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Fifteen-year-old Gloria is maid to Afalia’s tyrannical Head of State, Madame Suprema.

When the country is hit by unprecedented flooding, Madame Suprema runs away, fearing she will be blamed for the crisis. To cover up this cowardly act, Gloria is made to step into Madame Suprema’s shoes and is thrust into a world of corrupt and desperate politicians. As Gloria becomes aware of the forces toying with her every move, she must take decisions that could save or end thousands of lives – including her own…

A brilliant and darkly funny commentary on our present times by one of our greatest writers.
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For my marvellous brother NEIL, who started me writing.
 (And IWONA, of course, who entered the family like a beam of sunshine.)
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In a mansion at the top of Praesto’s highest hill, the maid Gloria sat on the stairs, reading the newspaper while she waited for the visitors to arrive. She was nervous about serving teas and coffees to so many people, and not spilling anything on anyone important. And the newspaper worried her with its talk of flooding up north. She tried to picture her home in Sawmills, water lapping at the door and the chickens all sitting on their coops to keep from drowning; the shirts on the wash-line dipping their cuffs in the muddy flood. She dared not even picture water inside the shack: Ma was so house-proud, so particular about keeping the rag-rugs clean…

When Gloria looked at her hands, she realized she had gripped the newspaper so tightly that her fingers were black with newsprint. She ought to wash. There was a white dog, asleep on the crimson hall carpet, too, who really shouldn’t be there, what with the Senators coming. Gloria would have to sweep up the white hairs before they arrived.

But Daisy was such a soothing sight, breathing out sighs of contentment, dreaming with her paws. All over the city, dogs had been howling and carrying on, sensing something was wrong with the weather, trying to warn their people… Gloria had heard them. Not Daisy. If there really were bad things coming, no scent of it had reached her leathery nose or made her hackles rise. Gloria went and sat beside her, so that the two of them could feel safe and carefree together. The dog rolled onto her back without waking, and stretched out luxuriously. “Wish you were mine,” Gloria whispered, and the dog’s tail thump-thumped on the carpet.

The doorbell startled them both. Gloria leaped up in panic. Daisy merely lifted her head to see if food had come to call.

It was only Madame’s husband, his hat-brim full of rain and his trouser cuffs sodden.

“Have they arrived?” he asked.

“No, sir. Not yet.”

While he was still trying to close his umbrella, the dog seized her chance to escape into the garden and stand in the rain. She squeezed between his long legs, leaving white hairs in the arch of his trousers.

A voice called from the Grand Salon: “Is that you, Timmy?”

Gloria peeled him out of his wet coat, opened the double doors to the Salon, and announced him, as if he were a visitor. “Mr Timor is home, Madame.”

Madame, a doll-sized woman of regal majesty, with tiny feet, sharp fingers and an even sharper voice, lay along her sofa, cradling a second, smaller dog in her shawl. She wore net gloves and, when she was expecting visitors (as she was now), a wide-brimmed hat with a veil. Her face had not been seen by the world-at-large for several years, though her bright red lipstick glowed through the veil. The pug was new to the household. With his flat, snuffling face and bulging eyes, he had quite stolen Madame’s heart away from Daisy.

“Did you go to the railway station as I told you?” she asked, recoiling from her husband’s cold, rain-wet hands.

“They’re planning to run a train at two o’clock,” he said, “and then no more until the rain lets up. They’re worried about the track flooding or embankments collapsing. But the rails are still above water as far as anyone can tell. The train’s there already and a lot of people are aboard it. Apparently, this morning’s paper said folk up north are getting flooded out of their houses. I suppose the crowds at the station have got relations up there and want to help out. If this weather forecast of yours turns out to be bad, they’ll be going nowhere. Has it arrived yet?”

“The weather people are due at ten, along with half the Senate. And look at your trousers, Timmy. Do something about them.”

On his way to change, Mr Timor passed the hall cupboard where the maid was rummaging about for umbrellas.

As soon as Gloria heard the cars arriving, she knew to carry umbrellas out to the Senators to shelter them on their walk up the drive. The umbrellas had seen a lot of outings over the last few weeks. For Gloria, it was a chance to see powerful people up close and hear what kind of things they talked about. Disappointingly, they were only complaining about the rain, which the wind was blowing in all directions at once.

The Senators cast glum looks at the sodden dog in the garden. Then they put on hopeful smiles and entered into the presence of Madame Suprema, ruling head of Afalia.

Madame held sway over the great walled city of Praesto, with its forest of factory chimneys and its swarming, soot-stained streets. But her realm was far larger than that. Beyond the city’s ancient, encircling walls lay the whole of the Furca river basin, the cliffs and forests and wetlands and farms of all Afalia. These, too, were the Suprema’s domain.

The visiting Senators did not bow, but their shoulders stooped in deference to the tiny lady on the vast sofa. Despite her size, the Suprema commanded a respect bordering on fear. But they, too, were eager to know if the weather people had arrived yet. One dared to voice his anxiety.

