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            ‘That corpse you planted last year in your garden,
            
 
            Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year?
            
 
            Or has the sudden frost disturbed its bed? 
            
 
            O keep the Dog far hence, that’s friend to men,
            
 
            Or with his nails he’ll dig it up again!
            
 
             
            
 

    



            Ts Eliot, The Waste Land
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            one

         
 
         Karen Lampton wanted to have a third child, but after a year had passed and she hadn’t managed to get pregnant, she began to think about trying IVF. She was about to embark on this when she had a chance meeting with a woman whose family ran a foundation for underprivileged children. She came home with the news: she had decided to foster a girl.
         
 
         Her husband Simon was sitting at his desk. He laid down his pen, and there was a short silence before he said, ‘Why don’t you go back to nursing?’
         
 
         Karen waved her hand dismissively. She could do that any time. They had money and plenty of space, and she wanted to do something good and worthwhile.
         
 
         Later, on the phone, Simon mentioned her idea to his brother, Ford.
         
 
         Ford was dubious. ‘I don’t know. Someone else’s kid in the house. It’s bound to be difficult. High maintenance. But Karen’d do it well. She’s got all that energy.’
         
 
         The way he said it suggested something negative about Karen’s energy.
         
 
         Simon told Karen he hoped it wouldn’t upset their own kids, Marcus and Claire, but he went along with it, signed forms and sat through interviews with social workers. He and Karen were vetted and subjected to police checks, and had to take a special course that went on for days, at an agonisingly slow pace. Simon thought he could have taken the material home and swotted it up in a couple of nights.
         
 
         He suppressed the fact that he wasn’t all that keen. Karen was seized with the idea; there was no stopping her. He thought, It’s not a permanent thing. If we can’t handle it, we can opt out.
         
 
         They brought Elke home. She was eight years old, thin, undersized, with freckles and a sharp face. The information on her was straightforward: her mother had been a teenager and her father’s identity was unknown. She’d been adopted at birth by a single woman, a lawyer, who had died when the child was four, and since then she’d been fostered.
         
 
         She was a quiet and placid girl, not a horror to deal with, but she couldn’t stick to normal sleep patterns. She got up almost every night and prowled around the house. Karen tried hard to get her to break the habit, worried that she would go outside, and once they did find her in the act of opening the back door. She told them she’d been looking for the cat.
         
 
         When Simon came back late from the obstetric ward at the hospital he often sat at the table and wrote journal notes. One night he became aware there was someone standing right behind him. He turned quickly. It was Elke.
         
 
         ‘What are you doing? You should be in bed.’
 
         She edged along the table. ‘What are you doing?’
         
 
         ‘I’m writing in my journal.’
 
         ‘What you writing?’
 
         ‘Notes. Go to bed. Here, I’ll take you.’
 
         ‘I can’t sleep.’
 
          
         He hesitated. With the other children, he would have insisted, wouldn’t have allowed them to defy him, and he would have made them get a good night’s sleep.
         
 
         ‘Why do you get up all the time? Aren’t you tired the next day?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         He sighed. She’d obviously never had a regular bedtime. No routine laid down. Not habituated.
         
 
         He made himself a cup of tea and her a hot chocolate. ‘You have to clean your teeth after.’
         
 
         ‘What’s in your notes?’
 
         ‘I had a patient who’d had four babies over the years. Big ones.’
         
 
         ‘And what?’
 
         ‘She had some damage from the births. So I fixed it. I was there when the last baby was born and as it was being born I saw the damage. Whereas when I’d examined her before, I couldn’t see the problem. I’d thought she didn’t have really have one. It was only when she was giving birth that I saw … You don’t need to know all this.’
         
 
         She looked at him steadily.
 
         ‘Anyway, it was a kind of lesson. That’s the kind of thing I write up in my journal.’
         
 
         ‘I seen someone having a baby.’
 
         ‘Have you? When?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. We went there.’
 
         ‘In a hospital? Did you see the whole thing?’
 
         ‘It was horrible.’
 
         He got used to her silent entrances.
 
         She looked at him levelly, boldly, as though there were an agreement between them. She sat down and watched him write. He was aware of differences: if it had been Marcus or Claire, he couldn’t have tolerated the sitting and watching; parental irritation and dutifulness would have had him shooing them back to their bedrooms. He didn’t love this child, hadn’t spent years watching her grow up. Karen would have sent her to bed, but Karen was deeply, exhaustedly asleep, as were Marcus and Claire. Elke sat and watched him and he let her.
         
 
         Sometimes they talked, quietly, so as not to wake anyone.
 
         She said, ‘If you make me go to bed I won’t sleep.’ She said, ‘I always wake up in the night. My night’s two halves, first and last, and there’s a waking bit in the middle.’
         
 
         All through the winter she sat next to him while he wrote in his journal, and when he’d finished he saw her to her room and assumed she slept after that. She never seemed tired — not that he saw much of the kids during the day. He worked long hours. He felt guilty that he didn’t try harder to get her to sleep, and he knew it was because he didn’t care enough. He had so much to think about already — he worried about all the things that were really his.
         
 
         She was less childlike than Marcus and Claire; she didn’t climb on him or touch him, except sometimes to lean lightly on his arm. With these nights, he was spending more time with her than he did with his own boy and girl. Because of not loving her, he’d allowed her into his night hours and now they shared something. He felt faintly disturbed by this, and worried about his own children, but they didn’t seem bothered.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Simon was offered a place at University College Hospital in London. They made enquiries with the agency and were told they couldn’t take Elke overseas. If they went they would have to give her back, and she would be placed with another foster family.
         
 
         They faced up to the prospect. There was no question of not going to London. The agency suggested they hold a small farewell celebration to soften the blow, giving the child a present of a memory book and photographs. Simon and Karen whispered about this after the children were in bed at night, wondering what present they should give her. Karen decided she would bake a chocolate cake.
         
 
         Simon said, ‘Last requests. Like the last meal on death row.’
 
         Elke wrote a list of presents she wanted for Christmas. She mentioned how much she liked her new class; she invited friends home, put up pictures in her room, and she’d brought home a swan plant from school, planted it in the garden and stocked it with yellow and black caterpillars, in the hope that they would turn into monarch butterflies.
         
 
         They gathered photographs and souvenirs into a file for her to keep, gearing themselves up to tell her that she would be moving on. It started to seem obscene.
         
 
         It was Simon who suggested that they apply legally to adopt her.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         They arrived in London in the middle of a very cold winter, and rented a flat that looked out over an old graveyard. It was a silent place between the buildings, surrounded by brick walls, with wooden seats set among the oak trees and a path winding through the plots. The gravestones were a jumble of crooked and cracked slabs, blurred statues fallen over sideways, rusted railings. It was a peaceful place. During the day people used it as a short cut between the streets. Squirrels ran up and down the trees and sometimes a couple of drunks bickered on the seats in the winter sunshine.    
         
 
         Simon woke up one night at 3 a.m. There was something different about the atmosphere. He went to the sitting room, looked out and saw that snow was falling thickly. The graveyard was covered with white, and the hum of the city was muffled by the thick whirling flakes.
         
 
          
         Elke came in and they stood together looking out at the silent snow falling and the old gravestones sticking up, black against the icy ground.
         
 
         ‘You ever seen snow before?’ he whispered.
 
         She shook her head.
 
         ‘It’s not often this thick in London. It doesn’t usually settle.’ 
         
 
         She clutched his arm and pointed. There was a man walking along the path beside the graves, wrapped in a heavy coat and carrying a suitcase. He stopped and looked about him, seeming to search for something; finally he leaned down and stashed the suitcase behind a grave. He got up, wiped his hands on his coat, glanced around furtively and hurried on. They watched him disappear through the gate, into the street.
         
 
         ‘What’s he hidden? Let’s go and see,’ Elke said.
 
         ‘Not now. In the morning.’
 
         ‘Now, now,’ she pleaded. ‘It might be gone in the morning.’
 
         ‘We can’t go down there. It’s freezing. What if he comes back?’
 
         ‘Please. I’ve got my boots and my coat in the hall.’
 
         ‘Shhh,’ he said, glancing at the closed bedroom doors.
 
         ‘I’ll go down really quick. You watch from up here.’
 
         He was alarmed. ‘No. Absolutely not. Don’t you think of going out in the night by yourself. Ever. You wouldn’t, would you?’
         
 
         She shrugged.
 
         He held her shoulders. ‘Tell me you wouldn’t. You don’t know what’s out there.’
         
 
         She didn’t say anything, and he wondered whether she was capable of sneaking out by herself. He wouldn’t be able to sleep now, listening out for her.
         
 
         He said, ‘Oh, all right. We’ll have a look. I’ll leave the outside door open so we can run back in.’
         
 
         They put on coats and boots and went downstairs, to the door that opened into the graveyard. Simon looked for something to prop it open. If it shut on them they’d have to walk through the streets, all the way round to the front of the building. He jammed it open with the door mat.
         
 
         He took Elke’s arm and they crunched through the snow.
 
         She said, ‘You can write about this in your night book.’
 
         ‘It’s not stories in there, it’s real.’
 
         ‘This is real.’
 
         The street lights cast an orange glow across the white ground. Simon looked around carefully, reassuring himself that no one would be lurking out here on such a cold night. They found the gravestone and Simon reached behind it, brought out the suitcase and laid it on top of the grave.
         
 
         ‘Open it,’ she said.
 
         But there could be anything in there, something grisly. He put it back, straightened up and said, ‘This is ridiculous. We’re going back inside.’
         
 
         She bounced beside him, ‘No, no. We’ve come all this way.’
 
         ‘Shut up,’ he hissed. He looked up at the dark windows, expecting to see the curtains twitch aside. He looked at his watch: it was 3.30 a.m.
         
 
         ‘I’ll look first. You stand there.’
 
         She stepped back obediently as he pulled the case out again, laid it on the grave and unzipped it. There was a metallic jumble inside. It was full of cameras, video equipment, CDs still wrapped in their cellophane. There was a stack of magazines. He checked: pornographic, mostly naked women on the covers, some men.
         
 
         Rapidly he zipped up the bag. What did he think he was doing, out here in the middle of the night with the little girl, the bag full of someone’s illegitimate stash? An icy trickle ran down his neck.
         
 
         ‘It’s bad stuff, it’ll be stolen stuff. We’ll just leave it.’
 
          
         He threw the case back behind the grave. She argued, but he was beyond all that now, hustling her towards the door, shutting her up. All the windows in the block seemed to lean towards him; he felt eyes staring down from every one.
         
 
         In the hall they passed a doctor who lived on the next floor, whom Simon knew slightly. The man glanced down at them curiously as he went on up the stairs.
         
 
         Inside the flat Simon helped Elke out of her coat and boots and hurried her to the bedroom where Marcus and Claire were asleep. He tucked her in, wanting to say, ‘Let’s not tell about this’, but that seemed wrong. He eased himself into bed next to Karen, and lay awake, anxious. Once he heard a noise and got up, worried that Elke was prowling again, but all was quiet in the children’s room. She was asleep and Marcus and Claire were silent in their bunks. He looked at their soft little faces and wanted to kiss them but didn’t, in case they woke. He stood looking down at Elke, exhausted and troubled. Outside, in the dreamy silence, the snow fell.
         
 
         He slept and dreamed that Elke had grown to adult size. They were in the graveyard and the snow was falling around them. She pointed to the cover of one of the porno magazines and said, ‘That’s my mother.’ There was a picture of a woman posed naked except for a white scarf draped around her.
         
 
         Elke said, ‘You can’t make things real if they’re not.’
 
         Simon said, ‘But what is real?’
 
         There was snow all around but the dream was full of heat. She was pulling him towards her; they were lying together on the stone slab. He woke in heat and confusion and thought, No. No.
         
 
         It was Saturday and he didn’t have to work. He put on his robe and walked through the empty flat, hearing voices from below. Karen and the three children were out in the graveyard, rugged up against the cold in woollen hats and mittens. Elke was directing and pointing, and Karen was reaching down into the space behind the stones. Marcus and Claire capered about throwing snow at each other, then the four of them gathered round the case as Karen unzipped it. She stepped back quickly, zipped it up and shooed the children away. She looked up at the window, seeing him standing there, and he turned away and went to the shower.
         
 
         They played in the snow for an hour, then came inside, the children flushed and complaining that their hands and feet were numb. Karen’s manner was deliberate; she was set-faced and there was an air of suppressed drama in her tone that he reacted against. She gave the kids breakfast and sent them to play table tennis in the communal games room downstairs.
         
 
         She stood over him, hands on hips. ‘I get up this morning and Elke tells me about this midnight jaunt. What were you doing?’
         
 
         ‘She was up in the middle of the night, as usual. We were looking out at the snow. We saw the guy put the case there and she wanted to see what it was. I told her no, but she went on and on. I was worried she’d try and go down there by herself. It was the only way to make sure she didn’t go sneaking out there.’
         
 
         ‘But to take her out in the dark. In the snow. Anyone could have been down there. The man could have come back.’
         
 
         ‘It was what I decided to do. I wasn’t sure — I don’t know. I didn’t want to go out there.’
         
 
         He threw aside the paper he’d been reading. Pacing across the room he said, ‘I have to deal with her in the night. You’re always asleep.’
         
 
         ‘Well, you’re usually writing in your journal. If you don’t want to deal with her then wake me up.’
         
 
         ‘Sure. I could set off a bomb and you wouldn’t wake.’
 
         She said steadily, ‘I look after her in the day. If she bothers you at night, call me and I’ll take care of her.’
         
 
          
         ‘She doesn’t bother me. But I had to work out what to do. Anyway, what’s the harm.’
         
 
         ‘Well, it’s a bit weird isn’t it, running around in a graveyard in the snow with a young girl in the middle of the night. What if someone saw?’
         
 
         Simon stared at her, furious. ‘You wanted her. If she creates weirdness it’s not my fault. I just have to deal with it — with your charity case, your whim.’
         
 
         ‘My whim?’
         
 
         He raised his voice. ‘She’s a little girl. She’s real. What did you think she’d be, a doll? Something you could just play with? You think it’s all so simple. Just go out and shop for a kid.’
         
 
         ‘What are you talking about?’
 
         ‘You want to be the charity worker, and then when there’s a problem you call me weird. I am not weird. I am just dealing with her. While you sleep.’
         
 
         They blazed at each other, lost track of the argument, said hurtful things. They hadn’t argued so savagely since the first years of their marriage, when they used to fight, jealous after parties, or irritated after a boring encounter with in-laws, yelling in bed, tearing strips off each other, before making up in the morning with blistering sexual energy.
         
 
         She put her hand over her mouth, tears welling up. ‘You don’t want her. You never did.’
         
 
         ‘That’s just bullshit.’ For a moment he hated her; there were some things he could never make her understand. Then he was sorry, and put his arms around her.
         
 
         She said into his chest, ‘I’m going to call the police.’
 
         ‘What?’ He pushed her away.
 
         ‘About the suitcase. It’s obviously stolen stuff, and there are all those horrible magazines.’
         
 
          
         ‘All right, do that. Tell them to pick up the bag and then let’s forget it. We’ll work on getting her to stay in her bed, that’s the only real problem.’
         
 
         
              

         
 
         He called her Elkie. LK. Little Kid. She was tough. The children went to an inner-city school that was full of rough kids from the local housing estate. At first, all three were teased for their accents and their unstylish provincial clothes. Claire especially was mocked for her haircut and her boyish shoes. Elke took action. She got Karen and Simon to take them to Oxford Street one weekend and fit them out with shoes with heels and the right style of jeans. Claire was reluctant and miserable, but Elke breezed out of the changing room looking like a local. She got Karen to take her to the hairdresser, and had her hair layered and flicked. She started to round out her Kiwi vowels.
         
 
         Claire came home in tears. She had worn her new London shoes with thick striped socks, and had been mercilessly teased, the kids surrounding her in the playground, chanting and laughing.
         
 
         Elke said, ‘Well why did you wear those socks?’
 
         Claire turned on her, furious and miserable. She shouted, ‘Adopted bitch.’
         
 
         ‘Claire!’
 
         Elke leaned against the door, trim and pretty in her outfit. She had bought herself a cheap silver chain with a little strawberry on it, inlaid with a smiley face. She looked expressionlessly at Simon.
         
 
         He went to the bedroom, where Claire was crying angrily. The provincial socks were lying on the bed. Her face was round and red and hot. She had put on weight and her legs were shaped like his — not slim like Karen’s, but heavy and ungainly. Her hair stood up in dowdy spirals.
         
 
         He sat beside her and crushed her in his arms; he wanted to protect her from everything. The fact that she was plain and awkward and miserable made him burn with love for her. She had set out with high hopes that morning, wearing the new shoes and the gaudy, naively coloured socks. Even he could have told her they looked wrong. His poor, clever, innocent girl.
         
 
         Elke sidled in. She said, ‘I’ll tell you what to wear, then they’ll leave you alone.’
         
 
         Claire’s face blazed with hatred. Simon frowned over her head, silently telling Elke to leave it for now.
         
 
         Elke shrugged and went off to the games room with Marcus.
 
         Karen came in and sat down on the bed, sighing. ‘Claire. That thing you said to Elke. You mustn’t.’
         
 
         Claire made a growling sound, her head in the pillow. She said, ‘You like Elke because she’s cute and pretty. Everyone likes her more because she looks nice.’
         
 
         Karen said, ‘That’s not true. We love all three of you equally. Don’t we, Simon.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t lie. Fuck off,’ Claire shouted.
 
         Karen’s voice went up a notch. ‘Don’t swear. This jealousy, Claire, it’s something you have to conquer. It’s something bad in yourself.’
         
 
         Simon reacted against Karen’s tone; it was the hectoring note she struck when she was ‘dealing with a problem’. It was the strict voice a little girl would use when telling off her doll. He saw how it made Claire bereft, hearing that her feelings were something bad in herself.
         
 
         He said to Karen, ‘You go and check on the others.’
 
         He soothed her out of the room, then sat with Claire and told her how much he loved her. It seemed wrong, indecent, to go against all the rules, but he couldn’t stop himself.
         
 
         He told her, ‘I love you more, I love you most. You’re my little darling. Ever since you were born I’ve loved you with all my heart, and Marcus too.’
         
 
          
         She knew what he was saying, that he loved her more than Elke. She knew it was wrong to say it. She was shocked, soothed, gratified.
         
 
         ‘Okay?’ he said, hugging her.
 
         She sighed, turned over on her back, picked up one of the striped socks and hit him with it languidly. He went out of the room, troubled. He felt as if he’d done the right thing by his girl and at the same time he had a faintly cloying, disgusted feeling, as though he’d committed a crime.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Before they went back to Auckland, they flew to Australia, and Simon did a short stint as a locum at Bundaberg Hospital, where they were short of obstetricians. At the end of the month they went up to Port Douglas for a holiday and stayed in a hotel in the town, where Simon spent a lot of time on the phone making arrangements for returning to his practice in Auckland.
         
 
         There was a connecting door between Simon and Karen’s room and the children’s. Both rooms had balconies that opened directly onto the pool, and you could walk out of your bedroom, open the gate and plunge straight in. Karen worried that Elke would get up in the night and go in the pool, so Simon got hold of some wire and tied the gate shut each evening.
         
 
         After being cooped up in London, the children were wild about the pool and the white sand beach that stretched mile after mile, fringed with coconut palms. It was winter, which meant the days were hot and clear, and you could swim in the sea without having to wear a full Lycra body suit to ward off marine stingers. In Port Douglas, summer brought rain and extreme heat and the stingers, tiny jellyfish that could kill you if you were stung badly enough.
         
 
         They took a tourist boat out to the Great Barrier Reef. They were given body suits, since there were marine stingers on the reef, and they all went snorkelling.
         
 
         Simon swam away from the group and dived in water so clear that the colourful fish seemed to hang in the brightness. He dived down and lay on the bottom. Above him tiny fish veered in dazzling schools and the sky wavered, chrome blue, above the skin of the water. He felt the cold London months washing away from him. He swam up a rope, a buoy bobbing at the top of it like a balloon. The fish swirled around him and the light danced in rings and spirals on the white sand. He came up and saw Karen surrounded by the children, spitting on her mask and laughing, and he swam lazily towards them.
         
 
         Karen took holiday photos. Elke was svelte in her Lycra suit, Claire was dumpy and brave.
         
 
         Claire stood on Marcus’s foot and he shoved her hard. She slipped and fell over.
         
 
         Claire got up and hit Elke.
 
         ‘Why hit her? Hey.’
 
         ‘She laughed,’ Claire said.
 
         Simon grabbed her wrist. ‘Just get over it,’ he hissed.
 
         She pulled away from him. All the way back on the boat she sulked, and he felt bad, but was too exhilarated by the sea and the sun to care much.
         
 
         One morning they set out to walk to the end of the beach. The sand was strewn with coconuts, the palms waved and the surf crashed sparkling onto the shore. Simon walked with Marcus, drawn to the five-year-old boy’s silent, uncomplicated presence, a relief from the undercurrents, the feminine warfare.
         
 
         He and Marcus walked fast and soon they were a long way ahead. Behind them, the others were three bright blobs in the wavering heat. The bush along the shoreline made a shimmering green wall against the sky. After an hour they came to the last stretch of beach, where a reef ran out into the sea, the water was shallow and bronze in the sun, shirred by the wind, and they watched a group of windsurfers on the beach, the sails skimming across the water, shooting delicately over the waves.
         
