dipped his head and blundered away with his heart thudding. She knew, this maroon-encased woman. She knew he was a mess, a fucked-up quaking bog of a mess. How dare she know.

The Minister of Transport greeted Molly Carew with little enthusiasm. She was a maverick, a one-off. You never knew what she was going to do next. He too was discomfited by her.

That song, the way she had sung that song, for example. She didn’t even have the nous to sing a Maori song – Po kare kare ana or something less well known. She would undoubtedly know them all. He would put money on that.

[image: image]

Before Hamish Carew went into politics, his and Molly’s feet had hit the floor boards at 4.30 each morning. In winter their feet groped about for work socks, their breath steamed in the cold air, and their gumboots splintered black ice or ploughed through ankle-deep mud to the milking sheds. In summer the mud turned to clay, then to baked clay and finally dust.

Each morning Hamish went straight to the sheds while Molly brought the herd up, singing. Her voice lifted to the dark rim of the hills, stopped short to cajole or calm a skittish beast or leap to avoid a splashing rush of dung.

Her range of songs was large but specialised; the sadder, the more haunting the lyric, the more she treasured it. She had rooms full of roses. Old dogs and children and watermelon wine were the only things you could trust. Sad movies made her cry.

The cows appeared to approve of her choice. They let down their milk and stood silent in the bails, their grassy breath sweet, their stump-tails idle. Even after Molly had removed the cups, had hand-stripped each teat and slapped each warm hide with the palm of her hand, some would linger. The scattiest of cows became content, all goblins stilled. The weekly yield increased and the butterfat soared.

Even after so long in Wellington Molly missed her captive audience. Hamish tended to rise to his feet when she sang and leave the room, smiling slightly to indicate he did not dislike the rich booming echoes of her songs but had business elsewhere.

He had had to ask her not to sing in the car. It put George, the driver, off, he had explained. She understood completely, would refrain. This evening she had forgotten, had burst into Ruby, don’t take your love to town as the ministerial LTD slipped up the gorge, its lights swinging deep into the scrubby bush at the corners before sweeping the road once more. The silhouette of George’s head was dark, the bristles of his haircut stiff against the moon.

George was reliable, Hamish told Molly. He was also, she suspected, a bully. Nevertheless he knew where the clean lavatories were throughout the land and was a nimble parker of the cigar car. He took pride, as did all the drivers, in getting the nearest park to the entrance at each official occasion or reception, so that his Minister and the wife could sail out and up and in without any undignified trailing around on the outskirts. The trouble being, of course, that Mrs Carew had never learned the art of sailing anywhere.

This evening had been no exception. On arrival at the Embassy she had muddled things once again by her concern for a hedgehog caught in the glare of the lights, had insisted that it be moved. She would be quite happy to move it if George would just back a little: there must be some sort of shovel in the boot, was there not? No? Oh well, she could manage.

‘Molly,’ said Hamish.

‘But dear …’

‘The Ambassador is waiting.’

‘Oh. George, perhaps you could …?’

George sucked his teeth. ‘Leave it to me, ma’am,’ he said having already worked out which would be the best angle from which to boot the creature into the shrubbery as soon as the front door closed.

‘Thank you so much,’ murmured Molly.

She had told Ambassador Luigi her problem as they shook hands. His English, though adequate, did not include hedgehogs. He gazed at his wife, whose command of the language was better than his, with the trusting faith of a man reaching for a lifebelt. Senora Luigi, however, weighed down with silver and turquoise, declined to assist. She gave an ample and graceful shrug and motioned Mrs Carew towards the nearby Ladies Room which she personally had decorated for Christmas.

Molly, concerned for hedgehogs and unable to catch the senora’s drift, found herself in a small room with yuletide greetings and festive follies from top to bottom, from bottom to top. All, all were there. Father Christmas and reindeer cutouts, plastic holly, looping tinsel, golden wreaths and scarlet bows. Robins sang and red-capped old men laughed on the roller towel. Molly counted them. Fourteen Father Christmases, counting the roller towel. She pulled it: Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way tinkled the mechanism.