“Is it time to declare a State of Emergency, Madame?”

“And just what would that achieve, Mr Kovet, beyond panic in the streets?” said Madame scornfully. “There is really nothing to worry about. I’m sure the meteorologists will put our minds at rest. This filthy rain will stop and the sun will shine.”

“But, Madame! Have you not seen today’s newspaper? About the telegrams from the north? The river near to bursting? Houses flooded? It’s raining like this the whole length of the river! And now it’s in the newspaper, everyone is getting anxious. We could at least close the city gates. Have you heard anything about the towns in the north, Madame?”

“Not a word,” said Madame Suprema. “And who believes every rumour they read in the newspaper?”

“Quite a number of people, I’m afraid, ma’am,” said the Senator for Home Affairs. “It has, after all, been raining for two months!”

“And? Do they suppose Praesto City – bound round by high walls that have defended it from wind, war and water for centuries – will suddenly be swept away by a spell of rain?” Madame gave a bell-like laugh, which was a cue for everyone else to smile and shake their heads.

“No, but outside the walls…” began the Senator for Agriculture. “The farmers and foresters and smallholders and—”

“That is precisely why I have asked the best meteorologists in the country to give us the true facts – here – today. One cannot base policy on half a dozen telegrams from a few backwoodsmen.”

“But since yesterday the telegrams have stopped coming…”

“Well, there you are then,” purred the Suprema.

“I mean, the telegraph poles must be down – washed away – struck by lightning – who knows? You’ve only got to look over the walls, ma’am, to see how the river levels are rising! These people wanting to travel north – should we let them go? I mean, is it safe for them to go?”

The Suprema made a noise, something between a sneeze and a snort. “It’s their money to waste, but if they have any wits, they’ll stay here where they’re safe.”

“We should stop them going anyway,” growled the Senator for Labour. “Can’t have the workforce gallivanting off to visit family.”

“Perfectly right,” said Madame Suprema. “I’m glad someone is keeping a sense of proportion.”

Out of sight, Gloria had lingered to listen by the parlour door, her arms full of wet umbrellas that were dripping onto her shoes. “Why don’t they just send up a plane to take a look?” she murmured under her breath.

“Quite,” said a voice, and she was dismayed to find the Suprema’s husband standing right behind her. He, too, had been listening. He stepped round her now and into the room.

“Why not send up a plane to take a look?” he asked. “We do have an Air Force.”

The Senators turned towards him as one.

“Leave us, Timmy,” said his wife sharply. “You should not be here. You know you are not entitled to attend Senate meetings.”

“Even so…”

“The weather has hardly been suitable for flying, Timmy. Now go.”

Everyone in the room waited in embarrassed silence until Timor shrugged and left again, blushing a little.

The meteorologists – a man and a woman – arrived, having travelled to Foremost Mansion by bus. Their long grey raincoats dripped on the hall carpet. Their faces were as grey as their coats. Bowing awkwardly to Madame Suprema, they brought out a damp envelope and, unsure which of them should hand it over, presented it jointly into her net-gloved hands.

“I’m sorry…” murmured the woman.

Madame Suprema cut her off with, “Don’t apologize. You are not very late. But we are eager to read your findings.” Then the veiled face tilted quizzically, as if surprised they were still there. “I have instructed my chauffeur to drive you home in the limousine. Wait for him by the gate. We mustn’t keep you from your work.”

Not until they had gone did Madame Suprema open the envelope and read the paragraphs typed below the crest of the Society of Meteorology. There was a long and agonizing silence; perhaps the veil made reading difficult. Then the red lips parted in a broad smile.

“Good news, gentlemen, ladies! The weather forecast is for the rain to die out very soon and be replaced by hot, dry weather. It is already sunnier upriver. We have the full assurance of the Meteorological Society. Close the city gates? Ha! Close the railway station? Storm in a teacup.”

The room breathed out a single sigh. The Senators congratulated each other and heaped admiration on Madame Suprema, as if she personally had arranged a change in the weather. Then they left, telling each other that they had known all along there was no danger.

Their leaving allowed the dog Daisy to dash back through the open front door and into the parlour, where she shook herself dry. Astoundingly, the Suprema did not curse her or banish the dog to the scullery. She simply screwed up the letter and batted it playfully at Daisy, who caught it in her mouth.

“You there! Girl!” called the Suprema. “Pack for me, will you? I have laid the things that I wish to take out on my bed. And be quick. I am leaving on the afternoon train. You may come with me – the dogs will need someone to mind them.”

Gloria gasped. “Oh! Thank you, Madame!”

Timor walked in on the remark. “Leaving? Why? Where?”

His wife patted his sleeve playfully. “I think we should see for ourselves if there’s any truth in the newspaper’s gloomy rumours. If a few poor souls have been flooded out, I can spread comfort and joy. Anything less might lose me popularity with the public, don’t you think?” And she slid Boz off her lap in a thudding heap and went to speak to the cook.