 
         Around a curve of the coast the sand was dimpled with bleached driftwood and the bush near the shore was thick and tangled. The beach ended in an estuary, green water running out through stands of bright mangroves. They looked across the estuarine flats, to where the steamy channels ran through the swamp. There was a sign warning them not to go further, because of the crocodiles — the salties could be three metres long, and they were aggressive. They would even jump up at you when you were in a boat. Marcus wanted to go to the edge of the mangroves, but Simon pulled him back, and they lay in the shade of a dead tree stump, bleached white by sun and salt, its branches reaching up like arms.
         
 
         Marcus poked the sand with a stick. He said, ‘Elke went in the pool last night.’
         
 
         Simon sat up. ‘She’s not allowed to do that. How’d she get through the gate?’
         
 
         ‘She went out in the corridor and round that way.’
 
         ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’
 
         ‘Claire said not to.’
 
         ‘But she could drown.’
 
         Marcus looked at him. ‘Claire said don’t get her in trouble.’
 
         Simon tried to read the boy’s expression, started to speak and gave up, squinting along the shoreline, making out the shape of the others in the distance.
         
 
         He lazed in the shade while Marcus bowled coconuts into the sea. When Karen and the girls arrived, he could tell immediately that something was up. Karen’s answers were clipped; she shrugged away and wouldn’t look at him.
         
 
          
         He took her aside. ‘What’s wrong?’
 
         ‘Why didn’t you wait for us? You went ahead and left us. I had no way of catching up. We couldn’t call, you were too far away.’
         
 
         He was exasperated. ‘Look around you. Look at the beach, the sky. It’s beautiful and all you can do is throw a sulk?’
         
 
         ‘You wouldn’t wait. I wanted to stop. I’m tired. I didn’t want to go all the way to the end.’
         
 
         ‘So why didn’t you stop?’
 
         He jammed his cap on his head. Jesus. Family life.
 
         All the way back Karen sulked, and didn’t thaw out until that evening, when they were sitting at a café on the main street having dinner. She sipped her wine and when her mood started to break she put her hand on his arm: making peace. He squeezed her hand but looked away — and this wasn’t enough, he knew. She made a tsking sound and drew away from him.
         
 
         Claire said, ‘Stop it.’
 
         ‘Stop what.’
 
         ‘Elke kicked me.’
 
         Karen said, ‘Claire.’
 
         Claire went red. ‘It’s not me. You always think it’s me.’ She nudged Elke hard, Elke flung out her arm and a drink spilled across the table. Simon got up fast as the cold, sugary liquid cascaded into his lap.
         
 
         Karen took Claire by the arm, dragged her out into the street and told her off in savage whispers. Elke licked her sticky fingers and watched.
         
 
         ‘Stop looking,’ Simon told her roughly. There was a mirror on the wall among the photos of tropical fish and coral reefs; he saw himself scowling, ineptly mopping the table with paper napkins.
         
 
         He thought how it would be to live alone, without all the fights and bitching and tears. The secret, somehow shaming thought had occurred to him before, but it had always served as a way of confirming how much he did want it: family life. The young waitress swung towards him through the tables, tossing her hair out of her eyes. He thought about leaving, living alone, breaking free of it all.
         
 
         That night Simon and Karen drank a lot of wine. They went back to the hotel, put the kids to bed and watched the TV news channel. He reached out for Karen, wanting her, but she pushed him away. ‘I hate it when you’ve been drinking.’
         
 
         ‘I’m not drunk.’
 
         But he was, so drunk in fact that he forgot to wire the pool fence shut.
         
 
         Karen slept restlessly beside him. He was hot and uncomfortable, scratchy with sunburn and dry-mouthed from the wine. Everything was out of alignment, jagged, spoiled. Something was breaking up inside him, he had lost faith or conviction; a force had been unleashed that would break up everything they had. Karen believed passionately in the family. She thought everything was fine; she wouldn’t see it coming, but it was coming, whatever it was. The falling apart, the breaking down.
         
 
         The fearful, disjointed thoughts ran through his head until he slept.
         
 
         There was a sound and it took a moment for him to understand: the gate had creaked open next door. He hurried, silent on the plush carpet, through to the connecting room and found Elke in her bathing suit, about to get into the pool. She looked up at him with a blank, hard stare, as though they had discussed this already and agreed. He couldn’t be bothered speaking.
         
 
         She slid into the water, and he followed her, swimming in his boxer shorts. They swam without talking, in the cool silence. The spiky plants hung over the water, making shadows like spears. There were strong scents of tropical flowers and damp earth. The water danced and shimmered in the dim lights from the hotel corridor. The cool streams swirled around his body and he thought of all the night hours he’d spent with the strange little girl; her silence that seemed to contain understanding, her self-contained, unchildlike ways.
         
 
         She swam close and put her hands on his shoulders, moving her thighs slowly, her breath on his face. He closed his eyes and they floated in the silence. He lifted up her hard little body, setting her down with a bump on the edge of the pool, and got out and pushed her ahead of him into the room. He draped a towel around her shoulders and dried her off, then turned away while she put on her pyjamas.
         
 
         Tucking her in, he looked down at her pale oval face. Her hair was slicked back, smelling strongly of chlorine.
         
 
         ‘Don’t tell Karen we did this.’
 
         She looked up at him.
 
         ‘I mean …’ He sighed and rubbed his hands over his face. The water was cold on his shoulders, trickling down his back. He was suddenly chilled. ‘Don’t tell Karen I let you swim in the pool.’
         
 
         
                

         
 
         They flew back to Auckland, landing in an afternoon filled with blinding rain. It rained every day for two weeks. The house had been rented out while they were away, and had a forlorn, ill-used air. There was a new, unsettling tang of damp, scratches on the walls, a dark stain on the sitting room carpet. Karen went into overdrive fixing it up, grumbling about the tenants.
         
 
         Simon liked the rain. He drove through the streets in his big car, between his private practice and the public hospital. Late at night he wrote in his journal. Elke’s waking was worse after they got back and she came and sat with him regularly.
         
 
         One night he delivered a baby for a woman whose partner was drunk. He insulted a midwife and security was called. Simon came out of the hospital at dawn to find the sky streaked with fiery cloud and the first birds starting up. The drunk man was reeling about in the car park, arguing with a taxi driver.
         
 
         Simon drove home and let himself into the quiet house. It was getting on for six o’clock in the morning and he stood in the kitchen looking at the shafts of light angling down through the trees. Elke came in and sat down at the table.
         
 
         He thought about the baby he’d just delivered, the drunken father, the mother pleading with the security guard to let him stay. He thought about a paper he’d read recently. Research showed that girls who lived with their biological fathers reached puberty later than girls who didn’t. The presence of the natural father suppressed development in girls. He thought, What does that show but that we are animals. Creatures, regulated by hormones, by forces we can’t control. You can’t trick the body.
         
 
         He sighed, suddenly so weary he could barely stand. He leaned over Elke and put his arms around her, smelling the warm sleepy brown reek of her hair.
         
 
         ‘It’s always you and me, getting no sleep. Why don’t you go back to bed, LK.’
         
 
         She looked up at him, her gaze wide and blank. ‘Yes Dad,’ she said.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Simon was on call during a weekend when a lot of the staff were down with flu. There was an air of crisis, of heroic making-do. Everyone was tired; everyone had been rostered on for too long.
         
 
         At nine in the evening a woman was wheeled in. She was ten days overdue, and the labour wasn’t progressing.
         
 
         He walked into the room and picked up the chart, scanning it quickly. She was twenty-one, a young woman with a round, handsome face, glossy black hair and green eyes. The eyes were striking — too pale for the dark face. She grimaced with pain, showing a couple of missing teeth.
         
 
         ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Mereana.’
 
         There was a hefty woman in a beige uniform at the side of the bed.
         
 
         The patient needed her blood pressure taken and he went to do it himself, since they were short staffed. He said, ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake.’
         
 
         He pointed. ‘Take it off,’ he said.
 
         The woman in uniform looked where he was pointing. She said, ‘Oh, sorry. I forgot. I had to go out for a minute.’
         
 
         Anger and tiredness made him shaky. He said, ‘Look at her. Look at her.’
         
 
         His pager went and he looked at it and swore. ‘She’s in labour. How far do you think she’s going to get if she tries to run away? Even you could catch her.’
         
 
         The woman smirked. ‘Sorry. My mistake.’
 
         Simon and the patient stared at each other. She panted and screwed up her eyes suddenly.
         
 
         ‘It’s a strong contraction,’ he said, feeling her stomach. ‘You’re doing fine.’
         
 
         The big woman picked up the plastic handcuff that attached the patient’s wrist to the metal edge of the bed and took it off, giving Simon a hard, ironic smile.
         
 
         Simon said, ‘Mereana. Your baby’s in the posterior position. That means it’s going to take a bit longer to push out. I’m going to give you something to bring it on. I think you should have an epidural, for pain relief.’
         
 
         She agreed to this, rubbing her wrist. He noticed the mark from the plastic cuff.
         
 
         ‘You’ll be fine,’ he told her, and squeezed her foot through the sheet.
         
 
          
         He left her to the midwife and went to get hold of the anaesthetist. When the patient was set up he got the call to attend to another woman down the hall, so he went between the two for a while, then drove home, winding his way through back streets to the next suburb, a journey that took him five minutes. Later in the night he was writing in his journal with Elke beside him when they called him back.
         
 
         The patient, Mereana was exhausted and distressed. She had progressed quickly, and they had allowed the anaesthetic to wear off so she could push. The drugs were making her shake, and she was vomiting.
         
 
         The prison guard was standing by the bed holding a stack of paper cups. The midwife was peering between the patient’s legs.
         
 
         ‘Mereana.’
 
         The patient cried and moaned. The midwife looked sideways at Simon, communicating silently as he bent down beside her.
         
 
         ‘Is she all right?’ the guard asked.
 
         The midwife handed her a cup full of vomit.
 
         ‘Oh shit,’ the guard said, passing another cup off her stack and carrying the full one to the bin, averting her face.
         
 
         Mereana shrieked, clutched the sheet and writhed, throwing the monitor off her stomach.
         
 
         ‘Careful.’ The midwife connected her up again. Simon read the scroll of paper the monitor had turned out.
         
 
         He said, ‘Mereana.’
 
         She was hissing between her teeth. ‘Oh God help me.’
 
         ‘I’m going to turn the baby around.’
 
         The prison guard made a moaning sound and put her hand to her forehead.
         
 
         They got her ready, and Simon took up the rotation forceps. He didn’t do this very often and it was reasonably difficult, but he was confident.
         
 
          
         The guard did a little skip of tension and knocked into the drip stand. ‘You sit down over there,’ the midwife snapped, and the guard sat down as if she’d been slapped.
         
 
         There was a silence, just Mereana’s sobbing. He grasped the forceps and tried to get the correct angle. It was hot and bright under the lights, and the midwife blotted his face.
         
 
         He got the grip right and began to turn the baby to the anterior position. Mereana cried out. You needed to be strong. It felt brutal, the grind of metal against flesh, the resistance of flesh, the strange textures of skin and cartilage and bone. It seemed to take a long time. The patient was swearing and pleading and the guard had her face in her hands. He stopped, steadied himself, carried on.
         
 
         Finally he got the position right and reached for the next set of forceps. He found the head and began to draw the baby out. The woman was frantic now, crying, flailing her legs, reaching down and trying to push him away. He slapped off her hands and signalled to the midwife to control her as the head began to emerge properly, the shoulders came free, and then there was the rubbery slither as the rounded belly squeezed out.
         
 
         He pulled the baby clear and held it up — one look and you could tell it was going to be fine. It let out a cry, and in a sudden comic release of tension he thought of getting the guard to cut the cord.
         
 
         He cut the cord himself, and the baby was placed on the woman’s chest. It was a girl.
         
 
         Looking into the mother’s blasted, bloodshot, tear-stained face he said, ‘Well done. ’
         
 
         They tidied up. The woman clutched the child fiercely, whispering to it. She glanced up at him, her green eyes wild.
 
         The guard stood up, swaying slightly with exhaustion. He heard the jingle of keys at her belt and pulled her aside. ‘You’re not going to bother her. She has to feed the baby.’
         
 
         The guard only shook her head and sank down in the chair, watching.
         
 
         At the nurses’ station, Simon looked up at the institutional clock above him, the hall stretching beyond it into dimness, and he thought of the corridors he tramped through on endless nights and all the doors behind which the same struggle went on, and the white face of the clock seemed to swell, as though to push through the glass that held it. Outside, the dawn would be coming. There was the squeak of shoes on linoleum as the prison guard approached.
         
 
         ‘What’s going to happen to that baby?’ he asked.
 
         The guard leaned on the counter. ‘She’s got a long sentence. They let her keep it with her for six months and then they take it away.’
         
 
         ‘Take it away,’ he repeated.
 
         She nodded.
 
         He slapped the file down on the counter, walked out and drove home.
         
 
         The kids were in their school uniforms and Karen was rushing around getting them ready. He hugged each of them in turn and said good bye as Karen hustled them out the door.
         
 
         He called Elke back and put his arms around her, trying to think out what he wanted to say, but his voice was slurred with tiredness, and all he could manage was, ‘LK, we’ve got to change things.’
         
 
         Claire called from the front path and Elke wriggled free.
 
         He grabbed her arm. ‘No more night book,’ he said. ‘It’s all over with that. I’m not putting up with it any more. You’ve got to sleep.’
         
 
         She went down the steps. ‘Sleep,’ he called after her.
 
         She looked back at him and rolled her eyes.
 
         He walked through the quiet house, looking into the rooms, at the brightness and order. When he lay down, the walls whirled dizzily around. He thought about the patient. She would look after the baby for six months and then they would take it away. She would see it only when it was brought to visit.
         
 
         He slept without waking until the afternoon, and when he surfaced he had a feeling of ease. A beam of light came through the window and made a dancing pattern on the floor; the cat sauntered along the hall and sat in the doorway, its ear revolving to catch sounds. Birds squabbled in the branches outside. Down the street, someone was trimming hedges; there was the whine of a saw. The wind made the trees swell and shiver, flipping the silvery leaves.
         
 
         The children were playing in the garden. He lay in the sunny room, listening.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            two

         
 
         six years later
 
         Some days Simon drove home at dawn, half-awake, all his reactions on automatic. He saw the sun coming up, colouring the clouds in the eastern sky pink, birds rising in a sudden noiseless wave, as if by a secret signal, from the trees in the park. The street-cleaning truck, its brushes whirring, snuffled its way along the gutters; delivery men dumped papers and crates outside the shops. Dreaming, he drove along the last stretch that led him to the open gate, the leafy drive, the automatically rising garage door. He drove into the garage and sat with his eyes closed, until he found the strength to plod up the stairs to the kitchen and make a cup of tea, and usually, as he was watching the first birds swooping down onto the wet lawn, he would hear Elke come in behind him. They sat at the table in silence. The lawn was a square of intense green, fringed by rocks and ferns. They watched rain falling through a shaft of morning sun, a bird pulling up a worm under the glittering shower. In the dawn hours they were outside time. They watched the light change.
         
 
         He was head of obstetrics at the hospital. Karen wanted him to scale down his workload. She told him he should keep his gynaecology practice but give up obstetrics; that way he’d let himself off the punishing hours. He’d thought about it, but wondered how he would adjust to a nine-to-five day. He was like Elke: he resisted Karen’s notions of order and correct routine. Karen couldn’t function without a good night’s sleep; she went to bed armed with earplugs and special pillows, and was grumpy if the night had been interrupted. Sleep was a delicate subject between them. She said,‘I crave oblivion.’ He didn’t see oblivion as something you could crave.
         
 
         Sometimes he lay awake and resisted drifting off, feeling that, if he slept, the night would be over too quickly. If he wasn’t careful, he woke Karen coming in from night shift. She’d accused him of setting a bad example with Elke. Early on, she’d decided on a strict regime to make Elke sleep properly, and for a time had created the unfortunate sense that he and Elke were the opposing side of the battle. Karen went at things literally, she mounted campaigns. When things went badly she sat on the edge of the bed and complained, then slept and woke refreshed, optimistic all over again. Her battles with Claire were more complex, dark and wounding. He sympathised. She was a good mother. It wasn’t easy dealing with teenage girls.
         
 
         He went to work, and clarity and focus came to him; then he drove home and greeted his family through a kind of film. He was cushioned by his night hours, by the sense of otherness they gave him. Karen was always saying, ‘Are you listening. Have you heard a word I’ve said?’ He loved her, he loved the kids. He worked hard, he kept strange hours, he was happy.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         On a Wednesday evening he was putting on his suit when he heard Karen’s voice raised. It was a mild, grey evening, the rain falling on the wet lawn. Out the window he saw a seagull flying, high against the white sky.
         
 
         He knotted his tie and went down to the kitchen. Karen was holding the iron in one hand and a shirt in the other. Her face was flushed.
         
 
         Claire was saying, ‘That is just bullshit. That’s totally unfair. How can you say that. You shift your position from one day to the next. You’re completely illogical.’
         
 
         Karen said coldly, ‘I’m not going to listen to you raving.’
 
         Claire banged a book against the bench.
 
         ‘Now look …’
 
         Claire shouted, ‘I wish you would die. Of cancer. In agony.’
 
         ‘Claire!’
 
         ‘You think I don’t mean it …’
 
         ‘Jesus Christ,’ Simon said. ‘All right. Get out. Off you go.’ He pointed to the stairs. Claire bumped his shoulder as she passed, and ran up to her room.
         
 
         Karen stood there with the iron raised, shaking it, her eyes lit up. ‘You see. You see what I have to deal with.’
         
 
         He went upstairs. He passed Elke, silent on the landing. They looked at each other.
         
 
         Claire was lying on her back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, her long legs crossed, hair trailing all over her face. She was sixteen and five foot eleven. She was freckle-faced, angry and intense. She was top of her class in maths and sciences, and wanted to be a doctor.
         
 
         ‘Claire. You can’t say things like that. You just can’t.
 
         He looked down at her. She was the most verbally violent person he knew. Words burst out of her. She lost control of herself but never the flow of her sentences. She raged, she articulated; when it came to arguing she left everyone for dead. Words were weapons, but she was still a dopey teenager, and didn’t understand how they hurt. He’d tried to put this to Karen: ‘Teenagers are short on empathy. She doesn’t really mean it. She can’t handle her own firepower.’
         
 
         At this, Karen just looked bitter.
 
         Now he told Claire, ‘You apologise.’
 
          
         ‘I’d. Rather. Die.’
 
         Elke appeared in the doorway. Without turning her head, Claire said, ‘Get lost, Elke.’
         
 
         ‘Come on,’ he pleaded. Elke went away, silent.
 
         He got nowhere, and so he turned businesslike. ‘We’re going out. Dinner’s downstairs. Barbara’s coming in ten minutes, so bloody pull yourself together.’
         
 
         Downstairs, Elke and Marcus were at the table, eating pasta. Elke looked up with interest; Marcus was dreaming over his plate.
         
 
         Simon put his arms around Karen and said, ‘Barbara’ll sort them out.’ Barbara was Karen’s mother.
         
 
         They were going to a National Party fundraiser. Karen’s friend Trish had helped to organise the dinner for a couple of hundred people, at which the new party leader, David Hallwright, was going to speak. Karen and Trish had been talking about the dinner for weeks. They had persuaded Simon to make a big donation to the party.
         
 
         Simon said, ‘I hope it’s not as boring as the last one.’
 
         Karen banged the iron down. ‘Too bad if it is. It’s important.’
 
         He looked at her without expression.
 
         Barbara turned up.
 
         ‘Welcome to the war zone,’ Karen said.
 
         Barbara was a plump and stately woman. She got a package out of her bag: chocolates. Elke and Marcus crowded around, Claire stood looking at them, arms folded.
         
 
         Barbara said, ‘Claire, how are you, dear. Aren’t you getting tall? If you could just fetch me a cup of tea.’
         
 
         Claire stared at her. There was a silence, then she turned and stalked out of the room.
         
 
         Barbara raised her eyebrows. She and Karen exchanged a look.
 
         Barbara said, ‘She’s getting to be as tall as her father.’
 
          
         Simon followed Claire. She was standing at the window, drawing on the glass with her finger.
         
 
         She said, ‘I hate that woman.’
 
         He sighed.
 
         ‘And she hates me.’
 
         Simon rubbed his face. ‘Ah, you hate everyone.’
 
         ‘Not everyone.’ She faced him and grinned.
 
         ‘You’re the end,’ he said. ‘Do your bloody homework.’ He hugged her hard and smiled at her, squeezed her arm and left.
         
 
         He and Karen stood in front of the hall mirror, looking at themselves. Karen was short, blonde, competent; her dyed hair was pulled back from her face and her eyes were very blue.
         
 
         She fingered the material of her new dress. ‘What do you think?’
         
 
         ‘Yeah. You look beautiful.’
 
         He didn’t really like the dress. It was something her friend Trish would have persuaded her into: too elaborate, too many frills, as if she’d been wrapped up in Christmas paper. Trish’s circle all had the same hard, affluent, provincial look — long skirts with elaborate flounces and frills, big boots, detailed tops; they were always done up to the nines in yards of cloth, as if big money had to mean big clothes.
         
 
         She straightened his tie and brushed his shoulders while he watched himself in the mirror, a tall, ungainly and unwilling figure, his hair a mess of curls that would never lie flat, his thin, bony hands that moved nervously, never still. He waved her away, then stooped to kiss her when he saw she was shaping up to be annoyed.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         They drove across town, parked, and joined the crowds moving up the stairs into the centre. The brightly lit room was crowded with hundreds of people; there was a noisy band in one corner, the walls were decorated with party colours and there was a stage at the front with the party logo as a backdrop. They were late, and people were already moving from drinks in the foyer to the tables.
         