She must get out of this place immediately. Must check on George and the hedgehog.

George and the car had disappeared. Molly knew why. The driver of a minister more senior in Cabinet than Hamish would have pulled rank and indicated that George should move his car to a less desirable position so that his minister and spouse could sweep with more ease. Hierarchy is all in ministerial parking.

There was no sign of the hedgehog. The senior minister’s driver had seen neither hair nor hide. ‘Hedgehog, was it, ma’am?’ He would keep an eye out. He shut the door once more, turned on the ignition and moved the heater to full bore.

Molly thanked him and turned to go, her black cloak trailing in gravel, her mind far away.

Her only child Roberta had enjoyed hedgehogs. Milk had soured in saucers or disappeared overnight year after year. She and Molly had tracked them with torches, Bobby yelping with approval the first time she saw the creature’s defence mechanism. The next week she had found it, or its friend, squashed flat near the garage. Molly had tried to hide the corpse but Hamish disagreed. Bobby had to learn.

And learn she did, quickly. Bobby could put the cups on the cows’ teats at eight, was an expert milker by eleven and dagging sheep at fourteen. Hamish had a lot of time for his daughter. She was, as he said, a natural.

She had been Daddy’s girl since earliest youth. Her first smiles, her first lurching steps had all been directed towards Hamish while Molly applauded. The child was stricken when he went into Parliament.

‘Why don’t you stay home, Daddy?’

‘Because, darling, I have to go.’

‘Why?’

Why indeed.

Life, for his daughter, lurched from ecstatic weekends to doleful weekdays and back again. Weekends with puddings and Daddy and fun were followed by the slough of Mondays and Mum.

It had been difficult for a time, but fortunately Molly was so busy minding the child and supervising the sharemilker and running the house, to say nothing of the garden, that time passed quickly and Bobby calmed down. Quite soon in fact.

Molly came to suddenly, glanced at the small smiling man beside her.

‘We dine soon, madam. Perhaps?’

‘Yes, of course.’ Molly breathed deeply. ‘The air is so fresh tonight, is it not?’

‘Yes, madam,’ replied the Ambassador’s emissary, smiling more firmly than ever.

Hamish Carew sat silent as the car purred home, his mind busy with the Cabinet committee meeting he was chairing tomorrow on Restructuring Policy. It would be a difficult meeting, very difficult. He would have to watch Saunders, a man who combined the attributes of a snake in the grass with well-developed nest-feathering instincts. He considered telling Molly, she liked little jokes of that kind, but she was asleep, her head on his shoulder, her breath whistling gently down the folds of her cloak.

Restructuring involves tearing down something you have and constructing another structure, preferably elsewhere, in which case you are said to have relocated by logistic redeployment. Restructured, Relocated, Resited. All useful words, words with meat on their bones to work for you. Every male or female on the committee had restructured his or her life in order to become a member of Parliament. They therefore knew about, had views on restructuring. The restructuring of the electoral processes of the New Zealand House of Representatives held no qualms for them.

Before entering Parliament Hamish had served for many years as a district councillor; had, as he said, cut his teeth on the locals. The members would pass with dispatch a motion before the council on road works involving many thousands of dollars, whereas a proposal to renew the council teacups could be bogged down for twice the time. Reactions would be heated. Everyone knew about teacups.

Hamish rearranged Molly’s sleeping head against his shoulder and thought about her performance tonight. Hedgehogs and cowboys. Enough in all conscience for one ambassadorial reception. More than enough. He supposed he was lucky she hadn’t launched into something worse in front of the PM. He heard her voice dipping, soaring to a crescendo: I’ll be loving you Always, tumpty tumpty tum, Always.

Perhaps he could get Bobby to have a word with her. On second thoughts, no. Definitely not. Bobby, for all her virtues, was not subtle. He heard her voice: ‘Dad wants you to stop being such a dope, Mum. Cool it a bit.’

Hamish shifted in his seat. He knew, they all knew, or should, that Molly had in fact been doing that this evening. Had been trying to cool it, had gone to the aid of a young woman caught in an awkward situation with an over-enthusiastic general.