Daisy appealed to Gloria for help. The ball of paper had wedged behind her top teeth and she could neither spit it out nor chew it. Gloria tugged the paper free, then hugged Daisy fiercely (despite her being wet as a sponge).

“Herself’s going north, and she says we can go too!” Gloria told her. “We’re going north, Daze! On the train! I haven’t been on a train since I come down here from home. It’ll maybe stop at Sawmills and you could meet my folks! D’you think she’d let us? While she’s busy being kind to people? And think! The sun’ll be shining, and nobody will be drowning, ’cos the weather’s going to get fine again! So Grandpa won’t have to climb on the roof with his bad leg, and the chickens won’t drown – ’cos you know how close-to-the-ground chickens are and they might’ve drowned, mightn’t they? I want you to meet everybody…”

And then Gloria was gone, upstairs, to bang suitcases about with a noise like the thunder banging outside. Daisy looked around for the screw of paper, in case it was worth another chew. But that was gone too. Boz had probably eaten it. So, she lay on her side and thought about her hackles and why exactly they were bristling. Boz the pug couldn’t be the reason. Somehow Daisy was not heartbroken to lose the love of the woman with sharp fingers. For a long time now, Daisy’s heart had been given wholly to Gloria, with a bit held back for The Husband. And the cook, of course.

The good news would not reach the people in the streets until tomorrow. Tomorrow they would be laughing again, fearless of the puddles and overflowing gutters, knowing sunshine was on its way! Tomorrow Gloria would be happy, too. Right now, she was struggling to push a wheelbarrow with three suitcases in it…as well as a parcel of unspoken questions. Why had they not waited for Appis the chauffeur to come back from taking the weather people home? She had never known Madame go anywhere on foot and in the rain.

And why the big opera cloak with the deep hood? Madame generally enjoyed jolting gasps from people who caught a glimpse of her as she passed by.

And why on earth had Madame sacked Cook? Cook made the best cheese soufflé in all of anywhere! What would happen the next time a foreign bigwig visited and there was no Cook to make a soufflé?

Where were the Civil Guards to clear a path for her along the crowded platform? Why was Madame having to share an umbrella with her husband, when she generally had some security guard holding it over her at arm’s length?

The crowds at the station had clearly not heard the good news about the weather. The train building up steam in Praesto Station North was full to bursting with passengers, and the platform was swarming with people still trying to board it. Guards, porters, footplate-men and hired-muscle had formed a cordon to stop them, but men and women were crawling under the carriages to try and force the windows open on the far side. There was no disguising their desperation to go north. Gloria instantly pictured her family wading waist-deep through water, penniless, homeless, nibbled by water rats – or worse! – and resolved to ask Madame’s permission to visit home.

As soon as the Suprema was in the shelter of the station, Timor closed the umbrella and took over pushing the wheelbarrow, carving a path through the crowds. A porter with a rounders bat blocked their path to the first-class coaches at the front. He jerked his head to indicate the tightly-packed carriages.

Gloria fully expected Madame to snap her fingers and commandeer the whole train for her own use. But no!

“Timmy, pay the man,” she hissed, and Timor dutifully took out his wallet. Ten, forty, sixty afal changed hands, and the boy with the bat set about emptying one carriage of passengers.

“No luggage,” said the porter, pushing the wheelbarrow away with one foot.

Astonishingly, Madame did not throw back her hood and render the man speechless with awe at finding himself in the presence of the Suprema herself. She simply snapped her fingers in her husband’s direction.

Timor pulled out his wallet again, but the porter held his ground. “We’ll store it for you.”

The luggage was not the only casualty.

“No dogs,” said a guard, pointing his rolled-up green flag at Daisy.

“My good man,” snapped Madame, “her grandmother was the very first golden retriever to set foot on Afalian soil!”

“No dogs, no luggage,” said the guard.

Gloria feared for the man’s job. Surely at any moment Madame would say, Out of my way, you fool! Am I not Madame Suprema, ruler of all Afalia? But no. She simply pulled her hood further forward and said, “In that case, Gloria, I’m afraid you must stay behind and Daisy can sit in your seat.”

“No dogs, no luggage, no maids,” said the guard, relishing his power.

“For the love of… Just get in,” said Timor with uncharacteristic heat, and bundled his wife aboard. He thrust a key into Gloria’s hand and told her, “Mind the house till we get back.” His eyes did not once meet hers as he added, “Back soon, I’m sure. Put Daisy in the luggage van, there’s a good girl.” He put the leash into her other hand, then stepped aboard and slammed the carriage door.

Bewildered, Gloria continued to stare into the compartment with its fancy drapes, plush seats and chance of seeing home, until Madame scowled at her and waved her away.

People were climbing onto the train roof now. The driver loosed off an ear-splitting jet of steam.