 
         Trish surged towards them looking like a mad doll, with her garish make-up and blonde frizzy hair. Her husband Graeme followed, leathery and affable and blurred already with booze.
         
 
         Trish said, ‘We’ve got a table right at the front, next to the Hallwrights.’ She took Karen’s arm and they threaded between the tables.
         
 
         Graeme gave Simon a conspiratorial look and handed him a glass. ‘I’ll introduce you to David Hallwright.’
         
 
         Simon found the card with his name on it and sat down, with Trish on one side and an elderly woman on the other. Across the table he faced a plump couple who resembled each other, both with ruddy complexions and black hair. Rob Farnham the QC was telling Jenny Francis a joke and Graeme was talking to a thin, nervous-looking woman whose hand shook when she raised her glass. The light was too bright.
         
 
         There was a lull in the music and the nervous woman said too loudly, ‘I can’t believe that.’ She blushed and laughed. Then everyone was looking the same way as David Hallwright and his wife were ushered to their places at the next table. Somebody clapped, and there was a burst of laughter, a few extra claps. David Hallwright made a slight mock bow, to more laughter and a few cheers. Someone shouted, ‘Our next prime minister,’ and finally a proper storm of applause broke out. Everyone was smiling. Karen clapped, with shining eyes.
         
 
         Simon felt a hand on his shoulder and a voice said hollowly in his ear, ‘Our time has come.’
         
 
         It was Peter Brown, a colleague from the hospital, smiling sardonically. Simon said, ‘How are you, mate.’
         
 
          
         ‘Drunk.’
 
         Peter Brown passed by, and a waiter leaned over and filled Simon’s glass.
         
 
         He had a clear view of David Hallwright, who was deep in conversation with the man next to him. Hallwright was very tall, about six foot four, with narrow shoulders, small, nervous hands, thick, fair hair and a smooth, pink complexion. He had keen blue-grey eyes and a narrow face, the eyes underscored with shadows. He walked with a limp, the result of an injury when he was young — it was said that he’d fallen off his motorbike and a car had come to rest on his leg, and been lifted off by a crowd of passers-by. The leg had been saved from amputation, but his walk was a kind of smooth undulation, and he swung his arm to compensate. He was left-handed, which added a slight sense of embattlement; it gave the impression of his grappling, overcoming physical obstacles.
         
 
         Hallwright said something and the other two laughed. He sat back, and the men leaned respectfully towards him. Around the table people were talking to one another, but kept stealing looks at him. There was a brittle atmosphere in the room; the men talked loudly, the women had an air of overexcitement. People drifted past Hallwright’s table, casting fawning looks; others were herded by a suited functionary into a holding pattern to one side, where they sipped their drinks and talked and pretended they weren’t queuing to say their piece to the Leader.
         
 
         The waiters began to bring food, and the knot of hopefuls around the top table cleared, giving Simon a clear view of the people seated facing him.
         
 
         Trish elbowed him. ‘Simon. Are you listening? Are you paying attention? I’m saying if we could raise just a quarter of the money needed …’
         
 
         Simon interrupted her. ‘Who’s that?’
 
          
         He was looking at a slim woman in a grey dress, seated two along from Hallwright. She had a cloud of fine, light-coloured hair, large, pale eyes, an expressive face, slender hands and a wide mouth. She was listening to the man next to her, but not with any particular attention; she looked as if her mind was elsewhere. Simon had just seen her grimace at her plate, as if what she was hearing had displeased her. She played nervously with her silver necklace, andcast her eyes around distractedly.
         
 
         ‘Who’s who?’ Trish peered.
 
         ‘There, in the grey.’
 
         ‘With the necklace? That’s Roza Hallwright. David’s wife.’
 
         ‘I’ve never heard anything about his wife,’ Simon said.
 
         ‘She’s very private. They say she doesn’t like politics. She’ll have to front up when David wins the election.’
         
 
         ‘She doesn’t like politics,’ Simon repeated.
 
         ‘David’s very protective of her, of her right to not like politics. He’s probably quite happy if she stays in Auckland. In her own little world.’ Trish sniffed.
         
 
         He registered her sharp tone. ‘It sounds as though you don’t approve.’
         
 
         ‘Well. Put it this way, she doesn’t exactly leap in to help anyone who has a good idea. She could do a lot in her position, but she doesn’t lift a finger.’
         
 
         ‘Does she have a job?’
 
         ‘She works for a publisher. She’s David’s second wife. I assume you know his first wife died. Cancer. Terrible.’
         
 
         Simon said, ‘Could I have met her? Has she been to one of your parties?’
         
 
         Trish dabbed her lips. ‘Never,’ she said coolly.
 
         Simon stared. There was something about the woman that absorbed his attention. He not only felt that he’d seen her before, but that she was strangely, intensely out of the ordinary. She could have been a patient — that was probably it — but he had no memory of having treated her. Surely he would remember such a striking person.
         
 
         He said, ‘Maybe I’ve seen her picture somewhere.’
 
         ‘They did a magazine interview this year. But she was only in one picture. David did all the talking. She’s the most undercover wife in the world.’
         
 
         The woman looked up and smiled. There was a very slight gap between her two front teeth. She looked directly at Simon; her eyes rested on him for a second and then flicked away.
         
 
         Trish said, ‘His first wife was gorgeous. Vivacious. A real organiser. Not wishy-washy like that one.’
         
 
         ‘I think she’s …’ He stopped himself, and picked up his glass. He spent his life distancing himself from strong feeling; he needed to be detached, to work. But looking around the table now, at the ruddy, bedizened, cackling lot of them, he felt a flaring of his nerves — exhilaration, anger, energy — like the stirring of a much younger self.
         
 
         He kept his thoughts to himself, also his feeling that Roza Hallwright was beautiful.
         
 
         The spotlights went on at the front of the room and a man stepped up to the podium, and introduced David Hallwright as ‘our next prime minister’.
         
 
         Hallwright listened to the applause, then raised his hand for silence. There were cameras set up below the stage and the light shone at an angle on his face, making his cheeks look hollow. He leaned forward and began to speak. His diction wasn’t clear and he mangled some words, but he made up for it by staring fiercely around the room, projecting energy and vigour, and by outlining, with dogged simplicity, the points the audience wanted to hear. At first, applause burst out at ragged moments, but the audience began to learn the pattern Hallwright had set, and to respond when he signalled.
         
 
         It was an exercise in affirmation, more communion than speech, and Hallwright controlled the crowd better as he went on, getting up a rhythm between his punchy signals and the eager response. Simon didn’t listen to the words, but felt, in his tipsy, heightened state, that he was watching a dance between two natural forces; that Hallwright, having whistled the crowd up into fixed, reptilian attention, had only to move to make it bend and sway in reply.
         
 
         The speech finished and there was a standing ovation. Simon stood and caught Roza Hallwright’s eye. She looked away.
         
 
         The lights were dimmed, the mood relaxed. Simon got trapped in a conversation with the elderly woman next to him, and tried not to stare at the next table. His mind wandered. Roza Hallwright. He was the last person who could ask a woman whether he’d met her before. Once at a party he’d asked that of someone’s tipsy, bawdy wife and she’d said loudly, ‘Well, doctor, you once spent a lot of time staring up my fanny.’ More than one woman had said to him, ‘Oh, you’re the first person who held my child.’ And he would have a mental picture of her screaming, legs raised in the air. He felt a laugh rising. It was a funny life. He checked Mrs Hallwright again; she was staring down at the table, perhaps wanting to escape the hoary old bastard who was whispering in her ear. Simon felt an intensity of emotion, almost happiness, as if he’d broken through a membrane, and everything was fresh and new. He realised he’d had too much wine, and turned to his neighbour, trying to focus.
         
 
         Later, the lights went dimmer still, the band cranked up, and people began moving around the tables. Trish dragged Karen away, and for a while Simon was left by himself. He decided to drink no more, and went for extra coffee, and on the way back he ran into Trish and Karen.
         
 
         ‘Come and meet David,’ Trish said.
 
         They approached the table. There was a crowd around the Hallwrights, but Graeme was already there, and beckoned. David Hallwright was standing as Graeme surged forward and introduced them. Hallwright shook Karen’s hand and she gave a little jump of nerves and said, ‘Hi,’ in a squeaky voice, then turned to look at Trish, as if to confirm the magic of the moment.
         
 
         Simon felt resistance rising. Trish looked so proud and moist-eyed he wanted to slap her. It was his turn. He offered his hand to David Hallwright. The sharp grey eyes rested on him, and something registered in the keen face.
         
 
         Simon said, ‘Good to meet you,’ and wished Karen would stop twitching like a kid beside him. He stepped back, and Trish angled in, greeting Hallwright with a smoochy kiss.
         
 
         Hallwright turned slightly away. Roza Hallwright was sitting at the table behind, with the old shark still bending her ear. Simon stepped sideways and sat down next to her. She turned and he muttered, pulling at his tie, ‘Do you mind if I sit here for a minute.’
         
 
         She watched him tugging at his collar. ‘Are you all right?’
 
         ‘It’s very hot.’
 
         ‘The excitement of meeting the great man,’ she said. Her voice was low, humorous, wary. She touched her necklace. ‘Would you like some water?’
         
 
         She poured him a glass. Seeing he’d been usurped, the old man next to her got up with a groan and shambled off.
         
 
         He took the glass. ‘Thanks.’
 
         ‘Are you enjoying the dinner?’ she asked, looking around absently.
         
 
         ‘Yes. Lovely.’ It came out more sarcastic than he’d meant.
 
         She turned to him, paying attention. ‘I see.’
 
          
         ‘No, really, it’s very nice.’
 
         She smiled and he got the strange feeling again, something like freedom, happiness.
         
 
         He said, ‘Well, okay. I was just thinking I might actually vote Labour.’
         
 
         She laughed.
 
         ‘Only joking,’ he added.
 
         ‘Are you?’ She leaned forward, looking at him searchingly. ‘Do these occasions make you feel rebellious?’
         
 
         He was surprised. ‘Rebellious? Is it rebellion or … My mother was a member of the Labour Party. You know what she would have called all of us here tonight?’
         
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Hyenas.’
 
         She drew back, and he instantly regretted it; it was too harsh, too much. He had offended her.
         
 
         ‘I didn’t mean to … I’m one of the hyenas too,’ he added, floundering. ‘I was only joking about voting Labour.’
         
 
         She looked away. ‘I don’t really like politics.’
 
         ‘It’ll be hard to avoid after the election.’
 
         She smiled, still looking away. ‘You think he’s going to win.’
 
         ‘Everyone knows he’s going to win.’
 
         ‘I’m glad. It’s what he wants.’
 
         Simon laughed. ‘What he wants. You make it sound like a pair of new socks.’
         
 
         ‘Yes. I’m very simple aren’t I?’
 
         ‘No. I don’t think you’re simple. Just the opposite.’
 
         She glanced around at his tone. It was too interested.
 
         He said, ‘Is it possible we’ve met before?’
 
         Again she drew back, and he tried to check himself, to sit back and appear neutral.
         
 
          
         She said politely, ‘I don’t think we’ve met. What’s your name?’
 
         ‘Simon Lampton.’
 
         She blinked, laughed. Her glass twitched in her hand, as if she’d started at a sudden noise. She put her glass down and looked at him with her strange, potent eyes. He felt pinned, fascinated and exposed. She looked at him coolly and assessingly for a moment, as if he was some object whose value she was minutely weighing up. He lifted his chin and stared back into the beautiful narrow face.
         
 
         Her eyes refocused; she was looking beyond him. David Hallwright was approaching. She got out of her chair and he jumped up awkwardly.
         
 
         She said something he couldn’t catch then she went towards Hallwright, and left him standing there.
         
 
         He moved away, feeling a bad combination of light-headed and overheated, and sat down next to Graeme, falling into an automatic conversation about golf.
         
 
         Later he walked across the room and saw Roza Hallwright among a group of women.
         
 
         ‘A silent auction’s always good,’ Trish said. ‘Hello Simon.’
 
         ‘You’re talking about fundraising,’ he said. ‘Over there the men are talking about golf.’
         
 
         The women turned to him. He said, ‘Do you ever feel these conversations aren’t really talk, not in the sense of talking about anything? They’re just a way of making friendly sounds. Like a group of animals, making the right noises, so they won’t be attacked.’
         
 
         Someone laughed.
 
         Trish rolled her eyes. ‘That’s very funny, darling. Actually, no, we’re getting a lot done. I’m sure you men are just grunting, though.’
         
 
         Simon felt irritation with Trish settle on him like a fly. Usually he controlled his feelings without effort, but tonight he was raw, as if Roza Hallwright’s cool gaze had stripped a layer off him, and he went on, ‘It’s strange that no one talks about politics at these evenings.’
         
 
         ‘Well, David’s just made a long speech about politics, and we’re all on the same side here, aren’t we. We don’t need to be debating. How boring it would be if we did.’ Trish patted Simon’s arm and turned to Roza Hallwright. ‘Please excuse Simon. He’s very eccentric.’
         
 
         Mrs Hallwright turned to Simon. ‘What was that word you used?’
         
 
         ‘A word. I don’t know …’
 
         ‘Hyenas,’ she said. A look passed fleetingly over her face and he was struck by the intensity of it, as if a mask had lifted and he’d seen a real expression, something wild or even desperate but laughing too, and the expression was also familiar, so much so that he stared.
         
 
         ‘Hyenas. Charming.’ Trish was beginning to get annoyed.
 
         The women started talking about hyenas. ‘They’re sort of dogs aren’t they. What do they do. Pick over dead bodies. Don’t they laugh.’
         
 
         Trish stared at Simon. She said, ‘We were talking about a proposal we have for Roza.’
         
 
         ‘It’s a very good idea,’ Roza said to Trish. ‘You could ring me.’
 
         Trish looked as if she knew what that meant. She said in a treacly voice, ‘You must be looking forward to the election.’
         
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ Roza said.
 
         ‘You’ll be our first lady.’
 
         Roza smiled. ‘If David wins.’
 
         There was a chorus. ‘Of course he will. He can’t lose.’
 
         Trish said, ‘There’ll be a lot of responsibility. Won’t there. Meeting politicians. Travel. Life will change. No more quiet life at home.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, things will change.’ For a second Roza Hallwright and Trish looked at each other. Simon watched, fascinated. Trish didn’t look away. Red spots had appeared on her cheeks. Roza gave Trish a radiant smile, ‘Thank you so much,’ she said, and touched Trish’s arm. ‘You’re so full of energy and ideas. It’s miraculous.’ She turned away, putting a hand to her hair. ‘I must look for David.’
         
 
         Trish stared furiously after her. She took Simon’s arm and pulled him back to the table. ‘What’s wrong with you tonight? Hyenas.’ She pushed him into a seat, poured a glass of wine and sipped it, looking ruffled. ‘You see what I mean.’ She turned down her mouth at the taste of the wine, looking suddenly old and sour.
         
 
         ‘About what?’
 
         ‘That woman. I don’t know how David …’
 
         Karen joined them. ‘They’re leaving.’
 
         The Hallwrights were moving slowly towards the door, shaking hands as they went. They were arm in arm, Roza managing to move gracefully in time with Hallwright’s limp. Trish hurried over to say goodbye.
         
 
         ‘Trish is pissed off with me,’ Simon said.
 
         Karen sighed. ‘Trish is always pissed off with you.’
 
         ‘Really? But I’m so co-operative.’
 
         Karen laughed. They watched the Hallwrights leaving. Simon noticed that Roza was very tall.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Simon and Karen stayed until late and walked out with Trish and Graeme as the last people were leaving. They’d left the car in the underground park and Graeme discovered he’d lost his ticket, so they stood about while he searched his pockets and Trish checked her bag, and by the time they’d found it the car park had emptied out.
         
 
         They walked down into the concrete bunker, stopping in the stairwell to say goodbye. Two youths passed them, dressed in baseball caps and baggy jeans. Simon leaned against the wall and half-closed his eyes while Trish gave Karen some instructions about a lunch date.
         
 
         
         There was the sound of running feet. Simon looked over the railing and saw the youths running back up the stairs. They burst onto the landing, crashing into Simon. Karen fell against Graeme; Graeme lurched sideways and tripped on the step.
         
 
         Trish screamed, ‘My bag. Oh, the little shits.’
 
         Simon didn’t think. His body did it for him, and he found he was running up the stairs after the boys, one of whom had Trish’s handbag tucked in the crook of his arm. He took the steps three at a time, with sudden huge energy and a kind of physical relief, everything pent up in him given something to fix on.
         
 
         He caught the hem of the boy’s shirt and yanked; the boy fell onto his knees and scrambled up again, and then both youths turned and he was facing them on the landing. There was a pause, their panting echoing in the concrete space.
         
 
         ‘Give it back.’ He stepped forward. They didn’t run.
 
         The taller looked at him, breathing hard. Simon saw the quick calculation in the boy’s eyes, and for the second time that night he felt he was being assessed. The youth glanced up and down the stairs and made a decision. He held up the bag and said, ‘Come and get it. Come on. Right here right now.’
         
 
         Simon hesitated. ‘I don’t want any trouble. Just give it back.’
 
         This gave them courage. They came forward, repeating softly, ‘Come on. Come on.’
         
 
         He took a step back and nearly went over the edge of the stairs. Instinctively he threw up his arms and the shock that ran through his body made him angry. He lunged forward, grabbed the bag and he and the boy wrestled with it until they both fell on their knees. The other youth kicked Simon in the side of the head. A shower of stars exploded in his eyes, and he heard, from a long way off, the others coming up behind them.
         
 
         ‘We’ve called the police,’ Karen shouted up the stairwell.
 
         
         He still had hold of the bag. He pulled with real fury, and the youth stumbled forward. Simon hit out and had a rush of vindictive pleasure as his fist connected with the boy’s head. He punched again, they lurched against the wall, the other youth came at him and Simon kicked out. The boy ducked away, the bag came free. One of them shouted and swiped at Simon and he felt a jolt in his elbow like an electric shock, and a loss of strength in his left side. The boys belted away up the stairs, leaving Simon clutching the bag to his chest as the others reached the landing.
         
 
         He was looking through showers of silver stars, and everything was suddenly very strange.
         
 
         Trish was clutching Karen’s arm, Graeme’s face was puce and he was breathing heavily. Karen was talking into her cellphone.
         
 
         Trish snatched the bag and rifled through it in a dazed way. ‘It’s all here. I can’t believe it.’
         
 
         Graeme grinned all over his winded face. His gapped teeth were gruesome. ‘Good one, mate. Good on ya.’ His chuckle turned into a cough and he bent over, wheezing, hands on his knees, while Trish pounded him on the back.
         
 
         Karen was talking to the police on the phone. ‘I don’t know what floor we’re on. Trish, what floor are we on?’
         
 
         ‘Are you all right?’ Trish said.
 
         Simon turned towards her, and the stars in his eyes sprayed out in a beautiful stream, turned in the air, scattered into pinpricks.
         
 
         Karen shouted, ‘Simon.’
 
         He looked down and saw red streams running off the ends of his fingers. He held up his left hand and a line of blood ran out of his sleeve. The cuff was red and the material of his jacket and shirt sleeve hung in two pieces. He was puzzled and wanted to ask Karen what had happened, but when he turned, the stars in his eyes swirled up and came down like a spangled curtain. Light cascaded around him, like a waterfall. Behind the dreamy swirl, the shapes of people moved and Karen was saying his name.
         
 
         He thought of Roza Hallwright’s tall, slim frame, her cloud of bright hair and the pale eyes in the exquisite, narrow face, and he felt that she was part of the luminous sheen that hung over everything. He toppled sideways and fell on the concrete floor, with the sense that he would find something new and strange and glittering, if only he would let go. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            three

         
 
         After the dinner, which they’d left early, David took the last flight back to Wellington and Roza was driven home. She greeted Jung Ha, who’d stayed up to keep an eye on the children. She checked their rooms. Isabel — Izzy — Roza’s stepdaughter, who was ten, was lying half out of bed, tangled in the sheets, and when Roza moved her the girl sat up and stared at her with glazed eyes, then muttered something and lay down. The boy, Michael, who was thirteen, had fallen asleep over a computer game. Roza looked down at him. He had grown heavy and solid in the last year. She knew he missed his mother: he kept it to himself but it was always there, even after so long. Roza tried to take the computer game but he moved and held onto it, so she left him alone.
         
 
         She went up to the bedroom and lay for a long time in the dark, watching the clouds cross the moon. The curtains blew gently in the breeze. The room was up on the second floor and she liked to leave the window open. Usually she enjoyed being alone, with no one to interrupt her thoughts, just freedom and silence, and outside the window in the long nights the sky and the moon and the vast rippling dark, but tonight she was anxious and wished David was here to distract her. 
         
 
          
         She felt as if she’d lain awake most of the night, but at dawn, when the sky was turning red and the light was beginning to angle in through the window, she went into a deep sleep.
         
 
         In the dream she was walking through the back courtyard of the Catholic church where she used to be taken for Mass as a child. She saw Father Tapper, with his glass eye and his white face. He beckoned but she wouldn’t follow. He faded, shaking his head, and she turned away and walked into a long corridor in a shopping mall. It was empty and silent and full of bright, white light. The shops had been smashed and abandoned; windows were broken, furniture and planks lay about on the floor. She came to a place where pieces of wood and broken panes blocked the way, and as she began, carefully, to climb over the debris, avoiding the upended shards, she saw that there were insects everywhere — crawling creatures, beetles, scarabs with marvellously vivid bodies in iridescent blues, glittering greens, purples and reds, their carapaces shining in the light. She perched on top of the wreckage and the insects were all over the floor amid the shattered glass and the wicked points of the broken panes, and she marvelled at the beauty and the brightness and the luminous colours.
         