He glanced in the rear-vision mirror to check that he was not within George’s field of vision and took his sleeping wife’s hand.

Her eyes opened. ‘Do you think I should check with Mrs Luigi tomorrow about the hedgehog?’

‘No. By the way there’s a trade trip coming up.’

‘Oh. Where?’

‘A Swing Around, the PM called it. An American phrase he heard from the Commander in Chief Pacific when he was on a stopover in Hawaii recently. A large patch, the Pacific, as you can imagine. Periodically the CICP used to fly off on what he called a Swing Around the Pacific. The PM was rather taken by the phrase. Mine will be South-East Asia.’

‘Oh.’

The car drew to a halt before the ministerial front door.

‘Thank you, George.’

‘Thank you, sir. Good night, sir.’

‘Thank you, George,’ said Molly, heaving and tugging yet again at her cloak.

George sucked his teeth and departed.
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SHAFTS OF LIGHT slid through the venetian blinds on to banana skins, coffee grounds and dark crusts of wholegrain.

Hamish stood banging one hand against his leg in his usual pre-departure gesture. Molly’s eyes scanned him. You have to check. Last week a senior minister had had pumpkin down his front.

‘And what does your day hold?’ he asked.

Her immediate task each morning was to read the newspaper. How else could she keep up with the world and its astonishments, including those of the House of Representatives. Hamish, as he often said, never talked shop at home. A statement which irritated her, as though there might be some risk involved, that his home was not a safe house, which it was.

Nevertheless Molly knew about the state of the nation. The enormously decreased majority at the last election had come as no surprise to her. Her knowledge of the rise in inflation, the increase in interest rates and the threat of economic stagnation came from that suspect bunch of left-wing no-hopers, as Hamish called the media. It was the ignorant young reporters and their scurrilous seniors, the cocky bastard columnists and the pinkos in the press gallery, who kept her informed.

Hamish hated them all and with some reason. They seemed to Molly to circle him from a distance or pad alongside, intent and tireless as hyenas eyeing a lagging warthog.

They showed her the rest of the world as well. The papers set the scene of the major disasters: Pol Pot toppled and the homeless in Cambodia, the ongoing tragedy of the boat people, the floods in the Sudan. The television provided images of the stricken areas and stunned victims and an address to which donations could be sent. The radio was best for detail.

‘I’m getting my hair cut for the trip, then I thought I’d have a go at the Scrub-a-Dub car wash. Our car needs a clean.’

‘Do you think that’s a good idea?’ said Hamish, his lips brushing her cheek.

‘Mmmn,’ she said. ‘Goodbye, dear.’

Molly slapped the pages flat and turned to Deaths.

George, boot-faced as ever, opened the offside front door. Ministers were known among the drivers as front-seat guys or back-seat guys. Front guys were preferred. Back guys were suspected of having tickets on themselves.

‘George,’ said Hamish, ‘have you ever used one of those car-cleaning machines? Wash-and-Dry, Scrub-a-Dub, whatever?’

George’s glance was startled. ‘Me, sir? No, no, not me, sir.’

‘Quite straightforward to use, I suppose?’

‘As to that, sir, I couldn’t say. None of the other guys use them – well, not to my knowledge.’ George’s tone indicated that it stood to reason. If a man was wanker enough to use one of those things he wasn’t going to let on, was he. ‘Why do you ask, sir?’

‘Mrs Carew thought she might have a go.’

George breathed out. ‘Aah,’ he said, navigating past a wobbly little girl on a pink bike. ‘Is that right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Aah.’

Arthur, his ears flat against his shaven head and his narrow face creased with pleasure, waved a blow drier in greeting. Mrs Carew was a pleasant woman and her needs were simple. Chop it off when it gets too long. Nothing fancy.

Sometimes when she was a little down, the House sitting later and later and her scraps of time with Hamish reduced to shreds, Molly wondered if there was anyone else in the world as pleased to see her as Arthur.