The luggage van in the middle of the train was (of course) already full of people, and the door had been locked to keep out more. Gloria tried to tell them that the rain would stop soon, but they would not open up. Gloria tried to lift Daisy onto the train roof, but no one up-top was ready to lend a hand, and it was beyond her strength to raise a full-grown retriever high over her head. Daisy subsided on top of her, and they both sank to the ground.

Back in the first-class carriage, Boz wriggled out from under Madame Suprema’s cloak and she sat him on her lap, laughing softly at the victory she had won over the officious guard. Her husband did not sit down, but stood with his forehead against the window, his breath fogging the glass.

“So. We are going upcountry to spread comfort and joy, are we?” he said. “To see how we can help the folk who’ve been flooded out. Then we’ll be back. Right?”

Madame crooned softly to the pug.

“Right, Suprema?”

His wife did not look at him. She was holding up Boz in two hands and staring him full in his round, flat face. Her reflection was bent out of shape by his bulging eyes and it annoyed her. “I do hope Daisy’s alright in the luggage van. That maid is such a useless object. I hope there are no other dogs in there with fleas or dirty minds.”

Timor opened the window, the better to breathe. “Gloria’s a good girl,” he said.

Madame gave a snort. “A maid is a maid, Timmy. A golden retriever is a rarity.”

And then she said, quite suddenly, out of the blue:

“You’re wrong. They never forgive a disaster.”

“Wrong? What did I say?” Timor asked, but she ignored him and carried on as if she was talking in her sleep, and certainly not to him.

“‘Our golden opportunity,’ you said. But the people – all those wretched little people… They have to find someone to blame. You’ll see. And it was always going to be me. ‘Why did she let it happen?’ they’ll say. ‘Why didn’t she DO something? Make it right. Make everything the way it was.’ How absolutely I despise them…”

Timor leaned out of the carriage window (despite the notice saying it was forbidden) and looked back along the platform. He caught sight of Gloria and Daisy standing helpless beside the luggage-van door. And he felt a sudden need to get off and help. For once, he did not ask the permission of his wife.

“I might be able to get her onto the roof,” he told Gloria. “If I kneel down, do you think you can get her over my shoulders?” And he went down on all fours beside Daisy. Despite his beautiful woollen coat with its fancy collar, he looked somehow frayed and worn out. Wearing Daisy like a shawl, he walked his hands up the side of the train in order to get to his feet. As he did so, they all three flinched at the shrill blast of the train’s whistle, and the luggage van gave a jerk. The train had started to move.

“Run, sir!” squealed Gloria. “You’ll miss it! Never mind us! Run!”

But Timor did not run. He stood there, still bowed down by the golden retriever. Their eyes – girl, man and dog – flickered left-to-right, left-to-right, faster and faster as the train gathered speed in front of their very noses. It left a silent station in its wake.

“Will Madame be gone long, sir?” asked Gloria.

“God knows… I mean… There’s no telling. She wants to see for herself how bad things are for folk upstream.”

“I got folk upstream,” said Gloria.

“Oh. I’m sorry… I mean, I’m sure they’re alright.”

On the walk back to the house, Timor wheeled the wheelbarrow full of luggage.

“I hope the rain stops really soon. How would Madame get back here, sir, if the train tracks got flooded?”

“No idea,” he said, and then, “Catapult, perhaps!” with such unexpected venom that Gloria knew she had asked one question too many and dropped back to walk behind him where she belonged.

She talked to the dog instead. “Funny she laid out all her best dresses to go where it’s muddy. And sacked Cook! Who’s gonna cook her dinner when she comes home?”

Daisy wagged her tail, not having understood anything that had been said all morning, but relieved to be away from the whistling and hot hiss of the railway station, and happy to be with the two people she loved best.
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Much earlier that day, far away to the north, Clem Wollen and his parents had sat on the floor of their shack, and listened to a storm that threatened everything they held dear. Their dog Heinz moved uneasily from lap to lap, wishing they had believed him sooner.

Danger has a smell. It prickles at the back of the nose. Smell that? it says. Something is wrong. All over the village, dogs had been smelling the danger and barking. Week upon week, the raindrops had been blasting smells out of the soft ground, swirling them into a rich stew of scents. But strongest of all was the smell of danger. Look to your loved ones, it said. Tell them. Warn them. And Heinz had tried with all his might.

They believed him now.

The everlasting rain hammered on the roof and rattled like pebbles against the window. The cabin was cold, and a fire could not be lit in the grate because of the rain driving down the chimney. The lamp could not be lit either: it had already been carried up to the roof-space, along with anything useful or treasured. The family had built a makeshift tower by lashing together furniture and a ladder. If things came to the worst, the tower would also be their escape route into the roof. They had tied to it other possessions they hoped to save.

“Forty trees we took down this last week,” said Clem’s father. “Forty! Laid ’em along the bank as a barrier. And I’m telling you, they won’t be enough to keep the river from bustin’ out. Oak trees look like twigs ’longside that torrent! I seen the river angry, but I never seen her this way. Boiling and churning. Like a mad thing.”