 
         Silence, colour, sharpness and clearness, beauty and danger, all still and bright and exquisitely near …
         
 
         
                

         
 
         The alarm clock woke her. A shaft of yellow sunlight fell across the bed. The master bedroom was spacious, full of light and decorated in shades of white, cream and beige that gave it an air of bland, designer luxury. She dozed for a moment, trying to preserve the atmosphere of the dream, its vividness fading now in the lemony morning light (those wicked colours and sharp points — had she relished them or had they made her afraid?), then was roused abruptly by the memory of the man she’d spoken to at the dinner the night before. Simon Lampton. Her body had flooded with nerves when he’d told her his name; she was sure she had concealed it, but she remembered the way he’d looked at her so intently, as if trying to read her mind, the way their eyes had locked and she had turned away with effort. Was she imagining it, his interest? No, it must be in her mind; he couldn’t have realised how she’d steeled herself to talk and behave naturally. He couldn’t know the effect that his name had had on her.
         
 
         She felt tension fizzing through her body; her skin prickled. Alarmed to feel so tense, frightened even, she became tenser still. In the shower she turned the water very hot and stood with her head bowed, breathing slowly. She had learned how to fight her storms of nerves; she emerged from the steam calmer but exhausted by the effort, and dressed wearily, padding down to the kitchen, where Jung Ha was sorting through piles of washed school kit.
         
 
         Jung Ha made coffee and, when the children didn’t appear, Roza went upstairs to rouse them. Michael lay on his back in bed, staring at the ceiling and refusing to speak. The room smelled rank and sweaty; it was no longer a child’s bedroom but the lair of a remote, uncommunicative young man. It came to her that he no longer smiled.
         
 
         Roza plaited Izzy’s hair and made a quick, bored, conscientious check of her homework. Michael was silent and irritable; Izzy chattered and played with the cat. She was a lean, energetic girl, always talking and thinking up schemes. Her brother looked down at his cereal with a disgusted expression. Outside in the courtyard the light played on the surface of the pool.
         
 
         Roza put down her cup. ‘Jung Ha? What’s wrong with this coffee?’
         
 
         Jung Ha wasn’t having it. ‘Nothing!’
 
         ‘It tastes sort of …’
 
         ‘Nothing wrong!’
 
         Roza was still tense with the thought of Simon Lampton, her nerves twisted tighter by the bright light, and Michael’s scowl. She tipped her cup down the sink and said, ‘It’s bloody awful for some reason.’
         
 
         Michael said to Roza, ‘I need thirty dollars.’
 
         ‘What for?’
 
         ‘School stuff.’
 
         He met her eye. She felt the antagonism coming off him.
 
         ‘What school stuff?’ she said.
 
         He shrugged. ‘Forget it.’
 
         She said steadily, ‘If you need it I’ll give it to you, but I want to know what you’re going to do with it.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll get it off Dad.’
 
         ‘He’s in Wellington. As you know. What’s it for?’
 
         He muttered, ‘It’s Dad’s money.’
 
         Roza rounded on him. ‘David makes most of the money, yes. Is that relevant? I work too. And he and I are …’ She stopped. She’d been going to say ‘married.’
         
 
         She was dismayed. Michael had always shied away from her attempts to mother him, and she’d thought she should give him space, not crowd him; now he was becoming a force, and she realised they’d never made friends, not properly.
         
 
         ‘Forget it,’ he said again.
 
         ‘Do you need the bloody money for school or not?’
 
         He faced her, calm and insolent. ‘I told you I do.’
 
         She took the money out of her purse and thrust it at him.
 
         ‘Jeez. Relax,’ he said.
 
         She controlled her anger. ‘Good bye Mike.’
 
         She hugged Izzy and walked them out to the car. A gardener’s truck pulled in, and two men started unloading tools and mowers. Jung Ha got the kids in the car, telling them off in her good-natured, hectoring way, and they drove away to school.
         
 
         Roza walked along the path towards the pool. It was a bright, hard day with a blue sky, so clear that the creeper on the garden wall shone with points of light. She looked up at the house. She and David had bought three sections and demolished the old weatherboard bungalows on them. The Hallwright house, surrounded by high, creeper-covered walls, faced onto the street and had a view over the suburb to the sea from the back. It was a square, solid concrete mansion, with a grand front door, landscaped gardens, a large swimming pool and several outbuildings. It was only four years old and still had a raw quality. The architect had aimed for something grand and imposing, but its brash newness gave it a slightly fake, arid appearance. There were patches of bare wall where the creeper hadn’t yet taken and parts of the garden that were still being landscaped, and looked sparse and barren.
         
 
         They had hired an interior designer, since neither Roza nor David had much interest in choosing furniture, and the result was luxurious, but impersonal. Roza loved the house, its colour-co-ordinated interior, its vast, light spaces. It was a barrier against everything that had happened before she met David. It was her security, her retreat, and its ostentation affirmed to her that she was safe, rich and respectable. She was indulgent about its crass aspects, because these seemed refreshingly innocent. She was done with jaded things.
         
 
         David just thought the house was classy. He was enormously proud of it. It was proof that he had reached the highest pinnacle — he had landed, in his own estimation, at the top. And its grandness and newness, its lack of history represented something, Roza thought, an idea, mostly unspoken, that she and David shared: that they had both made good, had arrived here, after trials and troubles in their former lives.
         
 
         Since David had been elected leader of the National Party the mansion had become a fortress. Security cameras monitored all points of the grounds, gates and driveways; panic buttons had been installed inside, and a private security firm was always on call.
         
 
         David worked in Wellington for much of the week, and Roza lived here with her stepchildren, Jung Ha, the cat and the dog. She went to her publishing job each day, finishing at four so as to be there for the children after school. David came home at weekends and on some nights during the week. Life had gone on peacefully like this for four years.
         
 
         But soon, David would most likely win the election and Roza Hallwright would be the prime minister’s wife. Everyone said her life would be utterly changed. And yet, she privately wondered, did it have to change? Couldn’t it go on just as it had before? David would be away more often, she would have to go with him on overseas trips, but there were no plans for them to move into the residence in Wellington. She didn’t see why she couldn’t try to have the same life she’d been leading.
         
 
         She stood in the courtyard, looking at the pool. There were insects floating on the surface, reminding her of last night’s dream, which would have been triggered, she knew, by her encounter with Simon Lampton. There’d been that suggestion of the past in the dream: the blurred vision of the old priest, Father Tapper. The danger of secrets.
         
 
         She remembered last Saturday: she and David had been lying here in deckchairs in the late afternoon sun.
         
 
         She’d told him, ‘I don’t want to move from here.’
 
         ‘You don’t like change,’ he’d said.
 
         She had leaned back and stared up at the patterns made by the branches. ‘Change isn’t good for me.’
         
 
         ‘It’s all right. I want you here. This is where you belong. With the family. In the bunker.’
         
 
         ‘Am I just the nanny?’
 
         He’d caught hold of her hand. ‘Don’t say that. Jung Ha’s the nanny. You I can’t live without. You know that.’
         
 
         She didn’t answer.
 
         ‘Tell me you’ll never leave me.’ He was squeezing her hand.
 
         ‘Let go. You’re hurting me. What’s wrong with you?’
 
         Looking into his lean face, the penetrating eyes, she’d got the sense of the hard man, who’d been hurt as a child, who’d lost both his parents and grown up poor, who’d lived with relatives who were dutiful but cold, and who had buried all his pain somewhere and lived on the surface of it, a thin crust with rage underneath.
         
 
         He was clutching her satirically; he always made a show of parody when he was serious.
         
 
         ‘I love you,’ he’d said. ‘Never change.’
 
         She’d looked up and seen Michael at the window, watching.
 
         Now she thought, I say I don’t like politics, but really I don’t like his politics. But I don’t care enough for it to matter.
         
 
         She remembered what he’d said next. ‘I want us to have a baby.’ She’d looked at him without expression. He’d said, ‘It would make me happy, and you too. I know it’s what you want. And you’ll be all right,’ he’d added.
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ was all she’d said in reply.
 
         People had often told Roza: ‘Live one day one at a time’. And she had done just that. She’d become expert at living in the here and now, had come to relish it, to enjoy each day, mindful of what she had. But now something much larger was being asked of her. To adjust to a life under the public eye, to consider having a baby; to plan for great things that lay ahead. It was this contemplation of the future that made Roza frightened, and that caused her to turn her mind to the past. And then there was the question of Simon Lampton.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         David had grown up poor and she had grown up rich. Her father, Antonin Danielewicz, was a businessman who’d owned interests in more companies than Roza could name. He was a humourless man, religious and authoritarian. When Roza was disobedient he’d smacked her on the legs with a belt. Roza had been an obedient girl until she was fifteen, when she’d woken up to the idea of rebellion. She’d met a boy called Myron Jannides, who had dropped out of school, and together they’d launched into freedom. She was expelled, went to another school, and was expelled from there. Her parents were beside themselves; there were ugly scenes, recriminations. She accused them of repressing her, of forcing their Catholicism down her throat. She told them they were both cold, that all they cared about were money and God, and that Father Tapper had groped her and her friends in the back courtyard after Mass. This was a lie, but it was also an approximation of the truth: she’d felt that Father Tapper had played obscene games with her mind. He had made everything innocent and good seem dirty.
         
 
         When she was still a teenager her father had died of a stroke, and her mother had accused her of killing him by breaking his heart. She’d left home, and drifted away from contact with her mother. After that, what she thought of as the dark days began. She’d had no idea of self-preservation. She knew now how innocent fun could turn ugly, how it could hurt you if you weren’t careful. By the time she was twenty, she was an alcoholic, and her days and nights were a giddy mix of euphoria and terror, laughter and shame.
         
 
         She remembered the crisis, the lowest point: one morning, sitting on the back steps of her rented flat. She had just been fired from her job. The landlord would be looking for rent, and she had no money and nowhere to go. She sat looking at the light shining on the leaves and the birds swooping between the trees, and she seemed to be looking at the end of her life. Her hands shook. She was too thin. She couldn’t lie straight at night, because she felt that knives would come up through the mattress. She slept curled up in a ball with her hands jammed between her legs, and had nightmares that people were cutting her there. There was a black space inside her. She had lost part of herself and she was afraid all the time.
         
 
         That morning all those years ago the sun had come up, brash and hot, over the shining garden, and she’d sat dreaming on the concrete step, considering this new feeling: she had reached the end, and let go. She wouldn’t try to live any more, but would simply wait for it all to fall in. No more hiding and hustling, no more secretive addict’s bargains. The rent would fall due, the landlord would come; she would be thrown out in the street. It was finished; she couldn’t go on any more. It was a strange, sensual feeling.
         
 
         In the afternoon the landlord, who was making preparations to evict her, had sent a man around to mow the back lawn. The gardener had found Roza slumped on the back step, and called an ambulance.
         
 
         Her mother’s idea of recovery had been for Roza to find her way back to God, but Roza had told her calmly that she blamed the church for her woes. She said she would never set foot in a church again. The more her mother persisted, the more obvious it was that they were estranged.
         
 
         Roza had said, ‘Mum. If you keep on with this, you’ll have to go away.’
         
 
         ‘What do you mean?’
 
         ‘If you can’t accept I’ve given all that up, you’ll have to leave me alone.’
         
 
         Roza had been admitted to a recovery centre, and they were in the visitors’ room. Her mother said, ‘But don’t you see, your giving it up is what’s brought you here.’
         
 
         Roza had looked away with a hopeless feeling. There was too much they couldn’t say.
         
 
         ‘I’m here because of your fucking God.’ 
 
         
         ‘No, don’t say that.’
 
         Roza remembered standing up in sudden fury. ‘All that hellfire rubbish, that bullshit.’
         
 
         Her mother made a gesture of disgust. ‘Hysteria,’ she said.
 
         ‘You messed up my mind, you and Dad.’ Childish, impotent words.
         
 
         ‘I saved you. Or I tried to. You were just the most immature, wilful child. It all fell on me. Your father didn’t know what to do with you. It wasn’t easy. I suffered.’
         
 
         Roza struggled to find words. ‘Your religion … you call it choosing life, but you deny life.’
         
 
         ‘Everything I ever did was for you.’
 
         When Roza walked out her mother hadn’t followed, but sat staring angrily at the floor. Later, Roza had watched the black Mercedes drive out of the car park, and cried for the first time since she’d been in the place.
         
 
         The following year, when her mother was dying in hospital, she’d told Roza, ‘I didn’t want you to be like me.’
         
 
         ‘What do you mean?’
 
         ‘I didn’t want you to be just a wife. I wanted you to have a job, be a success. You were so bright.’
         
 
         Roza remembered a still, blue afternoon, her mother in a patch of summer sun, her grey hair trailing on the pillow. As the hours went by the sun moved, the colour bled out and faded, her mother had gripped her arm and whispered in her ear, and Roza said, ‘Yes, I understand,’ and held her hands as she died, held them tight as if she could keep her back from the other side.
         
 
         Later the priest, Father Tapper, had arrived outside the door. He’d put his hand on her sleeve as she was leaving, but Roza had told him to go fuck himself.
         
 
         A month later, she had taken stock. She had money, her parents’ house, and she was back to being sober. She went regularly to AA meetings, which were boring but necessary, and comforting too. She’d enrolled for an arts degree at Auckland University, rediscovered reading, realising that it was a way to stay sober in the evenings, and had started to enjoy her studies. The only problem was that she was lonely. She’d had to leave a lot of destructive old friends behind.
         
 
         She’d graduated with a degree and found work with a publisher. She liked the women with whom she worked, and she’d begun to be happy. Later, she’d met David, whose first wife had died, leaving him with the two children. During the months she and David were getting to know each other she’d tried out the sober Roza on him, and found, to her surprise, that the new self was a success. He’d seemed to believe in it.
         
 
         Everything depended on the mask, and she never took it off, until she started to feel she’d become the person she was impersonating: someone cheerful, tough, focused, steady. She had her own money and a good job; she was a person who was not ashamed.
         
 
         David had started out buying struggling companies and turning them around, and after he and Roza had got together he’d used her inherited money to increase his empire. He’d gone into packaging, food manufacturing and investment, and in a relatively short time they were seriously rich. He’d turned his mind to politics, made progressively bigger donations to the party and finally, after his astute use of Roza’s money had made him a tycoon, he’d been funnelled into leadership. The National Party rated anyone who had vast wealth.
         
 
         For Roza, success in her new life had depended on not looking back. She’d felt that to turn back, to talk about what lay in the past, would be very dangerous. She’d avoided anything that reminded her of bad old times, and that was the way she’d stayed sober and well. She thought of that dragon, Trish, needling her about her new role. She would be the prime minister’s wife. It had seemed impossible and surreal, laughable, and suddenly it was in front of her.
         
 
         Now, in the radiant morning, in the sudden silence after the children had gone, she looked up at the house and felt suffocated.
         
 
         ‘You all right?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘You look like you gunna fall in the pool.’
 
         ‘No. Sorry. I’m fine.’
 
         But she was dizzy and panicked; her nerves were scattered. The gardener, Conscience, hesitated and then, as she swayed, stepped forward and took her arm. He smelled nice, of sweat and cut grass. She looked into his wary, bloodshot eyes and laughed stupidly. ‘Perhaps I’m getting the flu.’
         
 
         He walked with her to the open French doors and bent down to take off his boots, but she said, ‘Oh, don’t worry. Leave them on.’ They stepped inside and she sat down at the table, embarrassed, staring at the light glancing off the pool, and trying to pull herself together.
         
 
         ‘Thanks, Conscience.’
 
         ‘You want me to call someone?’
 
         ‘No. You could just put the kettle on, make us both a coffee.’
 
         He filled the kettle and turned it on. ‘If you okay, I’d better get back to work.’
         
 
         ‘All right. Thanks.’
 
         He went to the door. She said, ‘Probably just a migraine,’ hearing how artificial she sounded and he nodded and slipped out, happy to get away.
         
 
         She made a cup of coffee and watched Conscience climb a ladder and go at the creeper on the wall with an electric trimmer.
         
 
         She was going to be late for work, but still she didn’t move. The light made a burning prism in the side of the glass fruit bowl and tiny pieces of dust revolved in the rays of sun.
         
 
         Everything, today, was loosening the rigid organisation of her There were her early days, before she’d started drinking heavily. And there was the raw, tentative time of recovery, when she’d taken charge of her parents’ house and enrolled at university, and invented her new self. These were times that she was able to revisit, warily, without any danger. In between them was the dark place, the time she never wanted to think about again.
         
 
         The steam from her cup curled and slipped in the bright air. She replayed over again her encounter with Simon Lampton. What was that word he’d used?
         
 
         Hyenas.
 
         It was her encounter with Lampton that had unsettled her, made her turn and look back. It was like allowing yourself to let go, falling forward into clear air, the terror of having nothing to hold. Roza remembering.
         
 
         She heard the automatic gate creaking open as Jung Ha drove in. A voice on the radio said, ‘A man is in hospital after being stabbed last night in the Civic car park in central Auckland. The man, who police have not named, was returning to his car after a fundraising dinner for the National Party.’
         
 
         ‘Shit. Is it nine o’clock?’ Roza picked up her keys and hurried out of the house. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            four

         
 
         Simon was in hospital for one night. He had a lot of bruising, and stitches in his forearm. He found it humiliating being a patient, and was conscious of the golden rule with hospitals: get out as fast as you can. On the morning after he’d been admitted, he was interviewed by a policeman. The two boys had been arrested as they ran out of the building, by police responding to Karen’s call. Simon felt vague and tired and gave a rambling account. Each time he was asked a question he felt a spear of pain at his temple, as if his weary brain was resisting being used at all. All he wanted was to be still and silent. The policeman spoke of an identity parade. A pushy woman from Victim Support hung about and drove Karen crazy, wanting to talk about her own experience of violent crime, and taking up the cop’s time asking questions. Karen said the woman was a voyeur and a nutcase. The woman gave them a spiel about delayed shock and post-traumatic stress, until Karen snapped that they were both fine and all they needed was a bit of peace. The woman gave Simon a hurt smile and left, ignoring Karen.
         
 
         That first morning his side ached like hell, and they dosed him up with painkillers. Karen was in overdrive making sure he got attention; she rang his secretary, and made sure his partners had all his patients covered. He watched Karen pacing and frowning, giving orders into her cellphone. She enjoyed taking charge, dealing with problems and he thought, secretly, that she had the slight air of putting it on, like a kid playing at dress-ups.
         
 
         By the afternoon he’d got better control of himself and had a few hours of dreamy ease, lying in the sunny room high up in Auckland City Hospital. Karen had gone to see to the kids. His arm felt huge and hot and his fingers were bound and immobile. What he’d been afraid of was nerve damage, but the doctor had told him some time in the blur of the night that no nerves or tendons were damaged.
         
 
         He lay remembering. The brutal glare of the emergency department, the sounds and smells of human distress, Karen and Trish and Graeme looming and bobbing in his blurred vision like tragic clowns, helpless and out of place in their expensive clothes. A bloodied, tattooed gang member had twitched up the curtain and asked Trish, ‘Got a smoke?’ Trish had snapped, ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ and after that there were waves of laughter and fruity, falsetto imitations from behind the curtains, ‘Don’t be rid-i-cu lous,’ and then the great roar and stench of the big bro chundering into his bed and the shouts as his mates leapt out of range.
         
 
         They’d watched silently as a pregnant woman was wheeled past the door, her huge belly sticking up under the sheet. Along the corridor a child’s desperate screaming stopped abruptly, as if a hand had been clamped over its mouth. A doctor leaned over Simon and the bright light hurt his eyes. Simon had said, ‘Look, I’m really sorry but I’m going to have to …’ and vomited, the hot spurts tricking out through his fingers until a nurse jammed a styrofoam cup under his chin. He’d smelled the wine he’d drunk and couldn’t stop apologising, until the drugs had kicked in and he whirled away into a kind of shocked peace.
         
 
          
         He was given outpatient’s appointments for the doctor and physiotherapist and told he could go home; Karen arrived with clean clothes. He felt stiff and a bit dizzy but otherwise fine. He got dressed and was putting on his socks when Karen’s phone rang.
         
 
         ‘Oh hi, Trish. He’s … No. Really?’ Karen went to the window and looked out distractedly. ‘Now? Yes. No. Wow. Lovely.’
         
 
         She turned to him, agitated. ‘David Hallwright’s coming to see you.’
         
 
         He paused, holding his sock. ‘Why?’
 
         Karen had gone into a flap. Darting around the room, tidying up, she grabbed the shirt he’d been wearing in bed. He sat there, watching.
         
 
         ‘Simon. He’s coming. Now.’ She threw the shirt at him.
 
         He didn’t move.
 
         ‘Simon,’ she squeaked.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         She threw up her hands in frustration, kicked a towel behind the cupboard and looked around, frowning, hands on her hips, assessing the scene. ‘You’ll have to get back into bed.’
         
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Get back in bed. So he can visit you.’
 
         ‘Why do I have to be in bed?’
 
         ‘Because you’re in hospital. He’s visiting your bedside.’
 
         Simon stared. A throb of antagonism started up in his temple. He knew his slowness was driving her crazy. ‘You want me to get in bed so he can “visit my bedside”. Is it a visit or an event?’
         
 
         She tried to make a joke of it, laughing and fussing around him.
         
 
         ‘What if I don’t want to see him?’
 
         She made a furious face, but the door swished open. They turned. 
         
 
          
         Trish said, ‘Knock knock.’
 