She settled herself in the chair with the small contented wriggle of one about to be pampered.

‘Quite a bit off please, Arthur. I’m going overseas, so it’ll be straight under the shower and out. And how is Lollipop?’

Lollipop was well. Photographs of Lollipop were produced. Lollipop, a Bichon Frise with a lovely nature, stood on her hind legs, begged on her hunkers and peeped from behind a velvet cushion. ‘She is the joy of our lives,’ said Arthur. ‘And when are you off then?’

‘Soon,’ said Molly. ‘However, I will see more of my husband.’

Admittedly only at night, at functions of varying formality, splendour or tedium, would they be together, would they stand side by side, meet and greet and smile and get to bed later and later with less and less chance of sleeping together. It had occurred to Molly long ago that there is no sensible phrase for the act itself, in the same way as some parts of the human body are ill served by words. One can only lurch between extremes, from overly basic to coy euphemism, from belly to tum tum, from bum to derrière.

But there would be helicopters and scenic wonders and interesting people and shared memories and connubial confidences. Hamish was different offshore. He told her things, confided, had time to answer her questions.

‘How could you bear to kiss that terrifying woman?’ she had asked once.

He had smiled, patted her behind. ‘I regard it as part of the job.’

And people were so kind.

And the trip so important.

And the people so interesting.

And important.

Molly watched Arthur’s quick hands snipping and checking for balance. Would the years be kind to Arthur? One could only hope. And there was always Lollipop.

The Scrub-a-Dub car wash was in the centre of the city.

‘Can’t go wrong,’ said the young attendant. ‘Just wait for the green.’

Molly drove across concrete and inserted her ticket in the machine. The car rolled forward and stopped. There was a moment’s calm before the deluge, then sheets of water sprang from all sides. Green ropes of man-made fabric, previously spent and flaccid as beached bladderwrack, swung into action, lashing, slapping, flaying torrents of water in every direction. Something clicked. The green ropes changed direction, charged at the windscreen. ‘Goodness me,’ said Molly.

Water was now streaming in the top of the slightly open offside window. Charlie Chaplin flashed into her mind. Auntie Vi who had machined her own finger on the Singer, that bug-eyed youth on TV. Clowns, dupes, victims of the world shared the car with her, sat alongside or peered over her shoulder at sheets of water, shuddering with the shared shame of the technologically impaired.

The apparatus stilled once more. Her efforts to close the open window failed. She must get out, seek help. She clambered out, at which moment the whole fandango began again. The machine rolled along its predestined tracks, water surged forth; drenching, roaring floods of water besieged her. The bruising washers lashed around her.

Gasping, her reason deafened and her eyes blinded by ropes of acrylic, Molly blundered her way out to dry concrete.

She stood still, gasping for breath. Thousands upon thousands of people must have died like this in real floods, pummelled by trees, rocks, drowned in swirling mud.

It was no help, this thought, either to the drowned or herself. She headed for assistance.

The young attendant slapped the winged horse logo on his red shirt and gaped at her.

‘What on earth did you do?’

‘Nothing. The water, everything, it all went mad, and then suddenly it stopped. Completely, or so I thought. I’d better get help, I thought, and then lo and behold it all began again.’

‘It’s meant to stop. Then the cycle begins again. It’s programmed.’

‘Oh.’

He looked at her sourly. ‘You’re wet,’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘I can’t leave the shop, it’s school holidays.’ He indicated row after row of shiny wrapped candy bars, see-through bags of Oddfellows, Crazy Dips, Moo Choos, Snifters, Black Knights. All these would disappear if he left his station. ‘They’d clean this lot out in seconds, no sweat.’

They looked at each other, baffled. Water overflowed her shoes, ran on to the yellow and black vinyl and flowed in rivulets towards the door. She took off her glasses, realised she had nothing to dry them with and stood flapping them in one hand, smiling at the child to indicate that this was just a temporary hiccup. That these things happen, that there was no need to fuss.

‘But what on earth did you do,’ he said again.

‘The wrong thing,’ snapped Molly. ‘Perhaps I could borrow a towel?’