“Hush, sunshine,” murmured his wife gently, and threw a warning glance in the direction of Clem. “You’ll be scaring people.”

“I’d best get back down there and fell another tree,” he said, looking at the door as if his worst nightmares lay beyond it. “You never know: might be the one tree that makes the difference. Anyways, I want to see how high the water’s come up.”

After he had gone, bugs and mice crept in under the door, under the walls, looking for shelter. Groundwater oozed up through the floor. Heinz stood up, his belly-fur wet, and yapped at the water. His territory had been invaded and his warrior powers had dissolved in the damp. The rain on the roof drowned out his barks. A chill wind came threading through the trees to rattle the cabin. A precious book dropped out of the roof and disintegrated, pages moving mysteriously across the floor on a film of water. Everything was out-of-place and wrong – very wrong – and Heinz knew it.

Clem curled up on the tabletop, wrapped in bedding, just to stay warm. When Heinz joined him – contrary to all the rules – his mother did not object.

For Heinz, the warm bliss of Clem’s scent and the soft nest of blanket and arms held every worry at bay for a time. But, like those bugs creeping indoors, the wrongness persisted. Clem was dressed for outdoors, in layers and layers of clothes. His mother was sitting up on a stool – just sitting – holding the empty binding of the broken book. That was when the certain promise of Danger choked off all the bliss, and Heinz gave a long low whine like an unoiled door swinging in the wind.

An hour later, the cabin door burst open and Clem’s father stumbled in head-first. He was soaked to the skin and shuddering with cold, the air outside so bitter that when he shouted, his words came out smoky.

“It’s coming! Climb!” They could hear distant whistles, bells and men yelling. “Get up! Get up high! Now!”

Wearing his bedding, Clem started to climb the scaffold. The blanket snagged on everything. He swagged up one corner and wrapped Heinz in it, then slung it over his shoulder. Heinz smelled his toy – his piece of knotted rope – as they passed by it on the way to the attic.

“You got water up there, Maisy?” yelled the man, shunting his wife upwards with a shoulder under her rump.

“Six or seven bottles. And ’nuff beans to last till Doomsday… God spare our little home.”

And so they reached the roof-space. Beneath the falling rain, it was like being inside a drum during a drum roll.

And then the rain paused, as if someone had turned it off at a tap. Mama began to sing, but her voice broke, and they sat in silence, their eyes all resting on Heinz. Unease worked the dog like a squeeze box, expelling wheezy whimpers from his narrow chest, but he did his best to comfort the family, licking whatever parts he could reach. The man’s skin was so cold it tasted of nothing.

“You left the door open, Pa!” said Clem.

“Back window too,” said Mama. “You don’t keep the river out, Clem – you let it come right on through, or it knocks your place—”

Her husband interrupted. “You fetch up an axe, Maisy?”

“I thought you…”

Without another word, he started down the scaffold of furniture. But halfway to the floor, he froze, and started back up again. The sound of whistles had stopped. The whole world caught its breath. Husband and wife were looking at each other like their eyeballs were birds on the same wire. Clem, rocking to and fro on his knees, picked up Heinz and held him so close that the dog’s ribs bowed.

“God and Love are going to keep us together, right?” said Mama.

The river below Clem’s village did not simply lap over the bank. It rammed its shoulder through the barricade of tree trunks and came looking for conquest. It came in waves twice the height of a man, snapping sapling trees at the roots and devouring the cotton fields so ravenously that it foamed at the mouth like a rabid dog. It picked up small tin shacks and privies as if they were bean cans, and ripped them apart. Small boats were swept off the river and over the land, rolling and tumbling until they smashed against trees or the walls of cabins, houses, barns. The river armed itself as it came, with stones torn up out of the ground, with branches and fences, carts and barbed wire. Knotty sinews of water wrestled with every obstacle in their path.

But still the house was standing. Though every nail bent in its timber, every screw tried to twist free, the house still stood, and the surface of the water seemed to level off at the height of the door-lintel.

“Will it come any deeper?” asked Mama.

“Yep,” said Pa.

“No!” Clem protested.

“Yip,” said Heinz, watching a dead catfish float through his home on a tide of muddy water.

Pa prised his hands free from theirs – “We need that axe” – and climbed back down the scaffold of furniture, shutting his eyes against the cold clasp of water… Pausing to draw a deep breath, he sank under the brown swill, and his wife gave a banshee wail:

“I forgot the axe, and now I killed your daddy!”

He seemed to be gone for ever. Then the scaffold shook as he heaved himself up the tower, one-handed, lugging the axe they used to cut firewood. The water was rising almost as fast as he was climbing.

“Quit crying, woman,” he told his wife, and heaved the axe at the roof.

Crash, crash, crash. Each axe blow showered them with wood-splinters and tar.

Then moss.

Dirty daylight flooded the loft from above and, one by one, Clem’s father lifted his family through the hole and onto the roof. They were up as far as they could go. If the river rose higher, they were done for.