         Karen blushed and said tensely, ‘You only just caught us. We were about to go.’
         
 
         Trish bent over the bed. ‘How are you, poor darling?’ She said to Karen, ‘They’ll be here in a minute.’
         
 
         The two women stood over Simon, seeing him as Hallwright would. It was the same frowning show they put on when they were critiquing a new set of curtains. He sat there while they sized up what to do with him, and he noted, sourly, how Karen imitated Trish’s mannerisms.
         
 
         Trish said, ‘He’s bringing her with him,’ and rolled her eyes.
         
 
         They fluffed up his pillows. Karen made him put his legs back up on the bed, pushed him into the pillows and draped a hospital blanket over him. They were enjoying themselves now, and Simon, at the mention of Roza, had become distracted, allowing himself to be arranged like a mannequin. Trish turned a vase of flowers to a satisfactory angle.
         
 
         The weather had changed; it was raining, and the world was shrouded in misty grey. Out in the harbour a ship made its way slowly from the container port. Drops of rain zigzagged down the windows. There was a slow squeak squeak as a trolley was wheeled past the door.
         
 
         Simon remembered the concrete stairwell. In the moment before he fainted he’d been dazzled by the flashes in his reeling brain; he remembered staring at a throbbing border between the brightest silver and the deepest black. And how was Roza Hallwright connected to the weird, floating euphoria of that moment? He remembered being impressed by her at the dinner, and that there was some striking quality about her that he couldn’t fix in his mind. He thought she might once have been a patient — he would look at his files, if Karen would let him out of here.
         
 
          
         Trish opened the door a crack and peered out while Karen arranged her hair and make-up. Trish said, ‘Let’s just pull back that curtain, and do you think we should wheel him nearer the window.’
         
 
         Simon came alive and said, ‘He’s not bringing bloody cameras in here.’
         
 
         They heard voices in the corridor.
 
         ‘He’s coming.’ Both women laughed. It sounded as if a crowd was coming along the hall. Shoes squeaked on the shiny floor and someone said, ‘Oh yeah, look, no problem, yeah.’ Simon leaned back with a groan and put his arm over his face.
         
 
         Trish threw open the door. ‘Hi, David. Hello Roza. Welcome. It’s so good of you to come.’
         
 
         Simon heard David Hallwright say, ‘Can we have a bit of privacy just at this stage? Thanks.’ There was a low murmur.
         
 
         Hallwright limped in, followed by Roza, a woman in a suit, and Trish. He came to the bedside, his hand outstretched, and when Simon took it he cupped his other hand over Simon’s.
         
 
         ‘Dr Lampton. Simon. I hope we’re not intruding. Roza and I obviously were shocked to hear what happened, and obviously wanted to share our deepest sympathies. We hear the news is good, though, no lasting damage.’ He turned to Karen. ‘Roza and I have been thinking of you obviously, and we just thought we’d quickly pop in, to show how, how … tremendously shocked we are at the events that happened — really right after we spoke to you at the gala dinner.’
         
 
         Karen gulped, ‘Thank you for coming.’ She’d gone very flushed under her make-up. ‘Simon’s doing very well,’ she added. ‘He’ll be up and about in no time, won’t you, Simon.’
         
 
         ‘Oh look, yes, in no time. In fact I was just about to …’
 
         Trish lowered her voice. ‘Simon could have permanent damage. We’re all hoping for the best.’
         
 
         ‘Look, we’re wishing you all the very best. Roza and I …’
 
         Roza came forward and shook Simon’s hand. She looked different in the harsh neon light, and for a moment he was disappointed. He remembered a face made mysterious by shadows, a slim figure emphasised by the elegant evening dress; now she was dressed in trousers and a shirt and she looked younger, rounder in the face, more competent and ordinary than she had been at the dinner. That evening he’d felt there was something wild about her, mad energy just contained, something other-worldly. Exotic.
         
 
         He thought he must have imagined it, but then she spoke, and at the sound of her voice his sense of her came back. Her eyes were large and grey and full of light, and her voice was alive with nuance. When she spoke it was such a contrast to her husband’s stumbling delivery that it seemed as if everyone should be embarrassed. But no, Karen and Trish were gazing at Hallwright as if he were the Second Coming.
         
 
         Roza said, ‘I was shocked when I found out it was you who’d been hurt.’
         
 
         I was shocked. You. He said, ‘It’s nothing.’
         
 
         She smiled. ‘A mere scratch I suppose.’
 
         ‘Yeah. Mere scratch.’ He fought down a grin, still holding her hand.
         
 
         A cellphone rang. Hallwright said to the woman in the suit, ‘You’re meant to turn that off in here, Dianne.’
         
 
         The woman called Dianne said, ‘Have we given some thought to a picture?’
         
 
         Hallwright looked innocent. He pursed his lips and gazed out the window and Trish said warmly, ‘Good idea.’
         
 
         Simon said, ‘I don’t think …’
 
         ‘We won’t let the TV in, but how about one for the Herald?’
         
 
          
         Hallwright said, ‘Sure. Why not? That’s a great idea.’
 
         ‘I don’t want …’ Simon said.
 
         Dianne signalled and a young man came in. There was a quick readjustment, Hallwright angling himself to the side of the bed so that he was frowning down at Simon, Simon saying no, the click of the camera, Hallwright changing positions and the click again. And behind it all Roza, standing coolly apart. He had a flash of resentment that she’d participated in this — lulled and bewitched him and then left him to the idiots around the bed.
         
 
         Hallwright stepped back and looked at his watch, he and Dianne exchanged a glance, and he said to Simon, ‘Look, I really hope you’ll be out of here soon, and up and about.’
         
 
         ‘I’ve already been discharged actually.’
 
         ‘Well. That’s magnificent news. We’ll obviously get out of your way, and let you recover in peace.’
         
 
         Roza came forward and Simon looked coldly at her. What was she, the fixer for the bozo husband, the one who smoothed out the impression left by his mangled verbs and jangling adverbs? She registered his cold look but made no sign of apology or embarrassment, just raised her chin, as though meeting a challenge. He suddenly remembered feeling almost antagonised by her at the dinner, and for a second he was close to realising what was significant about her. But the PA Dianne was ushering Hallwright to the door and Trish and Karen were lining up to shake hands. Simon subsided against the pillows, cursing his own cowardly politeness.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         There had been three murders in South Auckland that week. The Sensible Sentencing Trust organised a march in protest at the violence, and people rallied outside Mt Eden Prison waving banners and calling for stiffer penalties. Police were quoted as saying they wanted armed patrols on the streets, and the government was forced to defend its policies on justice. David Hallwright was affected by crime himself, when his good friend, surgeon Mr Simon Lampton, was injured in a street mugging after a National Party fundraiser. Mr Lampton was in a stable condition, but his family was waiting to hear whether there would be permanent damage. Hallwright was photographed at his friend’s bedside, and later made a statement to television reporters outside the hospital. He looked forward to tackling youth crime himself, when National became the government. He would be innovative and decisive; he would have a much firmer hand. This state of affairs had gone on for a long time, and obviously people were nervous and afraid. He had yet to release detailed policy, however. That would come, closer to election time.
         
 
         Claire said, ‘When’s he going to tell us what his policies actually are?’
         
 
         They were watching the six o’clock news. Simon, as the invalid, had the whole sofa to himself. The news switched to the American election and they watched the Democrat candidate speaking to a crowd.
         
 
         Simon said, ‘Do you think Hallwright hired those two muggers himself?’
         
 
         Elke, twirling her hair and staring into space, said dreamily, ‘What muggers?’
  
         ‘Definitely,’ Claire said.
 
         They watched the American president talking to reporters. Behind him, his wife fixed the reporters with a glazed smile. There was a local item, about tax cuts. If National won the election Simon would get a tax cut of fifty dollars a week.
         
 
         Karen said, ‘About time.’
 
         Claire looked at Karen. There was a silence. They all waited.
 
         ‘How much does Dad earn a year?’ Claire asked.
 
          
         ‘What’s that got to do with it?’ Karen said.
 
         ‘Do we need an extra fifty dollars a week?’
         
 
         ‘The point is …’ Karen began.
 
         Simon said wickedly, ‘Just say, theoretically, I earn more than eight hundred thousand a year.’
         
 
         Karen glared. She didn’t approve of telling anyone that kind of thing. She didn’t see why he had to help Claire attack her. Her look said, You’ll pay.
         
 
         Claire was triumphant. ‘So that fifty dollars will really be a godsend. At last we can eat. Don’t let it be wasted on poor people. Just let them all rot out there in South Auckland and hope they don’t come bothering us over here. Just get tighter security.’
         
 
         Karen snapped, ‘You don’t know anything about money. Spoilt brat.’
         
 
         Claire picked up her economics textbook, making a face at Simon. He grinned at her.
         
 
         The next item came on: a senior policeman, Ray Marden, had been acquitted of an historic rape charge. There was a shot of him outside the High Court, furiously denouncing his accusers.
         
 
         Karen turned on Simon. ‘Why do you let Claire do that? She’s got all these naïve ideas. She knows nothing about money and you just let her attack me over and over again. You let her.’
         
 
         He opened his eyes wide. ‘Darling, you’ve got to defend your ideas. You’re the one with the political mind in this house. I just focus on my patients.’
         
 
         There was a silence. Karen flicked her hair. She said slowly, ‘I suppose I am the political one.’
  
         She looked pleased. ‘Poor old Simon. Are you feeling sore?’
 
         She adjusted the pillows for him.
 
         
               

         
 
         A week later, Simon got up at dawn and drove to the airport. He felt all right, just a bit of stiffness in his shoulder and arm when he bent to pick up his bag. He left his car in the long-term park and flew down to Wellington for a conference.
         
 
         All day people asked him about being mugged and he told them the same thing. By the end of it he felt like a drink, so he and Peter from the hospital went to the hotel bar and shared a bottle of wine. In the taxi on the way to the airport he was light-headed, stale and headachy with the wine. It was getting dark already and Wellington looked tiny, huddled against its hills. He had a sense of impermanence and alarm, as though he’d had news of some momentous, agitating change.
         
 
         They were late for the flight and had to hurry down the hall to where the staff were waiting to hurl their bags through the security screen and hustle them onto the plane. They took off in a sudden rainstorm, the plane arrowing up through the streaming air. Simon looked down at the heartbreaking twilight falling on the hills, the last sheen on the cold sea. The hills were riddled with black seams of shadow. It was desolate and beautiful.
         
 
         Coming down into Auckland they passed through a storm. As they bumped and lurched through the mountainous clouds he thought of surfing, the plane skidding down the curling lip of the air. An air hostess was taking his used coffee cup when a flash lit up the wing, and a loud bang shook the plane. She clenched her fists and the cup crumpled in her hand; her eyes went fixed and intense and for a brief second he and she stared at each other. There was a stillness, a pause, and then, as nothing more happened, there was an outbreak of exclamations and questions; some people got out of their seats, appealing to the staff and someone said loudly, to nervous laughter, ‘Jesus fucking Christ.’
         
 
         The hostess firmed up her smile, said something vague about the storm and levered her way along the seats towards the front of the plane. The seatbelt sign pinged several times. There was noannouncement, only more silence as they flew and dropped, flew and dropped. Simon thought of his family, way down there in the wooden house. Each time the plane dropped the nerves flared in his injured side.
         
 
         The landing was smooth and it was only when they were on the ground that the pilot came on the PA and confirmed the plane had been struck by lightning.
         
 
         Simon and Peter waited for their bags. All around them there was talk about the lightning strike. Why hadn’t the pilot said something? Made them suffer all the way down. There was an agreeable atmosphere of something shared and collectively endured, strangers saying goodbye to one another as they left. Peter was talking but Simon was imagining how he would tell his kids. Claire needed a story to be told properly, in linear fashion, with all detail intact. She would interrogate him, come back to it, offer theories. Elke would receive the story in silence, and you wouldn’t know whether she’d even listened properly, until later, when she would let on that she’d heard every word.
         
 
         They walked out of the airport. The rain was coming in sheets, the wind pushing them sideways as they crossed the road. They ran in under the roof of the car park and said goodbye. Peter drove off and Simon shook off the rain, fumbling for his keys.
         
 
         A woman stood leaning against a pillar, talking into a cellphone. She was arguing, her voice getting louder. ‘You were supposed to wait. That’s not my fault. No. No. So I’ll have to get the bus …’
         
 
         Her voice broke. She wiped her eyes and whispered some curse, raising her eyes to the ceiling.
         
 
         Simon moved towards her. She had long black hair, tied back, her eyes were green, and she was wearing a black skirt, a sleeveless waistcoat and a white shirt. She turned away from him and rummaged in her bag and he hesitated, thinking he should leave her alone, but she fumbled with the cellphone, let out a despairing ‘Fuck’, tried to catch it and missed. The phone hit the concrete and skittered along the ground.
         
 
         He picked it up and handed it to her.
 
         ‘Hi,’ he said.
 
         She jerked back, surprised.
 
         ‘You all right?’ he said.
 
         She stared.
 
         ‘I heard you arguing.’
 
         ‘Do I know you?’
 
         He said, ‘We’ve met before. A long time ago. I mean, I fly a lot for my job, and I see you working in the airport café. I’ve sometimes wondered how you’ve got on.’
         
 
         She gave him a sour, mocking smile. ‘Mister, what are you talking about?’
         
 
         ‘I’ve said hello to you quite a few times in the airport café, when you’re serving. I wasn’t sure if you recognised me. I thought maybe you …’
         
 
         ‘I say hello to everyone at the counter. It’s my job.’
 
         ‘Yes. Well.’ He laughed. ‘Of course. Anyway.’ He hitched up his bag. ‘Hope you’re all right.’
         
 
         ‘My ride went and fucked … went and left without me. We had a fight.’ She looked at him closely. ‘Do I know you?’
         
 
         ‘No. It doesn’t matter.’
 
         She looked down at her bag. ‘I’ve got to go and find a bus.’
 
         They looked out at the sheeting rain. A piece of newspaper blew raggedly over and over in the wind, taxi drivers struggled with bags in the orange lights of the terminal and a plane roared in over the building, the sound echoing off the walls.
         
 
         ‘It’s a real storm. Can you not get a taxi?’
 
         
         She scoffed. ‘A taxi. Yeah right. There goes my pay.’
 
         There was a silence.
 
         ‘You could give me a lift,’ she said. She smiled, showing a missing tooth.
         
 
         ‘No. Really. I can’t really. It wouldn’t be …’ He thought of the word. Appropriate. He didn’t say it. It wouldn’t be appropriate. Or safe. For me.
         
 
         Her smile died. The wind blew her hair over her face.
 
         ‘Yeah. Ciao,’ she said. She turned and walked away, leaving him twitching his briefcase in his hand. She bent to meet the wind and he saw the rain hit her.
         
 
         He went back to his car, hesitated, then turned and hurried across the concrete into the road.
         
 
         ‘Wait,’ he called.
 
         But when he got to her she was annoyed. ‘How do you think you know me? Why don’t you just say?’
         
 
         ‘Let’s go back under the roof.’ They were getting drenched. He didn’t want to touch her but he herded her with his arms outstretched, back under the roof. She stood wet and glaring.
         
 
         ‘Here. Come on. I’ll give you a ride. Where do you live? Let’s get in the car.’
         
 
         She didn’t move.
 
         ‘Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be … I just saw you drop your phone and I really have met you before. I’m a doctor. You were my patient about, I don’t know, some years ago. I’ve seen you working in the airport lots of times and remembered. Here’s my card.’
         
 
         She looked at it.
 
         ‘I’m getting in the car. If you want a ride come along.’
 
         She didn’t move so he got in the car and waited until she came around and opened the car door. He cranked up the heater, drying his hands. ‘Christ, it’s wet, but so strangely warm!’
         
 
         
         She held the card and looked at him.
 
         ‘I’m an obstetrician. I deliver babies. You came in one night and I helped you have your baby. I remembered you.’
         
 
         ‘Because I was …’
 
         ‘Yes. You were with the prison guard, and they said they would take the baby away. I recognised you about a year ago when you started working in the airport café and I’ve wondered sometimes how you got on, whether you did have to give the baby up.’
         
 
         ‘I got her back.’
 
         ‘Oh, you did. That’s great.’
 
         ‘When I got out, when she was eighteen months old.’
 
         ‘I’m glad you got her back.’
 
         She said slowly, ‘You had a ring. Like a chain.’ She pointed at his hand.
         
 
         ‘A ring? Oh, a ring. Yeah. This one. Wedding ring. My wife bought it for me. On the Ponte Vecchio — that’s a bridge in Florence.’
         
 
         He held out his hand, showing her. The ring was a band with the gold twisted, as if it had been plaited.
         
 
         She touched the ring with her finger. ‘I remember your hands, with the ring. You had some weird jersey on. With sheep.’
         
 
         ‘Did I? Yes. That old thing. I think my wife made me chuck that out.’
         
 
         He smiled weakly, but she didn’t smile back, regarding him with a fixed expression. ‘You pulled her out.’
         
 
         ‘I did. I had to turn it round first. Gave me endless trouble. It was a girl, wasn’t it.’
         
 
         ‘Alicia.’
 
         ‘That’s a nice name.’
 
         ‘After Alicia Keys. I sing. I’m a good singer.’
 
         ‘So does she live with you now?’
 
         ‘No. She don’t live with me no more.’
 
         
         ‘Oh. Right.’ He laid his hands on the steering wheel, careful to sound neutral.
         
 
         ‘She’s dead.’
 
         ‘Oh no.’ He felt it. He’d turned her baby around, pulled her out, she had been taken away but her mother had got her back. That she was dead was a sick feeling for an instant, and then it passed.
         
 
         She was watching him. He shrugged and said, ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’
         
 
         She said in a hard voice, ‘You gonna give me a ride?’
 
         ‘Yes. Where do you live?’ He turned the keys.
 
         ‘Mangere. I’ll tell you the way to go.’
 
         Driving, he felt her stillness beside him. She gave him brief directions. The rain sluiced across the windscreen, the motorway lights bled and blurred in the watery light. She hummed a tune.
         
 
         He said, ‘Was she living with you when she died?’
 
         ‘Yeah.’ Her tone was empty, careless.
 
         ‘Was there an accident?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘Did she …’
 
         She yawned and said, ‘Why do you want to know? What’s it to you?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know. I saw her being born. I pulled her out, remember. Why shouldn’t I wonder how she died?’
         
 
         ‘Watch it,’ she said suddenly.
 
         He braked and nearly put the car into a skid. Half the road was flooded with a giant puddle and they ploughed into it, sending up a spray of water. He changed gear and they drove forward, the windscreen wipers chopping back and forth.
         
 
         His arm and side ached. He said coldly, ‘We were both there when she was born. We both …’ He didn’t really know what he wanted to say, except perhaps that he was needled by her neutral tone. It was depressing that she seemed to care so little. She’d probably beaten the child to death; it wouldn’t be surprising or unusual, given her history, the jail sentence, the fact that she was at least part Maori. Everyone knew about Maoris and child abuse. He felt tired, and regretted his offer to drive her into the heart of South Auckland. He peered ahead. The houses were tiny and unkempt, the lawns covered in dead cars. Every wall and fence was sprayed with graffiti, the shops were closed and covered with metal grilles to stop vandals, and rubbish was piled up everywhere. She directed him through a series of dingy suburban streets and he started to think he wouldn’t be able to find his way out, and went into a mordant little daydream: his car breaking down, the crowbar through the window as he waited for the breakdown service; the headlines. South Auckland mystery. Doctor found savagely beaten. Renowned obstetrician, ‘close friend’ of David Hallwright …
         
 
         ‘What’s so funny?’ she said.
 
         ‘Nothing.’ He glanced at her with dislike.
 
         ‘We’re nearly there,’ she said.
 
         There was a break in the rain. He slowed at the top of a hill and saw the churning sky ahead of him, ragged clouds lit up by the glow of motorway lights.
         
 
         ‘Left,’ she said too late, and he missed it. He swore under his breath, just wanting to get away now, to push her out of the moving car and drive away. She directed him to stop outside a row of little houses.
         
 
         ‘Right you are then,’ he said, hearing how flat he sounded.
 
         She reached down for her bag. ‘Thanks.’
 
         ‘You’re welcome.’
 
         ‘You want to …’
 
         He cut her off. ‘No. Gotta go.’ The look he gave her now was insulting, he could tell. Just a tiny hint of incredulity. As in, you weren’t thinking of inviting me in, were you? In there? Me?
         
 
         
         She pulled her bag to her chest. ‘Why did you give me a ride?’
 
         He said irritably, ‘Because it was wet and I felt sorry for you. Because I remembered you and your … baby.’
         
 
         ‘Why do you say the word baby like that?’
 
         Was he going to have an argument with a complete stranger on a dingy street in South Auckland?
         
 
         She said, ‘Don’t look at me like that.’
 
         He held up his hands. ‘What do you mean?’ He glanced out at the dark street.
         
 
         ‘Don’t look at me like that.’
 
         He said, ‘I don’t know what you mean. Just go inside, okay, and get some dry clothes.’
         
 
         She said dreamily, ‘Why did you pick me up and then look at me like I’m a piece of shit? Why did you bother?’
         
 
         ‘I gave you a lift, end of story. Now get out of the car and go inside. I need to get home to my family.’
         
 
         ‘Well, I haven’t got any family.’
 
         ‘I’m sorry to hear it. Oh for God’s sake, come on, don’t make things complicated.’
         
 
         She said, ‘Alicia caught meningitis. I put her to bed and she had a cold. When I woke up in the morning she was sick. She had a rash on her stomach. I took her straight to the doctor, he got her an ambulance to hospital and she was dead by that night.’
         