‘Pete,’ he roared.

Small, dark and nimble, Pete appeared clutching a half-eaten meat pie.

‘Hullo, Mrs Carew. What’s the problem?’

‘The lady got stuck in the Scrub-a-Dub.’

‘The first thing the lady needs is a towel,’ said Pete, handing her a doubtful-looking pink one.

They walked across the sunlit concrete with their heads close together. Molly stopped to empty her shoes.

‘We’ll just have to let her run out, finish her cycle,’ said Pete, brushing his hand across an upended packing case. ‘We’ll wait here.’

The young man watched through his plate-glass window. They sat side by side like mates in a primary school playground. Pete was holding his pie towards the woman as though offering a bite.

‘And how’s Carole?’ said Molly.

‘She’s given up basketwork, thank God. The place is knee deep already.’ Pete wiped his hands on his bright overalls. ‘She’s into Russian at the moment.’

‘Goodness.’

‘Yeah. You’ve got to hand it to her. It’s Spanish next.’ He stood up. ‘Right, she’s finished now. Keys inside? OK. Meet me round the other side.’

He slipped out of the driver’s seat within minutes. ‘Keep the towel for now, Mrs C. Drop it off sometime.’ He grinned, dragged a hand through tough black curls.

‘Thank you,’ said Molly.

‘You’d better get home, then.’

‘No, I have to pick up something at my husband’s office.’

‘Whaat?’

She lifted a hand.

Startled glances followed her damp progress across the forecourt of the House of Representatives and up the long flight of steps to the official entrance. The last time Molly had seen them, the red carpet had flowed down in honour of the Governor-General’s Official Opening of Parliament.

There had been some unpleasantness at the occasion. A group of demonstrators protesting at the rising cost of living had thrown eggs and tomatoes at the Governor-General and the official party on these same steps. Rumours had flashed inside, skidded around the seated guests waiting in the Legislative Chamber.

Schadenfreude flickered, excitement grew. Somebody had heard a tomato had made contact with His Excellency. Would there be evidence of lèse-majesté: a damp pip, a fragment of shell?

Molly had felt both guilty and hopeful.

Black Rod’s entrance to the Legislative Chamber at the head of the procession had never been more welcome. People leapt to their feet, heads craned at impossible angles, but there was no sign of anything extraneous on any garment of the Vice-Regal party or their attendants.

This proved nothing to Molly. They could have cleaned up en route.

His Excellency summoned the members of the House of Representatives into the Chamber. They came with considerable noise, their demeanour ranging from solemn to chatty to almost loutish. Backs were slapped, were slapped back, sniggers half-suppressed and stern looks given.

The speech from the Throne began.

It was not until the company had reassembled in the Banqueting Hall for tea afterwards that the rumours were confirmed. A tomato had made contact with the Governor-General; several eggs had smashed against the steps.

Molly was as concerned as everyone else, but as usual she was hampered by seeing both sides of the question. After all, the discontent of the people was not His Excellency’s fault. People had tried to vote the present party out and had almost succeeded. Previous demonstrations had failed. What were they do? But tomatoes? And worse, eggs? Such questions worried her and there was no one to discuss them with. Nevertheless she was sorry to have missed the sight. The reactions of human beings interested her; she would have liked to have seen the reaction of Her Majesty’s Representative to hostile fire.

This morning her passage across the foyer and attendant corridors was uncomfortable but without incident. She was getting along quite nicely.

Now for the lift.

In past ascents Molly had travelled with go-getters on business bent, members of the House, under-secretaries, a clutch of personal assistants or PR personnel. Men and women in dark suits in control of themselves and their world. People whose confidence was palpable and laughter loud. The journeys Molly enjoyed most were those when she shared a lift with a minister of the Crown and his cohorts. The behaviour of these attendant men and women interested her; their particular blend of deference and camaraderie on the move became them. Their willing smiles and strong laughs, their air of having picked the right horse at the right time was complemented by the minister’s graciousness. They were his stalwarts, his praetorian guard. There was a sense of ritualised respect, of power on the move.