Five souls sat on that island of roof tiles: Heinz, Clem, his mother and father and Hound Death – though only Heinz could smell the Hound’s wicked breath.

Late that evening, halfway to the sea and moving at breakneck speed – the flood surge met another fast-moving beast: the last train out of Praesto City.

The train was cast from tonnes of foundry metal and planted on rails of shining steel, so no, the flood surge did not sweep it off the rails.

It simply gouged the soil from under the tracks, until the rails sagged and the carriages, one by one, rolled over onto their sides. The guard’s van uncoupled itself and was swept away. The locomotive and the wreckage behind it were scoured through and through by tonnes of rushing water, which carried off luggage, coats, hats, children, curtains, pets, the powerful, the famous, the nameless and the coal from the tender. There was no one there to see it – no one to spread the news – no one who lived. When the Furca burst its banks, it washed out every railway line and road as easily as the silver trails left by snails.
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Daisy was having a wonderful day.

“Look what a fool I am, Daze,” said Gloria in the kitchen of Foremost Mansion. “I done it again! Laid two breakfast trays ’stead of one. That’s habit, that is.”

Daisy knew about habit. Each day, out of habit, she watched Gloria prepare breakfast, hopeful that one day a treacle bun would accidentally roll from the tray into her mouth. Today it did. Today, Gloria gave Daisy scrambled egg, toast and half a banana. Today there was no Boz in the house to shoulder Daisy out of the way and eat it all, no Cook to shoo her out of the kitchen.

In the dining room, The Husband smelled of sadness and fret and, when Gloria set down the breakfast tray, only sat looking at it without picking up knife and fork. Daisy nudged his knee in case he needed help to eat it and had forgotten help was at hand. The Husband gave her his treacle bun. Clearly this was going to be a very good day.

Gloria curtseyed and turned to go.

“The river’s burst its banks. The docks are underwater. And still it rains,” said Timor.

“It would, sir.”

“Why would it? How could those weather people have got it so wrong? Sunshine. Hot sunshine, they said.”

Gloria bit her lip. She could not…she must not. It was more than her job was worth to say it. But when she fetched coffee, her fingers strayed to her pocket and she took out the crumpled ball of paper she had pulled from Daisy’s mouth. She somehow accidentally-on-purpose left the scrunched paper beside Timor’s elbow. Watching from the door, she saw him flatten it with one hand.
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“I suppose Madame wanted you and her and the dogs to get out before the trains stopped running,” said Gloria when she brought the coffee.

“And abandon her post? Never!”

But Gloria had put a lot of thought into the matter and couldn’t quite help saying: “She must’ve been planning it, sir, or why did she sack Cook, sir? And lie about the weather forecast?”

Timor thumped the table, his fist catching the saucer rim and sending his coffee cup spiralling across the pale carpet.

“She is Head of State! The Suprema does not lie! I think, girl, you had better consider your position!”

Gloria bobbed a curtsey. Finding she was too scared to run, she bobbed another. She continued to stare at him, not understanding what it meant – to “consider her position” – and too frightened to ask. “No, sir. I mean, yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“I expect…”

They were both left “expecting” for a long time before Timor finished the sentence: “I expect Madame was not wearing her reading spectacles and mistook the message.”

His breakfast was never eaten. At that moment the telephone rang in the hall: a feeble, croaking ring, as if it had caught a cold. Unlike the telegraph wires, the city’s small network of telephones had not yet failed.

It was normally the Private Secretary’s job to answer it, but the Private Secretary seemed to have suffered the same fate as Cook, because she had not come to work since Madame’s departure. Gloria never answered calls – she had heard telephones could electrocute you if you had wet hands. Her hands were wet now, with sweat. Besides, she was fairly sure she had just been sacked, and was in the middle of crying. She stood staring at the jiggling phone on the hall table, then fled upstairs and sat on the top step, hugging her knees.

Luckily, Timor picked it up. It was Professor Lightfoot, Editor of The Voice:

“…rumours…Suprema…station…disguise…true?”

Timor leaned his fingertips on the hall table and asked, “I’m sorry, Professor. Would you say that again?”

Apparently, rumours were going about that Madame Suprema had been seen boarding the last train out of Praesto Station North five days before. Where was she going? Had she fled the city? The newspaper had reported, in good faith, that hot weather was forecast for weeks to come. The paper’s reputation would be at risk if that was not true…

Gloria waited for Timor to say the Suprema had gone north to spread comfort and joy – but he said nothing. He even made to put the phone back on its hook. His eyes rested on Daisy clambering clumsily upstairs, past all the portraits of bygone Supremos and Supremas. The dog drew Timor’s eye to Gloria sitting on the top stair. And there his gaze stuck, as if with gum arabic.

“Hello? Hello?” said the telephone, loud and strident.

“Fled the city? Absolutely not,” said Timor, his voice unnaturally high. “Madame Suprema has gone nowhere. She is right here. I can’t speak for the accuracy of the weather forecast, but my wife would never desert her post during a crisis…or even a non-crisis.”