 
         Simon leaned his head against the steering wheel and closed his eyes. He said, ‘Are you going to get out of the car?’
         
 
         She opened the door. He watched her cross the pavement. After a moment he got out and followed her. ‘I’ll walk you in,’ he said. ‘I don’t like the look of this place.’
         
 
         A car howling by picked them out in the headlights: a tall man stooped over a woman, her face turned towards him, the rain hammering down on them.
         
 
         
         She got out her keys and looked at him dully.
 
         ‘You wanna borrow a towel?’
 
         ‘Eh? Yes. Thanks.’ He’d forgotten to lock the car and remembered that his bag was on the back seat.
         
 
         She turned on the lights. It was a tiny wooden bungalow with a sitting room and kitchen combined, and two bedrooms and a bathroom opening off it. She went into the bathroom. Through a door was a bed stacked with cardboard boxes. He sat down on a couch, shifted and pulled a coffee cup from under him. The walls were bare, and the kitchen bench was piled with a jumble of appliances too big and gleaming and new for the room, some still in boxes.
         
 
         She came out with a towel and tossed it to him.
 
         ‘Thanks. Have you just moved in?’
 
         ‘No.’ She glanced at the kitchen bench. ‘That’s a friend’s stuff. He brings it home. He just got that.’
         
 
         She pointed at an oversized television surrounded by slim speakers, an iPod on a stand, a tangle of plastic cables.
         
 
         ‘Entertainment system,’ she said dourly. ‘Blu-ray and that.’
 
         ‘Nice.’
 
         ‘You can have some DVDs if you want. I don’t want half of them.’
         
 
         ‘I’m right, thanks.’ He towelled his face. ‘Where did he get it all from?’
         
 
         ‘A shop, I s’pose.’
 
         There was a silence. They looked at the huge TV.
 
         ‘What’s so funny?’ she said.
 
         ‘Nothing.’
 
         ‘I’ll show what else he got. Look.’ She drew him into the bedroom. Sitting on top of a chest of drawers was a box of light. Simon came close and looked in. It was a large, elaborate aquarium with a hinged lid. A small pipe, jutting out of the side, shot jets of water onto the surface, turning to streams of bubbles as the water flowed down into the tank. Orange and white fish hung brightly in the silver bubbles, seeming to kiss the tiny balls of air as they rose, and the green weed waved like banners. Simon stood very near and watched a fish nose above the fine white stones on the bottom, drifting over the white dune. It kicked up the sediment, making a little burst of gold.
         
 
         She said, ‘My mate didn’t want it, eh. He gave it to me and I set it up. There’s all this stuff that came with it.’ She pointed to a row of plastic bottles. ‘I bought the fish. They told me at the shop how to do it all. You can’t give them water straight from the tap, you have to like process the water, and it’s got filters at the back you have to wash out and change. He couldn’t be arsed doing it and neither could I for a while, it just sat in its box, but then I just got the idea one day to buy the fish. I like it. I like the way it looks.’
         
 
         He said, ‘It’s beautiful. It’s a little world in there.’
 
         If you’d asked him, he would have had no interest in something like that, but it did look enchanting, a vivid, dazzling, unexpected sight in the dark room. The ripple and glow of it, the sound of the water falling, the way it created a scene so compact and wholly of itself and different from what was outside. The tiny creatures, in their quiet, brilliant world.
         
 
         He said, ‘It’s the light that makes it so pretty, and the colours.’
 
         ‘I keep it clean. If you don’t you get all this mould and shit. There are these potions you put in the water, to keep it fresh. And you have to clean the glass. I got this special thing to do it with.’
         
 
         Simon straightened up painfully. ‘So, your mate as you call him …’
         
 
         ‘Yeah, Lydon. He’s been staying here on and off.’
 
         ‘Where does he get all this stuff?’
 
         She tossed her head. ‘He just comes by it, eh. You want to feed them?’
         
 
         
         ‘Is he a burglar?’
 
         ‘No, but he works in a warehouse near the airport. They’re all bent there, he says. He just takes a share to keep in, so they don’t think he’s a nark. He calls it peer pressure.’
         
 
         ‘So he comes clanking in with all this stuff …’
 
         ‘Look. I’ll feed them.’ She dropped some flakes and the jets of water sent them whirling round the aquarium. The fish darted after the food, chasing it through the miniature forests of weed.
         
 
         They watched in silence.
 
         After a while he said, ‘I really can see why you like it.’
 
         ‘I lie here in bed looking at it. And you go to the shop and there’s all these extras you can get for it. They’re expensive, though.’
         
 
         ‘Have you got any coffee? It’d be good if I could have a hot drink. Then I’ll get off home.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah.’ She looked at him. ‘What’s wrong?’
 
         ‘I got this injury recently. I was mugged. It’s giving me a bit of pain. Can I just …’
         
 
         His head was throbbing and he walked out and lowered himself down on the couch, gingerly covering his eyes. ‘I don’t know, maybe getting so wet …’
         
 
         ‘You got mugged,’ she repeated.
 
         ‘Yes. In the Civic car park. I seem to be having all sorts of adventures. I don’t know. It never rains but it …’
         
 
         She put her hand on his forehead. He started.
 
         ‘You’re sick.’
 
         ‘Do you think?’ He shivered.
 
         ‘Mate, you’re the doctor.’
 
         He was feeling sick. It had come upon him properly at the moment he missed the turn into her street, a kind of sourness in the nerves that might mean some kind of virus.
         
 
         ‘You want some Panadol?’
 
         
         He nodded. She made a cup of coffee and brought him the two white pills, which he swilled down, croaking, ‘That’ll do it. I’ll just wait a minute and then I’ll go.’
         
 
         She went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. When she came out she was wrapped in a towel and he looked at the tattoos on her arms.
         
 
         She lit a cigarette. ‘You want a shower?’
 
         ‘No.’ He sat up, blinking. She went into the bedroom and put some clothes on, then came out and sat down next to him and put her hand on his forehead again. ‘Cooling down,’ she said primly.
         
 
         He laughed. ‘I don’t know what’s going on with me lately. So. Will your friend be home soon? Dragging in some new haul?’
         
 
         ‘He’s moving out, thank God. He’s only temporary. So if you know anyone who needs a room.’
         
 
         ‘Right.’
 
         ‘Not that you’d know anyone who wants to live here.’ She reached over and turned on the stereo. It was a woman singing, something sad. A wave of strong feeling came over him; his eyes prickled. She was looking down at the carpet, leaning her chin on the rim of her coffee cup.
         
 
         He said, ‘I’m sorry about the … about Alicia.’
 
         ‘She wasn’t called Alicia. I made that up. I only got into Alicia Keys after she died. She was called Aroha.’ She shrugged and sighed. ‘Corny name, I s’pose.’
         
 
         ‘Did you make anything else up?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         They listened to the woman singing. ‘I’m sorry anyway, whatever she was called.’
         
 
         They sat there for a minute. It was warm and comfortable. He wanted to stay like this, his eyes closed, listening to the music, but he said, ‘I’ve got to go.’
         
 
         
         ‘All right.’
 
         At the door he said awkwardly, ‘What’s your name? I can’t remember.’
         
 
         ‘Mereana.’
 
         ‘My name’s Simon. Simon Lampton.’
 
         ‘You think you can drive? Cos you look quite sick, eh.’
 
         He fiddled with his keys. ‘I could give you some money.’
 
         ‘What for?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. If you need it …’
 
         She smiled. It was a dangerous look. ‘You really are trying to get in trouble, aren’t you.’
         
 
         ‘No. Why would that … Well, do you mean it would be wrong? Everything’s wrong, isn’t it. Giving you a lift is wrong, coming in is wrong. It’s not … appropriate.’
         
 
         ‘Not appropriate. So you won’t be coming back then. We could’ve gone down the pub and I could sing you some karaoke.’
         
 
         ‘Okay. Well. Goodbye. Good luck.’
 
         ‘But where’s the money? How about my money?’ Her voice shrill. ‘Hey, don’t think you can fuck off without giving me my money.’
         
 
         He moved towards her, agitated, raising his hands.
 
         ‘Bye,’ she said quietly.
 
         He gave her a last look as he went away and she grinned savagely, and then the grin dropped and she looked empty and tired. He hesitated, almost went back to her, but stopped himself, jogging across the grass, into the swirling night.
         
 
         He looked at the street, its row of tiny houses bristling with satellite dishes. His father, Aaron Harris, lived in a street just like it. The thought of him made Simon’s nerves jangle.
         
 
         He had spent his whole life getting away from his chaotic, debauched old man. The family skeleton. Despite his punishing lifestyle, despite frequent trips to emergency wards, dry-out facilities and detox units, Aaron refused to die. Will we never be rid of him, Simon’s brother sometimes said, smiling grimly, and it was all grimness with Aaron; it was always bad news. He surfaced every now and then to plague and torment his sons, who had made good, who’d fled rather than followed his bad example. They’d spent most of their lives pretending he didn’t exist. In later life Aaron had shacked up with a Maori ex-stripper, with whom he’d had a son, Simon’s half-brother, Reid …
         
 
         Looking at the ragged houses, Simon heard Karen’s voice in his head. What are you doing here? What are you playing at? He felt dread settle on him; obscure, half-formed fears. He used to have bad dreams, of waking to find everything gone — the house, the career, the beautiful wife, all, in some terrible moment of reckoning gone, taken away because he was Aaron Harris’s son, because he should be out here in South Auckland instead, stewing in a tiny flat, in his Y-fronts, nursing his beer can, while some terrible slapper screeched around his head. In the dreams suited functionaries, repossession agents, sorrowfully drew him aside. There’d been a mistake, they told him; none of it was his. Those dreams were very bad. And he’d stopped having them, once he’d got older. He’d relaxed, and got happy.
         
 
         He knew he had a proper fever now. The pain in his head was silvery; it was like those bright stars, holes in his vision that had dazzled him when he’d been mugged and was slipping into fainting and shock.
         
 
         He got in the car, locked the doors and started the engine. The car shot away through the rain. He thought of Roza Hallwright, of her husband. Out here, seized with foreboding, he felt he understood Hallwright, the bozo with his mangled sentences, the guy who’d grown up poor and made good. Hallwright’s famously ostentatious house, his money, his elegant wife: these things he shored up against his past, against old memories and shames. Simon knew how it was. In the popular mind, Hallwright’s single-minded accumulation of assets, his frantic offsetting of past deprivation, made him fit to run the country. This guy knew what to do with his money; he would know what to do with ours. But what would he really do with it? Did he care about the ones left outside the walls? No, was the answer. And now, full of dread, Simon felt the same: keep them out. Keep them out. And yet …
         
 
         He jolted and gripped the wheel as the car threatened to spin out, the back wheels slipping on a wet corner. He controlled it, slowing down. What was it with him?
         
 
         He stopped to get his bearings. Guided by the dull blaze of the nearby motorway lights he turned and drove, hoping to find an onramp, yet blanked by dead ends. He looked ahead and saw traffic whizzing against the skeleton outline of a playground. The rain drummed on the roof. Sighing, he turned the car around.
         
 
         He pictured his family at home, peacefully waiting, and he thought especially of Elke. She was connected to whatever it was with him. She had always been a puzzle, an unanswered question, and lately more so. Little Elke. She had disturbed the family peace, caused Claire to make war on her mother, stolen their sleep, upset the smoothness of their lives — but that wasn’t it. They had weathered all that. She was happy and settled; they had been praised for their parenting in inspections and reports. The adoption had been a success. But somehow she had altered his course. Life had stayed smooth, but Elke had wrong-footed him. It was because he loved her, because of the way he loved her. The fever throbbed in his head, shaking his thoughts loose, and for a moment he felt detached enough to consider it: that he loved her not as a father would, but as a stranger. Chastely, carefully, virtuously, but passionately. Whatever  genes, was not present in her. He would never have touched her nor done any wrong; it wasn’t a sexual thing, and he had no interest per se, none at all, in young girls. But he had felt the different quality of his love, and he’d been disorientated by it. Love had made him vulnerable; it had worn away at him, broken down his walls. And the burden of his strange passion, the secret weight of it, seemed lately to have increased, to a point where the orderly calm of his life felt threatened. Now the suited functionaries, the dream repo men, might have said, ‘No, you cannot have Elke. We are taking her away. You are not a suitable father. You are not fit.’
         
 
         He saw the motorway onramp ahead of him, and with relief accelerated up the slope. The traffic was thin: now it would take him only minutes to get home. His mood lifted and he thought, with bad form to raise it, but he would have liked to know why she’d been in prison, and for how long. What it had been like. Instead he’d been so overwhelmed by the sheer recklessness of letting her get in his car that he’d barely asked her a thing.
         
 
         When had he become so effete? 
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         ‘Dad.’
 
         ‘Yeah.’
 
         ‘When the fish die, can I get a turtle?’
 
         ‘When they die. Christ. They’re meant to be your pets. You’re meant to love them. Not race on to the next thing.’
         
 
         There was a silence. They looked into the aquarium. Marcus ran his finger across the glass.
         
 
         ‘Yes, Dad. But Dad, when they die …’
 
         
                

         
 
         Marcus had been agitating for a pet dog. And Simon had got out of bed on a Sunday morning and said slowly, as if the idea had just dawned on him, ‘A dog’s a bit of a nuisance, old chap, when we go on holiday overseas and things. But how about this? It would be just as good. An aquarium. Of your very own.’
         
 
         In the pet shop he had dragged Marcus and Elke away from the animal pens. ‘So cute,’ Elke said, her eyes soft. Down among the newspaper scraps and plastic toys the velvety puppies rolled and sparred, letting out high-pitched yelps.
         
 
         ‘Over here,’ Simon said, hustling them ahead. ‘Look at this one.’ He picked out a big tank, confidently slapping its side. ‘It’s massively expensive, but oh well.’ 
         
 
          
         He got them interested in the tank and its accessories, the coloured stones, the range of bright weeds, the bottles of water softeners and natural bacteria and cleansers, and then they argued over which fish they should take home in the bulging plastic bags. When they emerged, hundreds of dollars later, rain was spiking down into the puddles and the late afternoon dark was setting in. It had been the stormiest winter since records began. They had been lashed and browbeaten by the weather. Simon grappled with the heavy tank, angling it into the car boot while rain sluiced the back of his neck.
         
 
         In the car the Elke and Marcus sat with plastic bags on their knees. The fish flipped and swam, distorted by the plastic into streaks of colour. Every time the car went over a bump Elke screamed.
         
 
         He spent hours setting up the tank on Marcus’s chest of drawers. He read the manual and showed the kids how to prepare the water, measuring the chemicals out of plastic lids. They washed the tank and lined the bottom with white stones, and Marcus and Elke planted weeds in the bottom. Elke had insisted on adding a plastic castle from the pet shop and Marcus had chosen a little model diver that bobbed above the stones. They poured in the water, and floated the fish in it in their plastic bags, so they could get used to the temperature.
         
 
         As the last of the light was fading, the rain stopped. There was a moment of drenched calm and the garden glowed with metallic green light. The children drifted outside and Marcus started to play with a ball on the lawn.
         
 
         Claire slouched in, a textbook under her arm.
 
         ‘What do you think?’ he said.
 
         ‘Yeah. Nice.’ She went away.
 
         He called Elke and Marcus inside and they launched the fish into their new habitat. He turned on the light and the pump, and the water filled with a swirl of tiny silver bubbles.
         
 
         Simon stood back, hands on his hips, admiring the beautiful liquid world.
         
 
         ‘What are you going to call them?’ he asked.
 
         Marcus looked at his new pets. ‘How about Up, Down, Backwards and Forwards.’
 
         ‘That’s only four.’
 
         ‘And Centre.’
 
         ‘So, which is which?’ Simon persisted gently.
 
         ‘That’s Up, that’s Down …’ The boy’s voice was toneless. ‘That’s, um, Backwards, that one with that string hanging from underneath it. What is that, Dad.’
         
 
         ‘It’s shit.’
 
         ‘Oh.’
 
         Simon allowed him out to play again.
 
         He took Marcus’s point: the fish were not real pets. You couldn’t hug them, and they couldn’t go anywhere. They couldn’t leap up and greet you when you got home. They didn’t even look all that different from one another. I’ll get the poor kid a dog, he thought, glancing out the window at Marcus, who was frowning as he positioned the ball on the wet lawn. Simon noted his son’s quick, secret smile as the ball arced towards Elke’s head. Elke had got too old to mess about with the football, and Marcus took regular revenge for her defection. She was dreamily picking her way across the wet grass. Now the ball hit her cheek with a resounding smack. She shouted with fury and lunged towards him but the boy was already running, delightedly fleeing …
         
 
         The aquarium was for himself, Simon knew. He felt guilty — his own bouncy, disingenuous enthusiasm had made him queasy all afternoon, and he had wondered, when she looked at him sharply, whether Elke had noticed — but he was irrationally pleased with it. The fish were not pets but they were beautiful, and so was their small world. When you turned off the lamp in Marcus’s room the tank glowed. It was pleasing in itself, but there was more to it, the secret, inexplicable motive. He had wanted an aquarium since he had seen Mereana’s, because it was beautiful, but also because it gave him an imaginary connection to that night. He thought about the encounter with pleasure, like remembering a trip to a foreign place where you weren’t supposed to go and not expected to emerge from unscathed. It wasn’t so much that South Auckland was exotic, although it was definitely the rough side of town. It was more that he’d stepped outside the rules. That night, all feverish and dazed and even, he thought now with amusement, fresh from being struck by lightning, he’d gone and done all sorts of things he wasn’t supposed to do. Like inviting a strange woman into his car. Like inviting (even worse) a former patient into his car. Going to her flat. Thinking about her, wondering about her life. Offering her money (what was that all about?). Keeping it secret from his wife.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         ‘Mum. Where’s Dad?’
 
         Karen was making school lunches. Outside, in the garden, the warm, relentless rain. What was it with the weather …
         
 
         ‘Mum. Where’s …’
 
         ‘I don’t know, darling. I suppose he’s in your room, staring at the fish tank.’
         
 
         Simon stepped away from the aquarium and surveyed it critically. He’d been using a special brush to clean the glass. With one part of his mind he registered Karen’s tone. So capable, so exasperated.
         
 
         When he’d come home from Mereana’s house that night he’d been sick: febrile and trembling. Karen had sniffed sharply and said, ‘What’s that smell. Cigarettes?’
         
 
         He’d made for the bedroom, scuttling past her in his guilty, smoky clothes.
         
 
         ‘What’ve you been doing? Why are you so late?’
 
         ‘I’m sick,’ he’d said, and crept towards the bed. ‘The plane was struck by lightning,’ he’d told her. ‘No, it really was.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know. All the scrapes you’ve had lately. It’s been bedlam here, by the way. Claire outdid herself. She’s been totally obnoxious for twenty-four hours.’
         
 
         ‘Sorry,’ he’d whispered.
 
         She’d stood over him, hands on hips. Shaking her head, ‘What is it with you …?’
         
 
         For the next hours he’d shivered his way through headache, muscle cramps and nausea, until, towards morning, he’d come through it, into a state of exhausted calm. He had arisen gingerly and gone to work late. The virus had left him feeling unreal and tender, as though a layer of skin had been stripped away. That afternoon, while talking to a patient, he’d been suddenly blindsided by weariness. He had paused and dipped his head and looked out at the rain, while she filled the silence (all his patients were women, and they always filled the silence). She’d said, ‘Ebsolutely. You’re so right. I totally agree,’ and he’d given a grateful smile and sighed, and turned away from the rain.
         
 
         ‘You’ll just have to slip your things off,’ he’d said, ‘and pop up on the bed.’
         
 
         He had whisked the drape around and shifted things about on the desk while she got herself ready, then ducked around the curtain and snapped on his gloves. When he’d angled the light he’d felt the ghost pangs of the virus along the muscles of his arm.
         
 
         ‘Draw your legs up high,’ he’d said, ‘and let them …’
 
         She’d obeyed.
 
         He’d bent his head and looked in. Looking into the centre of her.Neurosurgery was one thing – the mystery of the living brain. This, his business, was all body, the female body at its essential, defining point. Simon knew all about the mind/body problem. He was at the forefront of it: labour and birth. On a daily basis he looked into their eyes, calmed their frightened minds, and told them what their body was doing to them. Disease was different, easy to explain: your body is breaking down, it is decaying, it is sick. But in labour physicality did its business, making life, while the mind was a terrified passenger, waiting for the body’s next move.
         
 
         ‘Just relax,’ he’d said. ‘Easy does it.’
 
         Outside, the rain driving across the park, carried by a bullying wind. Inside, everything warm and bright, under the buzzing lights. How, he’d thought, does a mid-life crisis go when you’re staring at women’s bodies all day? When you’re this far beyond dreaming or imagining, or sneaking looks at nude magazines. Within certain parameters, all the bodies were the same, the same dimensions, injuries, the insults of ageing and living. His half-brother Reid used to rib him crudely: ‘Those rich chicks. Yummy mummies. You’re up to your eyes in it, mate.’ (But Reid was wrong, it wasn’t like that.) Yes, all those bodies. So you yearned for the defining quality, the difference.
         
 
         ‘Give me a cough,’ he’d said, and she’d obliged.
 
         He’d straightened, unrolling the gloves. ‘It’s healing perfectly. No, you’ll be pleased with the result, you really will.’
         