This air of deference in motion was not, she had noticed, so evident with female ministers and their attendant staff. She wondered why.

Today the only other occupant of the lift was a young man who was obviously neither public relations nor media. Molly felt tempted to tell him the name of the anti-acne cream she had found for Bobby and what a success it had been. To lay her hand on the safe area between his wrist and elbow and say it was quite all right, that she knew she was dripping wet and he needn’t pretend not to notice. Her empathy flowed over him and frightened him rigid. The only thing to do, she realised, was to stare at the device indicating floor level and smile benignly.

Did the young man, she wondered, work for Hamish? Did he check appointments, work a shredder? Had he already put his small polished shoe on the first rung of the ladder? It seemed unlikely but you never knew.

They reached the appropriate floor. The door opened. Molly nodded and stepped out.

‘Is this your floor?’ she asked.

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘You will have to learn,’ she said. ‘Decision is all.’

She did not look back. The trousers of her suit were binding. Discomfort was increasing, the trickle into her shoes still obvious. Resisting her almost overwhelming impulse to tug wet olive-green gaberdine from her crotch, Molly sidled into Hamish’s outer office.

The Minister’s new typist, Mrs Webster, lifted her eyes. She was small and trim, her spun-sugar hair backcombed into a proud beehive. After a quick startled glance she turned away, admired her artificial peonies and looked again.

‘Mrs Carew,’ she cried. ‘How nice to see you. How are you?’

‘Wet,’ said Molly. ‘Please may I see my husband?’

‘I am afraid the Minister is currently tied up in conference. Perhaps you might care to wait.’

‘No. I don’t want to wait. I want to see my husband. This is a matter of some importance. And I can’t sit down,’ said Molly, glancing at dove-blue Draylon chairs in the waiting area. ‘I would wet your chair.’

‘Normally there would be no problem,’ explained Mrs Webster, indicating the unoccupied desk across the room. ‘Owen Spencer is fully cleared. But unfortunately he’s currently out of the office and my clearance is not through yet.’

‘When will Mr Spencer be back?’

‘That I couldn’t say. It’s something for the Minister. You chose a bad time.’ Mrs Webster smiled. ‘But do sit on his chair. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.’

‘Thank you,’ said Molly, and did so.

She picked up a snapshot from Mr Spencer’s desk. Two wide-eyed bullet-headed toddlers were cleaning their teeth; one clutched a red toothbrush, one a blue. Their wide gaping mouths, their concentration, the effort required in learning the elements of oral hygiene depressed her. One day they would know all there was to know, including the judgement required not to sit on ministerial blue Draylon in wet suits. Would have been taught to look for a more suitable alternative if possible. It was only a matter of time. And effort.

People passed in the corridor outside, came and went through the outer office. Purposeful young men with moustaches checked briefcases, young women tripped by in short skirts and Cuban heeled shoes or boots which clunked. To a man, to a woman, they averted their eyes from the sodden grey-green heap perched on the edge of Owen Spencer’s office chair.

Molly stood. ‘This is ridiculous,’ she said. ‘I am going to find my husband.’

‘But this is a Top Secret meeting, cleared eyes only,’ cried Mrs Webster. ‘I couldn’t … They haven’t even got the consultants in there yet. They come this afternoon. Even they’re not sufficiently cleared for this session.’

‘The who?’

‘Experts. Consultants.’

‘Highly paid?’

‘Extremely.’

‘In that case wouldn’t it better to get rid of me first? Before they arrive.’.

‘But I …’

Violet Redpath entered the office. She seemed taller than ever in office clothes, her asymmetrical haircut more multidirectional. Black wisps of varying lengths framed her pale face. Her earrings did not match. One was a small carved cameo, the other a long trailing loop of something shiny.

‘Mrs Carew,’ she said, ‘what on earth’s happened? Shall I send the Minister’s driver home for dry clothes?’

Molly was on her feet. ‘That’s the trouble, Ms Redpath.’

‘Violet, please.’