“Excellent. Look, Timor, would she favour The Voice with an interview this morning – answer a few civil questions?”

“Questions?” said Timor’s mouth, though no sound came out.

Gloria, too, silently parroted the word. Questions? Suddenly questions seemed to infest Foremost Mansion like woodlice.

“Since the rain shows no sign of stopping, for instance, shall the city gates be shut?” asked the Editor.

“Oh golly, yes!” Timor laughed confidently. “It’s written in the City Statutes: if the floodwater reaches the War Memorial, all four gates will be shut.”

“Not without your wife’s signature on the decree,” said the Editor irritably. “Look, perhaps I should speak to her in person.”

Timor shook his head at the telephone, but could not speak, so hung up. The dog lolloped back down the staircase and thrust her muzzle into his hand, sensing a strong need for comfort.

The telephone immediately rang again. It was Kovet, Senator for Home Affairs.

“Heard some nasty rumours…” he began, his worry tinged with gloat.

Timor interrupted him: “Madame Suprema wishes the city gates to be shut tomorrow. Fetch over the necessary paperwork, will you? This afternoon? And anyone else who has to be there to see it handed over. There’s a good chap.”

There was a pause. “Oh. Yes. Of course. Straight away. Yes. To whom am I speaking?”

“The Husband. Over and out.”

All this while, Timor’s eyes had not once left Gloria’s. She felt as if he was pinning her in place with his pale blue gaze. And she could almost hear what he was thinking.

“With the veil, you could stand in for—”

“No! No, I couldn’t!” she said. “I’m fifteen.”

“And small. Like her.”

“I look nothing like her! My hair’s too big!”

“It won’t be for long!”

“My hair?”

“The…subterfuge.”

“The what?”

“The passing off. The impersonation. The pretending to be… We can work on the voice.”

Daisy whimpered. The Husband was holding her nose so tightly that she was having trouble breathing. She could have pulled away, but supplying comfort was her one and only skill.

“I’m the maid! I got things to do! The beds! The dusting! The fires… Anyway, who’s ever gonna mistake me for—”

“But we have to keep her end up! Don’t we?” Timor’s voice cracked with panic. “Until she comes back? Don’t we?”

Gloria went to her room at the top of the house and lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling while rain hammered at the window. The thoughts in her head flapped around like birds and found nowhere to settle. It was probably a crime – a proper, written-down crime – to pretend to be the Suprema of all Afalia. Anyway, nobody would be fooled… It would be nice to wear expensive dresses – but then again, Madame had dreadful taste in clothes. People ought to know that Madame was visiting unfortunate people in the north! Why tell them any different? And what would happen when Madame came home and found Gloria Winnow pretending to be her? There would be hell to pay!

This draughty little room with its rattly windows was wintry all year round and it smelled of mould, and mice ate your shoes if you left them in the bottom of the cupboard. But Gloria loved it because it was hers and the only place she had lived since she left home. She didn’t want to stop being Gloria and start being someone else – especially someone Gloria didn’t like very much – in fact, someone Gloria was downright scared of. How could a person go around being scared of herself?

She heard Timor’s footsteps on the stairs, but he did not knock or open the door. He was waiting for her to come out and start learning how to be the Suprema. She got up quietly and went and looked through one of the slits in the door where the planks didn’t join up. He was sitting on the top stair, his head in his hands. The fingers breaking through his hair were rigid.

“Where would I sleep?” she asked.

He swung round. “What?”

“Where would I have to sleep?”

“Good God, child, you can take impersonation too far! In your own room, of course! My wife would horsewhip you if she came back and found you had been sleeping in her bed… Obviously you’d have to go in there to dress… I haven’t quite thought through the day-to-day… But don’t let the dog in there, whatever you do. She leaves her hair everywhere. It’s not for long. Just keep telling yourself: it’s not going to be for long, alright?”

No, thought Gloria. You’re right. They’ll see through me on the first day.

Timor proved to be a merciless teacher. Gloria had no sooner got her vowels the right shape than he started lacing them together with consonants. She felt like a baby bird being fed screws and nuts and bolts: her mouth ached with chewing on them. He was never satisfied. “There’s something you’re not getting – something missing from the voice – honey, I think. Try to spread honey over every syllable.”

It was a sweet thing to say, and Gloria thought how terrible it must be for him to be sitting here with his maid rather than his honey-tongued wife – missing her, wishing he, too, had caught that train…

“Now add the armour-plating,” said Timor. “Studded with rivets. Think barbed wire in a party dress.” (That sounded a little less romantic.)

Long before Gloria’s efforts could win his approval, they ran out of time.

“Who’s going to be there to see me sign this whatever?”