 
         And she would. It was one part of his job, repairing women who had been more or less rent asunder by bad births. This was what first-timers didn’t know (and there was a conspiracy of silence about this — something about the needs of the many, and not putting off the few). They didn’t anticipate it, not properly, the amount of damage a birth could cause. But this was what Simon was for. He turned the babies around, he pulled them out and then later, when his patients had done with having kids, he fixed them up, made them good as new. It was a form of plastic surgery. The latest techniques were excellent. He often imagined what women must have suffered in the past. And then there was the Third World, where no one could get this kind of care. Fistulas and so on; they just sent them off to live behind a bush, in disgrace, for the rest of their lives.
         
 
         ‘It’s all fine,’ he’d said. ‘I’m very pleased.’
 
         He’d waited while she got dressed. She came out, smoothing down her clothes, and sat down on the chair. She was tall and good-looking, svelte in her long black boots.
         
 
         She’d said, ‘I’ve got a work colleague who might need a gynaecologist. I told her, definitely. Go for it. I recommended you highly, Simon.’
         
 
         They all called him Simon, these private patients. At the public clinic they called him Doctor, or Boss, or often just, defeatedly, Him.
         
 
         Simon printed out a prescription and scrawled his signature. ‘Oh, right. Good.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll give her your number.’
 
         He’d passed her the prescription and blandly smiled. ‘She’ll have to get a referral first. From her GP. And then ring for an appointment.’
         
 
         He was looking at her properly now, trying to gauge her tone. She was stroking her throat and regarding him, as though weighing something up.
         
 
         ‘Her name’s Roza Hallwright. You know, married to the  Hallwright.’
         
 
         He’d thought, how fantastically indiscreet. This was Mrs Hallwright’s business, surely; she wouldn’t want her private plans discussed. And then he thought, it’s the name. People love to be close to a name.
         
 
         He’d fixed her with a disapproving look, ‘I see. Yes, the … As I say, she’ll need the referral, and then make an appointment.’
         
 
          
         But something had risen up in him as he said this, a small, sharp protest. He had ushered the patient from his office, shaken her hand, turning away from her a fraction too soon.
         
 
         He’d closed his office door, sat down and swivelled the chair towards the window. Out in the park the trees were all bending the same way. He didn’t want Roza Hallwright to make an appointment, no, he really didn’t. Why, he’d wondered, placing his hands on his knees. Why this sudden feeling?
         
 
         Me doctor you patient. He did not want this at all.
 
         
                

         
 
         Roza Hallwright sat at her desk, turning the pages of a manuscript. In her hand the red biro, beside her the cooling cup of instant coffee. She was not supposed to be reading this manuscript; it had been rejected, and had sat in a pile, waiting to be put into the recycling bin. She had gone looking for it, and by some miracle it was still in the office. It was the autobiography of Ray Marden, a former senior policeman who had resigned in disgrace after an inquiry that resulted in his being charged with, and acquitted of, a historic sex charge. The publishers she worked for didn’t want the book, particularly since they had published the life story of Marden’s alleged victim.
         
 
         This is just a bit of detective work, Roza thought, glancing up furtively, embarrassed by what she was doing. She had been repelled by the idea of Marden’s alleged crime. At work they’d all expressed amazement, Roza included, when he’d had the nerve to send them his manuscript. Her colleague Ellen had tossed it aside with a light, scandalised laugh. As if.
         
 
         She went on reading, and editing out of habit, shaking her head and frowning. There it was again, the phrase Marden was so fond of: ‘Once again, I had to bite my lip …’
         
 
         Tongue, she wrote. I had to bite my tongue.
         
 
         Although lip made more sense, she thought. He would have had to do a lot of lip and tongue biting, as his life was picked over in the media and his career went down the toilet. As the result of an inquiry ten policemen had lost their jobs, charged with abuses of power, mostly offences against women, in small towns. Marden had strongly denied any wrongdoing and had been acquitted on his charge, but that hadn’t done him any good. Everyone, including the hysterically hostile press, thought the jury in his trial had got it wrong.
         
 
         Roza hadn’t followed the inquiry and the court cases with much attention but she’d noted the roar of outrage when Marden was acquitted. The local paper had come out with the headline: Guilty! And followed it up with editorials and features on his accuser.
         
 
         She read on. ‘This spoke volumes to me,’ Marden wrote. ‘Once again, with this biased inquiry, the prime minister and her feminist cronies had seen to it that I would not get a fair deal.’
         
 
         Roza sat back and sipped her coffee, putting a hand to her brow. The manuscript was a disaster. It was a train wreck. If anyone got hold of it, studded as it was with suicidal phrasings, it would do him nothing but damage. ‘Feminist cronies’ was a public relations debacle all on its own. And there were plenty more. But the naïvety of it, she thought. The naïvety of thinking you could express yourself like this, and not be torn to shreds. His simplicity, his lack of guile, made her go towards him rather than away. Because if he was that simple, if he was that much of a failure at managing his own image, you had to start suspecting … What? That he was telling the truth? It was a puzzle. People could be extraordinarily competent in life, and on the page, toddlers. Babies.
         
 
         ‘Myself and my family were gutted,’ Marden scowlingly wrote. ‘No way was this incompetent woman going to stop there.’ The incompetent woman, in this case, was the police minister, Sonya Kingsley (BCom, LLM).
         
 
          
         ‘Coming for a coffee?’
 
         Placing a protective arm across the page, Roza looked up at Cheryl, the marketing assistant.
         
 
         ‘I was just looking at this Marden thing. For a laugh,’ she added.
         
 
         ‘Oh him. Why isn’t it in the bin?’
         
 
         ‘It’s fairly … illiterate.’
 
         ‘Yeah. Well. I don’t know why he thought we’d be interested.’
 
         ‘Has anyone here actually read it? Has Ellen?’ Roza asked.
 
         ‘God, no.’
 
         ‘I’ll pop it in the recycling,’ Roza said.
 
         Cheryl drifted off to the foyer and Roza waited for a moment before putting the manuscript in her bag.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Roza loved her work. It was another reason why she didn’t want to move to Wellington. Most of the staff were women and it was a companionable atmosphere. Most were Labour voters, Roza knew, but they didn’t hold politics against her. There seemed to be a comradely understanding that a lot of husbands were horrible, and if hers was the leader of the National Party it was a cross for her to bear, not a reason to dislike her. Or perhaps it was that they liked her enough to forgive her this detail. Or, she thought, perhaps it was because they sensed that she didn’t revel in David’s position, that she was not only apolitical but somehow tentative, reluctant even. Anyway, she loved her work and her colleagues, and she didn’t want to give them up. When she was in the office she felt surrounded and warm.
         
 
         Now, as she joined the group for a coffee, she thought about the manuscript in her bag. All at work had helped with the publication of Small Town Girl, the ghosted autobiography of Marden’s accuser, Shelley O’Nione. Small Town Girl had been a hit, and Shelley O’Nione had travelled to readings up and down the country, where fans had come forward to tell their own stories of rape and sexual abuse.
         
 
         Marden had obviously decided to respond to O’Nione’s accusation with a book of his own, but he was considered toxic: no journalist, ghost writer or biographer would go near him. Even hardened PR agents had turned up their noses. He’d had no help and so, painfully, hopelessly, he had ground out his own life story, and there was no one to warn him, no one to say, Tell your story if you must, but not in this way. They will crucify you if you tell it this way.
         
 
         If Roza had mentioned she was reading Marden’s book, everyone at work would have been loudly sickened. And she never would have looked at it, but for a chance discovery a couple of days earlier when she had been reading some publicity about the O’Nione book. There was a long article about the police sex crimes inquiry, and attached to it were clippings, reviews, photos and a profile by the Herald feature interviewer Emily Svensson about one of the other accused policemen, a Reid Harris, who had also been acquitted. And it had caught her eye, by chance, that this Harris had a half-brother whose surname was Lampton.
         
 
         It was not a common name. She had paused, thinking about Simon Lampton. It seemed impossible that he could be connected to something so squalid. But then, no one could choose their family.
         
 
         She had been curious. A bit of detective work. She had tried to find out whether Simon Lampton was related to Reid Harris. She had got on the internet and found a picture of the aftermath of his trial. Walking next to the acquitted Harris, holding his arm, was a man so strikingly like Simon Lampton that he had to be his brother. She Googled ‘Lampton’ and found a picture of the same man on a university website: Professor Ford Lampton, of the History Department at Auckland. Finally, she had found an article on the internet about a funeral, and a picture of Ford and Simon Lampton together. Small town. Small world.
         
 
         Her detective work finished, she’d forgotten about Lampton for a couple of days. She was too busy at work to think about anything else, but then, one lunchtime, she’d remembered Ray Marden’s manuscript and felt curious again, because of the chance connection to Lampton.
         
 
         Marden’s prose was excruciating, and yet she could picture him, jobless, alone, hated, laboriously grappling with his thoughts, and something in her nature assented, acknowledged his pain. She knew what it was to be the misfit, the odd one out. It was part of her history: she was the product of all that secret abuse she had inflicted on herself.
         
 
         He had been accused of raping O’Nione when she was eighteen and he was a twenty-four-year-old constable. He said it was consensual. After fifteen years she had come forward to accuse him, and her complaint had triggered the inquiry that had brought other accusers forward, drawing in Reid Harris, and the other policemen. You’d never unravel the truth after all that time. But, Roza reasoned, the juries had believed Marden, not O’Nione, and he’d been acquitted, having consistently denied the charge in the strongest terms. And Roza had never been sure about O’Nione, the celebrity victim with her frown of public pain. O’Nione had made sexual complaints about six other policemen too. All her life she had been preyed on by cops. She seemed to have been extraordinarily unlucky.
         
 
         An idea formed in Roza’s mind. She pushed it away, then came back to it: I could correct the manuscript for Marden and send him a note. Let him know the mistakes he’s making. She would have to make sure he understood that was all she was giving him, nothing else — just a little bit of editorial advice, since no one else would give it. But she had to think of David — she wasn’t even going to mention Marden at home; David would sensibly run a mile. Perhaps she could send the manuscript and note to Marden anonymously. But maybe even that was taking a risk, being careless and selfish when David needed her to be steady and reliable, especially just before an election.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         At staff drinks, Cheryl was giving a rundown of her recent medical adventures.
         
 
         ‘Yeah, Simon’s very easy. Relaxed,’ she said.
 
         Roza said slowly, ‘Simon Lampton. I think I’ve met him. We were at some dinner.’
         
 
         ‘He’s really good,’ Cheryl said. ‘You can see him on the private. He did both my births, but he does all the gynae stuff too.’
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ Roza said.
 
         ‘You know you were saying you and David might have a baby.’
 
         ‘I don’t know, it’s probably not the best timing. But David’s keen.’
         
 
         ‘You definitely should, Roza,’ Cheryl said. ‘You’d be such a good mother. I’ve got his numbers here.’
         
 
         Roza stepped back a fraction, holding up her hands. ‘Don’t worry, he’ll be in the phonebook. And I’d have to get pregnant first, wouldn’t I.’
         
 
         Cheryl said, ‘You’ve got to get on with it, darling. Your biological clock’s ticking. Here, I don’t need this now.’
         
 
         She handed Roza a piece of paper with Dr Lampton’s details, listed for patients: after-hours numbers, a cellphone. Roza felt a wave of heat rising up her neck and into her cheeks. She smiled vaguely and sipped her orange juice. She could smell alcohol all around her; it seemed to hang like a vapour in the air. It was definitely time to go home.
         
 
         Before they all left she crumpled the bit of paper with Lampton’s numbers on it and put it in the bin. Then, in the lift, she said she’d left something on her desk, nipped back, fished the paper out of the bin and put it in her bag.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Roza lay on the bed upstairs. Outside the window the clouds had seams of pure white, like ice, as they moved slowly across the sky. She was drinking tomato juice with copious amounts of pepper. The house was quiet. She narrowed her eyes and listened, and the ice in her glass let out a tiny, tortured crack.
         
 
         David was out with his team, being photographed in front of billboards. Roza had felt a twinge of panic, something spinning inside her, when she’d seen the first billboard on Quay Street. From a background of sky blue her husband gazed massively down, his jaw set: Resolve. The future. Hope. Command. Stopped in her car at the lights, nursing a cup of takeaway coffee, she’d peered up at him, allowing herself a small twitch of mirth. Hello, darling. You had to laugh.
         
 
         But she wasn’t laughing now. Beside her on the bed lay the pages of Ray Marden’s manuscript, now covered with jottings, markings, underlinings in red. She put down a page and picked up Simon Lampton’s phone numbers. Did she want a baby? As she considered this she took a long sip of her fiery drink, and felt it go burning down. Meet like with like. Nerves with nerves. Pain with pain.
         
 
         David was keen for her to have a baby, she knew he was. And she loved him for it. Added to her customary sense of unease was a weird excitement, a restlessness that flattened her one minute and sent her prowling round the house the next. The looming election, obviously, but the excitement and agitation in her body, the nerves — this wasn’t to do with David or the crazy predicament of being the wife of the next prime minister. Or Ray Marden. It was all to do with herself, and, now that she’d met him, the question that involved Simon Lampton. She was wary of agitation and excitement: any strong emotion was dangerous, as were hunger and fatigue. It was stressed at AA meetings: you had to look after yourself, stay on an even keel. She lay on the bed and looked for calm. The tiny crack of the ice cube. The clouds that seemed to be throwing themselves massively forward, and yet to move so slowly across the sky. But there was even something disturbing about that vast build-up of cloud …
         
 
         She picked up the TV remote. The screen revealed the American Republican vice-presidential candidate speaking from a podium.
         
 
         Oh, you … Roza thought, looking at the screen.
 
         The vice-presidential candidate: anti-abortion (even in cases of rape or incest), an advocate of teaching creationism in schools. The crowd whooped and stomped and shouted.
         
 
         Roza half-closed her eyes, took another blazing slug of tomato and pepper and watched a Republican campaigner being interviewed at the rally, a plump, tiny-eyed individual toting an enormous photo of a foetus. ‘We must protect life, all life.’ ‘As the Lord Jesus tells us.’
         
 
         Oh, you fucking stupid … Roza thought.
 
         She looked at the piece of paper again. She wanted to cry, but no tears came. But tears were dangerous. But everything was dangerous. Even the sky had menace, with its crystal curtains, its mountains of ice, so beautiful calm and cold. She looked at the cellphone number, and thought about ringing it, looked at the chest of drawers, where her own cellphone lay. And as she saw herself picking it up and dialling Lampton’s number, she felt it: the terrible pull. How can I do what I want without succumbing to what I don’t? How can I look for life when the fear of drinking pulls me the other way?
         
 
         ‘You’ll be all right,’ David had said, when she’d agreed about wanting a baby. He believed it, or he believed he could make it so; he thought he could keep her all right, because he thought he could do anything, just by working hard. She loved him for believing this. Darling, it’s the thought that counts. He knew she was vulnerable — she’d told him about her problem as soon as they’d met, and he’d insisted on driving her to her AA meeting and made her laugh (and shed a tear) with his cheery reply: ‘But that’s great. You can drive us home from parties.’
         
 
         He had been slightly desperate when they met, scarred by the death of his wife and struggling to do the best for his kids. They’d come together out of the ruins of their former lives. It fitted, it suited them that they were both escaping from something. The baby was the next logical step.
         
 
         What she felt now was incredulity. That she had been introduced to Simon Lampton, and that, after all her thinking around the subject in the last year, someone had put his numbers in her hands. And now, thanks to Lampton’s big donation to the party, she would be seeing him again very soon. She looked at the TV. The Republican candidate would say God was pushing her towards Lampton.
         
 
         You fucking stupid … cunt, Roza thought. And she lay on the bed, remembering.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         She remembered the long ago hot summer after she’d sat her school exams, when she and Myron Jannides had loaded up their backpacks and zoomed out of the city on his motorbike. They’d holed up at his parents’ bach at Karekare, a little two-bedroom wooden house in the bush above Lone Kauri Road, about a kilometre up the dirt road from the beach. The water came from a big corrugated-iron rainwater barrel, and there was no flush toilet, only a little outhouse with a long-drop hole in the ground, set away from the house. From the balcony you could look down the valley, over the shining bush to the sea. She remembered the afternoon light on the hills, the way the shadows in the gullies deepened to black as the sun crossed the sky, how she and Myron had bush-crashed down the hillside to the stream, where the water moved through the striped shadows and big eels came up from the deep pools, pricking the surface with their horned snouts. They had followed the stream all the way down to the beach, fighting their way through the bush or swimming where it was deep enough, and had come out by the waterfall, where they’d hunted for freshwater crayfish. They had spent their days at the beach, lying on the hot black dunes or body-surfing in the waves. Roza was a strong swimmer; she could get out the back with the boys and body-surf the biggest waves, not the way most people did, face-down in the water with their arms rigid, like learners in a kids’ pool. If the wave was a good one you could surf down it with half your body out of the water, your arms spread out and your head up, watching the boiling foam come smacking up towards you. She and Myron had competed, surfing next to each other. It was like flying. She was so sunburned the skin blistered off her face. She was covered in freckles and her hair was dry and tangled with salt. Myron’s blond frizz was bleached nearly white and his back was scaly with burn marks.
         
 
         Myron’s mates John and Gav had come out and stayed in the bach too. One evening they’d smoked a couple of joints and the three boys climbed up the cliff above the beach and couldn’t get down. They’d gone up stoned and sure-footed, but by the time they’d realised what they’d done they were twenty metres up the cliff, stuck on top of a difficult outcrop and panicking. Roza had lazed around below, laughing at first, thinking their shouts were melodrama. Eventually she’d got up, wondering if she should go for the ranger. They’d managed to climb down in the end; they were scared and shaky, and then stupid with relief, and had gone tearing over the dunes in the evening light, exhilarated, yelling and carrying on. Roza had stopped running and stood on the cooling black sand, looking at the flaming sky, the surf tumbling in silver lines against it, and the earth rolling back and away, until the horizon was just a black line against the moving mass of the sea. She used to think, there is nothing so pure white as sea foam against the black ironsand. She was sixteen, and in love with Myron to the point where it felt like madness.
         
 
         One day Roza and Myron had walked around the rocks to the tunnel track, and crossed the great desert of black sand, all the way to Whatipu. The sun was relentless and silver mirages bubbled on the horizon, rippling in the heat haze. They’d gone in under the cliffs and listened to the roaring echo of the sea bouncing off the rocks. They’d taken off their togs and he lay on top of her and she felt the sand sliding down the dune and curving hot around their bodies, burning her legs. It made it more exciting, lying on that hot, shifting surface, holding Myron’s back, her fingers on the rough scales of his blistered skin and the scorching in her legs as the hot sand trickled down. She’d hung onto him. The sky above her was so blue it was like enamel, and blueness danced in it, and the heat of the sand became unbearable on the sides of her knees. He came and she was burned.
         
 
         Myron didn’t talk much. He didn’t fill silences like she did. He didn’t try to explain things. She loved his body and his face and his toughness. There was a kind of dignity about him, he never whinged or had doubts, and he faced any dramas she created with a perplexed, boyish stoicism that made her break out in giggles, ashamed of her own lack of control. He was funny, dry, a rebel; he had pale blue eyes.
         
 
         On those long days when they’d walked through the black desert she’d felt like a savage, a creature moving across the face of the planet. There was animal happiness in the heat and the sweat and the burning light in your eyes. The grey cliffs stretched up into the bush and far above you could see the pohutukawa clinging to the rocks by their gnarled networks of roots, and birds floating way up there against the fierce blue. Sometimes they met fishermen and trampers; mostly the vast landscape was empty. They’d crossed the stream that ran out of the Pararaha Gorge and hunted for the native frogs that hid in the raupo stalks. They’d swum in the pool below the giant black dune, and Roza had got out and run screaming when a huge spider came skittering towards her across the surface of the water. On the stream there were floating islands of grass and reeds, and the reeds grew in a bright green line.
         
 
         When they’d got to Whatipu they’d bought Cokes at the store and lounged in the shade. They’d picked mussels off the rocks if the tide was low enough, and slung them in a bag to steam open for dinner. It was usually late by the time they’d raised the energy to move again, and they’d end up trudging home with the sky all in flames, rounding the rocks at Karekare and walking up the last steep incline of the metalled road in a stupor of tiredness.
         
 
         They’d had a kerosene lantern hung out on the balcony. Roza remembered the stink of it, the way it swung in the breeze, the flame leaving a fiery trail against the black night, the smell mixing with the rich scent of Myron’s joint. She was stupid with dope and happiness.
         
 
         She couldn’t remember how long they were out there in the bush. It must have been a few weeks. They hitchhiked to Piha and bought food from the store, and a couple of times, after their money started running out, they’d gone to the phone box down at the beach and had rung Gav, and got him to bring out supplies. She could have stayed forever, but of course it came to an end.
         
 
         She’d woken up one morning, sick. She was feverish, and threw up so much she could hardly stay on her feet. Myron said she must have eaten a dud mussel and to lie down and sleep it off, but she’d got worse, and in the end Myron had given in, and had run down to the phone box to ring his mother, Roza having croaked that he wasn’t under any circumstances to ring hers. Myron’s mother had driven out in her old Hillman Hunter, and transported them back to town, stopping on the way so Roza could chunder out the window into the bush at the side of the dirt road. It hadn’t rained for weeks and the bush was pale with road dust, and ribbons of dust hung in the air like smoke, stirred up by the surfies careering out to the beach in their old bombs, probably stoned already and taking crazy risks on the narrow bends. Myron’s mum’s car had ripped old vinyl seats and smelled of mint and herbal cigarettes. She was a bit of a hippy. She hadn’t said much, just swerved to avoid the old vans and surfboard-laden station wagons, had clashed the gears, sworn in a breathy, apologetic, half-laughing voice and driven like a fiend in high gear all the way down the Waitakere Ranges.
         