‘Violet. I had an aunt called Violet. She taught me how to braise celery.’

‘Ah,’ said Violet. ‘You were saying?’

‘Yes,’ said Molly, ‘it’s the house key, you see. I find I’ve brought the wrong set. They normally hang on a little bronze thing shaped like a flat teapot with hooks on the bottom that I picked up in Singapore.’

Violet nodded. ‘The Minister will have his.’

‘Yes, but apparently’ – Molly gave a quick movement of her head towards Mrs Webster poised at her typewriter – ‘he’s currently in conference and his secretary is out of the office at this moment in time. I gather I may well be still sitting here indefinitely.’

Ms Redpath grinned. ‘Owen Spencer currently tied up too, is he?’

‘Just out, I gather. And Mrs Webster is not fully cleared. It’s cleared eyes only, you see.’ Molly’s top teeth held her lower lip. She stood silent before them: large, green and wet, and totally uncleared.

‘Ah,’ said Violet. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll just bang on the door.’

Mrs Webster was on her feet. ‘Are you fully cleared, Ms Redpath?’

‘I’m Secret,’ said Violet, looking with interest at Mrs Webster’s anxious diamond-laden paws. ‘But not Top Secret. I’ll tell you what, Mrs Webster. I’ll bang on the door and then when some fully cleared person, a more junior member of the conference no doubt, comes to the door, they will open it a crack and hiss at me that the Minister is currently in conference and can’t be disturbed, and I will hiss back that Mrs Carew needs to get home as quickly as possible and please could the Minister hand the hisser the key to the ministerial home, so that he can hand it to me and I can relocate it with his wife.’ Violet paused. ‘I think that’s it at the moment, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ said Molly.

Mrs Webster remained hopeful. ‘What if he won’t?’

‘Then we will implement Plan B,’ said Violet, marching through the outer office towards the Conference Room, heels clanking and tattered head high.

Molly stared at the carpet. Mrs Webster’s small fingers moved faster than ever.

After some time Hamish Carew, followed by Ms Redpath, appeared dangling a bunch of keys from one finger. He put an arm around his wife’s wet shoulder and burped.

‘Pardon,’ he said. ‘Banana. Don’t tell me. Let me guess. The Scrub-a-Dub?’

Molly put her palm to his cheek and turned to Ms Redpath. ‘Thank you, Violet. Was it Plan A or B?’

‘A,’ murmured Ms Redpath.

‘And what was B?’

Ms Redpath smiled. Her head moved from side to side in noncommittal silence.


3

‘SUCCULENT,’ SAID HAMISH, banging a napkin at his face and reaching for more wine. ‘I’ve always liked succulence. A good hock, trotters, cheek. Remember when I killed a pig at the farm?’

‘Yes,’ said Molly. The squeals, the gut-wrenching, hideous squeals, her pathetic efforts to hide them from Roberta.

And the time Hamish drowned the kittens.

‘Let’s play in the other room, darling,’ she’d cried, slamming the back door. ‘Come on. Quick, now, quick.’

Wide-eyed and hesitant, Bobby dragged her heels. ‘What’s Daddy going to do with Smoky’s kittens?’

‘Look! Here we are. Let’s play Ring a ring o’ roses … Come on. Big voice. Now the other way Knees up. Good girl. And again. And we all fall down!’

‘I’m going to watch,’ yelped Bobby, skidding to the door.

‘You are not going to watch. We’re going to romp and have fun.’

‘I’m going.’

For the first time in her life Molly seized the struggling child and shook her. ‘No.’

Bobby stamped her foot. ‘I’ll tell Daddy on you!’

Guilt-ridden and scarlet in the face, Molly tried again. ‘Daddy can’t see you now, darling. He’s busy.’

‘Don’t be potty,’ growled Bobby. ‘Daddy loves me.’

Molly shivered, stared at the calm harbour, the late-night ferry slicing its way through black water edged with shuddering ribbons of orange, pink and purple light. On top of the ship’s funnel sat an empty dining chair.

‘Look!’ she cried. ‘One of
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