“Decree. It’s a decree. Or an edict, if that’s easier to remember. About twenty Senators, I should think. I’ll sign the thing as soon as Kovet brings it, so you’ll pretend to sign it, right? But you will have to learn to write her signature sometime soon. They may just watch and clap. If they start asking questions, stress that the gates won’t be closed for long. It’s temporary, say – also how fortunate we are that our forefathers built such mighty walls and gates to keep us safe. Something along those lines. Soothing. Use the word ‘safe’ as often as you like. We don’t want them dwelling on the fact the rain hasn’t stopped.”

They stared at each other in mutual panic.

“I don’t think I can do this,” she said.

“Nor me. But we seem to be about to. Pretend you have a cold. And if in doubt, just say, ‘What is your opinion on the matter?’”

Two reporters from The Voice arrived at the gates of Foremost Mansion at noon and sheltered from the rain in the empty sentry box, which, on special occasions, held a soldier in fancy uniform. When the various Senators of State and lawyers arrived, the reporters managed to scurry through the gates behind them.

This time, there was no one to greet the visitors with umbrellas. Instead, Madame Suprema’s lanky husband opened the door.

It seemed at first as if he was the only person at home. There were no lights anywhere, and rain clouds so shrouded the house that its elegant rooms were merely a stack of dark boxes. Here and there, the glimmer from a simple candlestick hinted at dead chandeliers hanging overhead.

“It would appear Madame has lost her power,” Kovet observed and allowed himself a little smile.

“Rain got into the generator,” said Timor, who had ensured darkness throughout the house. “This way, if you please.”

No one was sitting at the Desk Supreme in the Audience Chamber – though it took some peering about to be sure.

“Where is she?” demanded Kovet rudely.

Gloria was in fact sitting on the stool in front of Madame’s dressing table. Every few moments, fright turned a key in the centre of her back, winding her insides into tighter and tighter knots. She had used too much of Madame’s perfume; the reek made her feel sick. The veil in front of her face reminded her of walking through a cobweb in the outhouse; spidery fear tickled her scalp. Her hair was much thicker than Madame’s – it threatened to betray her by bursting suddenly out of the hat. The dark red lipstick tasted of oil. The clothes hanging in the wardrobes looked suddenly


























OEBPS/images/img_p33.jpg
CHAPTER THREE
Clearly a Good Day

FOREMOST MANSION, PRAESTO CITY,
FIVE DAYS LATER
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IN ATRAMENTO EST VERITAS

FINE WEATHER ON ITS WAY
GATES TO REMAIN OPEN

A timely change in weather is due, according to
the Meteorological Centre. It cannot come a
moment too soon, as water levels rise. Four of
the Five Factories are now experiencing flooding.

Praesto’s best scientific minds delivered their
findings yesterday to Madame Suprema and
members of the Senate, at Foremost Mansion,
forecasting an end to rain, and sunny days ahead.

Your Editor writes:

MORE NEEDS TO BE KNOWN
Celebrations are indeed in order. However, the
loss of communications with Northern Afalia is
still cause for concern. The telegraph wires are
thought to have been felled by floods, and no
information is reaching Praesto from the forests,
farms, wetlands or Rose City.
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Our country cousins
may have fared far
worse than us. It is
hoped efforts will be
made by the Senate to
discover if our help is
needed, and to put our
minds at rest.
“No man is an island’
entire of itself.”
John Donne

SOON BE BACK ON LINE
The Senate has said that it
hopes to restore telegraphic
communications with the north
“very soon” and calls for patience
from those asking for news of their
relations in the timberlands. “We
are doing our best in very difficult
circumstances and do not wish to
endanger the lives of our telegraph

engineers”
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Worries grow for those
outside the walls

Of greater
however, to readers of

concern,

The Voice, is the welfare
of people living outside
the safety of Praesto
City, in the
riverside
and timberlands. Could
Rose City, being further
north, let us know what

farms,
settlements

they are seeing? Have
they been contacted?

TODAY'S ANAGRAM:
BELL NOW TOOTING

RAILWAYS

IMPORTANT NOTICE
Afalia Railways regret
that, in the event of more
Tain, no trains will run
from North Gate
Terminus after Monday
noon. Easterly services,
suspended last week,
will not restart.
Passengers’ safety must
come first.






OEBPS/images/img_p6.jpg
The Voirce

IN ATRAMENTO EST VERITAS

SENATE IN CRISIS FLOOD TALKS
'WILL THE GATES BE SHUT?

As readers are all too aware, two months of rain
have swollen the Furca River into a raging
torrent. Its waters will soon reach our city’s walls
and could even flood in through the four Great
Gates.

Already, the low-lying centre of the city is
sodden with groundwater and rainfall. It is
rumoured that the basements there are flooding.

The Senate will meet today with Madame
Suprema to discuss what can be done. Many are
hoping she will command the gates be closed —
something that has not happened within living
memory.

The Department of Public Safety has warned
against panic. “Ultimately, Praesto’s walls and
the Great Gates will protect us all from harm;’
said a spokesperson yesterday.
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FOREST BEND, NORTHERN AFALIA
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