 
         Back in the city she’d parked outside the Danielewiczs’ big Remuera house, dragged out Roza’s backpack and asked her if she wanted company going inside. Roza had said no, with the sense that Myron’s mother would be relieved to see the back of her. You could tell she adored Myron: he was her only child and she was a solo mother, and although she’d known where they were, she’d made a big thing of having missed him and having been worried about him. Roza had registered the possessive, suspicious edge in Mrs Jannides’s voice, and been stung by it.
         
 
         So they’d driven away and she’d walked slowly up the front path. Her own mother’s face at the window.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Roza listened. The cleaner had arrived and was barging about downstairs, talking to Jung Ha. JH was denouncing the dog again and the cleaner was chiming in. ‘That dog bad. But all dogs very bad. So dirty!’ A door banged, and the vacuum cleaner roared vindictively into life. 
         
 
          
         She picked up the next page of Marden’s manuscript and frowned, trying to concentrate. Several chapters in, he had got onto his childhood: the son of ordinary working-class parents, he had run a mile barefoot to school every day, winter and summer. It reminded her of the Frank Sargeson story about the boy who put his feet in cow pats to keep them warm. From bare feet to high office, and now out in the cold again.
         
 
         She clicked her tongue and crossed out a line, sighing deeply. What fascinated her was Marden’s catastrophic fall from grace. To be exposed and vilified, brought down and down, until there was nowhere further to fall, was the very thing she feared. Not so much for herself but for David. She must not let him down. She was anxious and she felt trapped, and she thought how strange it was that there were so many things you simply could not do, people you couldn’t associate with, places you couldn’t go. She couldn’t just ring Simon Lampton — she would have to make an appointment first. You couldn’t be seen dead with Ray Marden. For her and David, the restrictions were absolute. At first, with David, she’d been attracted by the idea that she would be surrounded by money and respectability, but his success had built and built, he had tied himself to public life, and now the walls were larger and also more precarious, more susceptible to risk. She felt the scrutiny on her. So far she was known only as the undercover wife — the one who didn’t contribute enough to her husband’s campaign. If she got pregnant some of the pressure would ease; she could retreat into her ‘delicate condition’, and people would have to leave her alone. And again came the thrill of uneasiness and pain. Pregnancy — the mere thought of it made her want to get drunk.
         
 
         ‘It was sickening and disappointing …’ Marden wrote. Roza’s pen hovered over the page and she wrote in her small neat hand, ‘Perhaps strike a more detached tone?’ 
         
 
          
         ‘No way was that hypocritical woman and her cabinet of cronies …’
         
 
         Roza laughed. She would have liked to get Marden over to the house, sit him down and give him a tutorial. Let me give you a few  lessons in PR and spin. She despaired of his sentences, and yet each clanger made him seem more helpless, inept and — although David would call this naïve — more honest. David would say, just because the guy can’t write doesn’t mean he’s not a liar. This was true, and yet she hadn’t found anything in the manuscript so far that struck a mendacious or implausible note. You can’t entirely dismiss instinct.
         
 
         She heard the gate opening below. It would be David coming back from his photo session. She gathered up the pages and slipped the manuscript into a bottom drawer, along with Simon Lampton’s phone numbers.
         
 
         ‘Where’s Roza?’ she heard him say. He limped slowly up the stairs.
         
 
         She propped herself on one elbow. ‘Nice hair.’
 
         He smoothed it down with a clumsy hand.
 
         ‘They’ve given you a mohawk.’
 
         ‘Have they?’
 
         Roza laughed. ‘I’m sure you’ll look lovely, darling.’
 
         ‘Well, obviously I don’t want to look lovely so much as in  command.’
         
 
         Roza rolled over on her back. ‘Oh,’ she sighed.
 
         ‘Oh what?’ He took off his suit and put on a shirt and jeans.
 
         ‘You’re such a … scream.’
 
         ‘Am I.’ He lay down on the bed.
 
         She turned, ‘So are you ready for tonight?’
 
         ‘Yeah. God. I’m bloody tired actually.’
 
         ‘Good. We’ve got an hour before we get ready. Like a little holiday.’ 
         
 
          
         They lay side by side. The big clouds shouldered along the skyline, with their shawls of rain and vapour. Fat drops splattered against the window. He put the back of his arm across her stomach.
         
 
         She said, ‘So you say we should have a baby. Isn’t the timingspectacularly bad?’
         
 
         He turned on his side, amused. ‘The timing is always bad for a baby. That’s what babies do — they change everything.’
         
 
         ‘We can just let it happen, I suppose,’ she said in a faint voice.
 
         He put his hand on her arm. ‘That’s the thing. Don’t worry about it. Let it happen. Or not. Just wait and see.’
         
 
         She said, ‘I suppose you know all about it. You’ve done it before.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, I’ve done it all before and it’s great. You’ll love it.’
 
         She sighed. ‘Isn’t it strange, what we’ve got ourselves into. I have odd thoughts. Like, what if the place is bugged.’
         
 
         ‘The house? It’s not bugged.’
 
         ‘What if there’s a cameraman out in the trees.’
 
         ‘We’re not that kind of famous, we’re boring famous. No one wants to look in our bedroom window.’ He looked at her intently. ‘Don’t worry. It’s completely safe and private in here. It’s our bolt hole.’
         
 
         ‘Someone’ll come to the party with a hidden camera.’
 
         He laughed. ‘Well, just watch yourself. Stick to the party line.’
 
         ‘I think, do you just want us to have a baby because it would look good? Make you look all virile and manly. Make people stop wondering why I’m so supposedly undercover.’
         
 
         He said, ‘Don’t say that. It’s all up to you. I like the idea; I want you to be happy. It’s completely got nothing to do with anything else.’
         
 
         ‘I think, imagine if Jung Ha sold our secrets to a magazine.’
 
         ‘What secrets? There wouldn’t be justifiably … It wouldn’t be much of a story. Speaking of Jung Ha, where is she?’
         
 
         ‘Prowling around with her camera. Snooping through the laundry basket.’
         
 
         ‘Let’s keep her out then,’ David said.
 
         He got up and locked the bedroom door, turned, listened, then dipped his head and said, ‘Hopefully it’ll all go swimmingly tonight and then we can totally relax the next day and stay under the radar.’
         
 
         Roza looked at him without expression. She had the reflexive desire she often felt when one of his sentences hung in the air, to whip out her red pen and correct it, usually with cuts, drastic cuts. But she loved him when he mangled his sentences. As it was with Marden, the more he struggled to express himself, the more she turned towards, rather than away. It didn’t mean they weren’t lying,but it softened her.
         
 
         He wrinkled his forehead and limped to the window, looking out. ‘You’ve gone and got me all paranoid now,’ he said.
         
 
         The room was large and filled with light. She could see the bare tips of the trees, and, if she raised herself up on one elbow, the distant ridge with its line of wooden houses, and beyond that the city. She thought, you could probably go up the Sky Tower and look straight into this room with a telescope. She flopped down on the bed. ‘You’re right. Say they saw us having sex. What are they going to do with that? They’re not interested, unless we’re doing it with the wrong person, or doing something illegal.’
         
 
         She thought, But who are ‘they’?
 
         He leaned his forehead against the glass and said in a distant voice, ‘You’ve obviously got to rationalise it.’
         
 
         She looked at his bowed shoulders, the backs of his elbows, the crooked collar of the polo shirt, his hair standing up in clumps at the side of his head. 
         
 
          
         There was a click and a sigh as the thermostat adjusted itself and warm air rippled against the glass.
         
 
         He said, ‘It would only get ugly if there was some scandal.’
 
         ‘Well, yes,’ Roza said. She looked at him carefully; there was something unusual in his tone.
         
 
         He turned, raised his eyes and met hers, lifted and dropped his shoulders and smiled, pressing his lips together, as though pushing away an unpleasant thought. Picking up the clothes that she’d tossed over chairs or dropped on the floor, he smoothed them out and hung them in the wardrobe. She watched him add his shoes neatly to the line in the cupboard, straighten the mess on top of the chest of drawers.
         
 
         There was a sound out in the hall and he paused, holding a coat-hanger he’d been about to angle into her jacket. They looked at each other and grinned.
         
 
         Roza whispered, ‘Jung Ha. With her camera. Her equipment.’
         
 
         He hung up her jacket and came to the bed. They lay close; he put his arms around her and she said, with a sense that she would lose something by asking the question, ‘There’d be a scandal if you had an affair.’
         
 
         ‘I wouldn’t have one.’
 
         She teased, ‘All that time down in Wellington by yourself, opening your lonely tins of beans.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll keep flying back. To you,’ he said. ‘I love you. I know you wouldn’t do anything to jeopardise … to damage us. Everybody feels that.’
         
 
         Roza looked at him. ‘Us. Everybody. Are you talking about our marriage or the party?’
         
 
         ‘About us. Obviously I love you. I trust you.’
 
         She thought, that word: obviously. She had heard it more often, as the campaign had got underway. 
         
 
          
         ‘You trust me,’ she repeated. ‘You and “everybody”.’
 
         He said quietly, ‘Do you have any idea what I’m about to do, any idea of the pressure? It’s not just me or us any more. It is everybody.’
         
 
         ‘But … you make it sound as if people have been talking about me, weighing me up.’
         
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘Like I’m some sort of problem.’
 
         ‘You’re not a problem. I just have to think of the big picture now, that’s all. I have to think of the whole team.’
         
 
         ‘The whole team.’
 
         He was suddenly angry. ‘You can hide away, isolate yourself. I’m the one who has to front up. Of course I think in terms of the team. And risks. I’ll tell you what else, risk is what I’m good at. Why do you think we’ve got so much money? Why do you think you live in such a big house? Because I know how to take risks.’
         
 
         She sat up and pushed him away. ‘So I’m a calculated risk? Is that what I always was? Lots of inherited money, looks good …stacked up against problem with the booze. Did you weigh it all up, when we met? The money was the hook, I suppose. You didn’t have much. Part of the reason you live in this big house is because of the start I gave you, with the money.’
         
 
         She had never said anything like this before. His eyes filled with such intensity she thought he might hit her. She moved abruptly and he flinched; for a second they were motionless, eyes locked.
         
 
         He said quietly, ‘I have never needed your money. All this,’ he waved his arm in the air, ‘all this was made by me.’
         
 
         There was a sound in the hall, a tiny metallic ping and a thrumming noise, as if something had brushed along the metal rungs of the heater. She saw his expression change, as he listened. They waited. Silence. He dropped his head and then cast her a black, sideways look. 
         
 
          
         Roza put her hands up to her face. ‘Oh, don’t look at me like that.’
         
 
         ‘Your money was nothing compared to what I’ve made. Nothing.’
         
 
         ‘Okay. Okay.’
 
         She sat on the edge of the bed, her feet together on the floor, inspecting her fingernails, thinking. David crossed to the bedroom door, unlocked it and looked out. He came and sat next to her, put his arms around her and held her very tight.
         
 
         ‘We’ve got to stick together. You’re what I care about most.’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘We need each other.’
 
         ‘Yes,’ Roza said.
 
         They began to pull off each other’s clothes.
 
         
                

         
 
         Later he went to the bathroom and turned on the shower. Roza listened then got up and opened his briefcase. She drew out a manila folder full of pages.
         
 
         
            I was taking my son and his friend to a movie. We were coming  home in the Crown car and my son and his friend were talking  about the film. My son said, ‘It would be great if Dad had a job like  that guy in the movie — spying, dropping into enemy territory.’ I  was sitting in the front and I leaned back and said, ‘Buddy, I could  be the prime minister in a couple of months.’ And my son said,  ‘Yeah. But wouldn’t it be great if you had a cool job, like being an  international spy.’ 
            

         
 
         When did he take Michael to a movie in a Crown car? And surely Michael wouldn’t express himself in this way: it made him sound like a much younger child. But of course it wasn’t true; someone had written it for him, to portray him as a well-rounded, decent family man. It was corny but he would deliver it well in speeches, with warmth and conviction. A small story, to fit into the larger. It wasn’t on the scale of John Howard’s lies about refugees throwing children off boats. It made no wild claims …
         
 
         She put the folder back in the bag and walked into the bathroom, looking at the shape of him through the dimpled glass. A swathe of mist hung at middle height, grey air. He turned and started slightly, dropping the bottle of shampoo.
         
 
         He called, through the glass, ‘Roza?’
 
         
                

         
 
         Simon knotted his tie. In the next room Karen and Claire were having a low-level scrap, and above the sound of their voices the wind whined over the roof and shook the trees. He had driven home through a wind tunnel of flying twigs. There was a monster weather system out in the Tasman Sea, the radio had told him, and it was scheduled to move our way. It was the fourth big storm of the winter. Was this the new weather? The idea of climate change made him so anxious (because of the children) that he screened it out. When the kids were in the room he switched channels to avoid items about melting ice caps and mass extinctions. He worried especially about Claire, that she would get depressed. The news about the planet was always bad and it always told him that Claire should be depressed, or at least worried. Many in the party, including Karen, thought climate change was a Green conspiracy and a hoax. Simon hoped it was a hoax, he prayed it was. But he didn’t feel so secure that he could watch the stories and blandly scoff, as Karen and Trish and Graeme did.
         
 
         The stories about the planet definitely disturbed him more than anything. But here he was, knotting his tie, and off to an evening for party donors at Trish’s house (the Hallwrights were expected; Karen was beside herself). The people there would not care to discuss the end of the world; they would talk about growth and prosperity and the need to get ahead. And fundraising, and golf.
         
 
         Simon inspected his face. Dark loops under the eyes, a new furrow in the middle of the forehead. His expression was open but slightly too intense, evidence, perhaps, of something hidden, the face of a man who wants to be seen as good.
         
 
         The mirror reflected the hall and the door to Marcus’s room, and beyond that the bright aquarium, the water whirling in the current from the aerating pump. Simon paused: he could see something floating in the current. It sailed across the top of the tank, slipped down to the bottom, whirled up again into the scatter of bubbles, crossed the surface again.
         
 
         He crossed the hall. The tank was a square of light, casting a white glow over the bed, over the tangle of model airplanes and school books on the desk, and the lurid posters and the footballs and bits of school uniform strewn on the floor. The blinds were open; the trees outside were being violently battered and stripped by the wind. The window frames rattled. He peered into the tank. The floating thing was a fish. He watched it limply borne by the current, its mouth open in an O of surprise, its scales already dull and slimy-looking. Turning and turning in the current, dragged down to the stones, its tail loose and feathery, the round dead eye no longer shiny but matte and grey, it snagged on a plant and hung in the fronds, upside down. The other fish came near, nudging it, until it broke free and drifted on.
         
 
         In another room Claire said, ‘Mum, do you have any idea how stupid that sounds.’ There was a bang.
         
 
         Claire said, ‘God. Calm down.’
 
         Simon looked at the dead thing, struck by the absolute annihilation of structure. Before, it had been densely packed, flipping and turning, tight with life; now it just whirled, like a piece of cloth, as if it had never had any bones. He turned off the pump and the fish sank sadly down through the weeds, the others darting above it as it bobbed and lolled, coming to rest at an angle that looked somehow louche and obscene. Simon moved the net clumsily; he managed to squash the tiny corpse against a rock, and brought it up, wincing. The sodden little puddle of orange slime lay in the bottom of the mesh. He peered into the tank, his great anxious moon of a face distorted by the glass. The other fish turned and flipped their tails, rising in the stream of bubbles.
         
 
         He carried the dripping net from the room and trudged down to Marcus.
         
 
         ‘There’s been a bit of a tragedy, old chap. One of the fish has died. Backwards, is it. Or possibly Forwards.’
         
 
         Marcus got up briskly and looked into the net.
 
         Elke clapped her hands. ‘We’ll have a funeral.’
 
         ‘What, now?’ said Barbara, who had arrived to babysit, which really meant, now that Claire and Elke were both old enough to mind Marcus, that she was there to stop them killing one another.
         
 
         ‘Yeah. Out in the garden.’
 
         ‘There’s a storm,’ Barbara pointed out flatly.
 
         Claire said, ‘Even better. Atmosphere.’
 
         Barbara looked at Claire and sniffed.
 
         ‘I’ll make you a gravestone,’ Elke said, and slung her arm around Marcus’s shoulder. She said, ‘Here, Dad. Give us the deb body.’
         
 
         Simon handed her the net and went back upstairs.
 
         Karen was smoothing down the ruffles of a new outfit. She was all in black, as tightly wrapped as a parcel from the waist up, and then the long skirt with its layers of flounce and gauze and ruche. She sat down, pulling on her long black high-heeled boots, and he looked into the swell of her brown cleavage, packed in and fringed with black lace, and felt something rise in him, a strange kind of longing that was close to pity — but for whom? — and he knelt down beside her, helping her to zip up one boot and then the other while she sat back and watched him with a distant, ironic air. There was a flash of lightning, followed by the long rumble and crack of thunder. He rocked back on his heels and straightened up painfully. Oh, the creaking knees. He stood bent and looking sideways at her, his hands on his thighs.
         
 
         ‘One of the fish has died,’ he said.
 
         She crossed to the mirror, took up a small brush and began dabbing her cheeks.
         
 
         ‘Maybe overfeeding. It can’t be underfeeding.’
 
         She looked closely at the small brush, blew on it and said, ‘Trish rang. She sounded so confident. If it was me, I’d be panicking by now.’
         
 
         ‘Trish is not one to panic.’
 
         ‘She’s amazing, isn’t she.’
 
         ‘Yes, I’m constantly amazed by Trish.’ He went to the door.
 
         She made a tsking sound. ‘Oh, you. Are you ready? Leave the aquarium, we’ve got to go.’
         
 
         ‘I’m ready.’
 
         She turned, picked a hair off the tiny brush and said consideringly, ‘I’m surprised one’s died. The amount of time you spend on them. They’re the most looked after fish in the world.’
         
 
         She looked straight at him and he was surprised to see a flicker of cold laughter in her eyes. That his Karen should want to hurt him, yes, it was unexpected. Simon glanced away, wondering what he had done or not done to deserve the little barb, the coolly scathing tone, but perhaps she didn’t mean to prod him where he was tender, and of course it was ridiculous to care about the aquarium, to care so much, to feel a kind of mortification at the sight of the little corpse, as if it were one of his patients, dead on the table after some terrible botch. Perhaps too, she didn’t realise that her gentle ribbing about his devotion to the fish made it obscurely embarrassing now that one of the little bastards had died on him so soon. He had never had a hobby, and here he was, already failing. For God’s sake, he thought. It’s a goldfish. He took his patients’ lives in his hands every day, and didn’t fail — touch wood, God forbid.
         
 
         He allowed a little silence to play out, to show that he’d registered her tone, and then left the room, for one last quick stocktake of the tank.
         
 
         Before they left, Claire drew Simon to the window. ‘Look.’
 
         Out in the garden, with the rain falling in curtains around them, Elke and Marcus stood under umbrellas. Marcus shone a torch that lit up their dreamy, absorbed faces and Elke, the stalk of her umbrella held in the crook of her arm and resting on her shoulder, carried a small box in her hands. She was talking and Marcus was listening. The rain blew across the torchlight. Simon thought of the children’s secret lives. How Marcus punished Elke because she wouldn’t play games, how she had jilted him and how he tormented her, trying to win her back, and he wondered what it had meant for Marcus having this strange, compelling girl suddenly planted in his family life. It must have been as disturbing for him as it had been for all of them, but Marcus had never wished Elke gone as Claire had; instead he had followed her, yearned after her, and all their fights and teasing and childish violence was an intense battle that came close to being love.
         
 
         Marcus was transfixed — what was she saying? She gestured, and he leaned in and laid his hand on the box. Elke had a flair for ritual and drama. She was not rational like Simon and Claire, not grounded like Karen; she was all instinct, secret, feral, self-contained.
         
 
         ‘They’ll catch their deaths out there,’ Barbara said. Simon and Claire turned and looked at her in silence, and she withdrew with a sniff, sensing the rebuke that hung in the air, father and daughter turning up their noses — and what unfortunately similar noses they were, Simon thought. Worse luck Claire. Barbara was obviously wishing Simon and Karen would go, so she could bustle the difficult girl back to her homework and spend some cosy time with the younger ones.
         
 
         There was something wistful and soft in Claire’s expression as she bent over her textbooks. She acknowledged Elke’s power and charisma; she always had. Marcus, and Karen of course, would always side with Elke against Claire. Claire could not alter this. Elke would always be more beautiful, and Claire couldn’t do anything about that either. But perhaps my love will keep her here, Simon thought. Otherwise she might fly away and never come back, his clever, angry girl. She knows I understand. That I see what she sees, and maybe that is enough. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            six

         
 
         He stands at the window, looking down. She’s in the courtyard by the pool, dressed to go out, and he watches as she puts out her hand to steady herself, bends down and fixes a strap on her shoe. The pool water glows, bright chemical blue. He leans his face against the glass, thinking about his first wife. Becky was small and pretty and curvy, she was short-sighted and wore contact lenses she was always losing, she was never silent for long, not until she was dying, and then he sat with her for hours, just waiting, and the only sounds she made were sighs, a ragged drawing in of breath. There were no last words, just laboured breathing and at the end a strange noise that sounded like a laugh, and then the realisation that she’d died and the panic and confusion, the children brought in, tiny and stricken, and at that point something closed over in him, was sealed.
         
 
         He did not look back. He surrounded himself with beautiful things. Freed from the upheaval and horror of the death, he threw himself into what he did best. By the end of a year of grieving he had more money than any of his circle, was on his way to political power, had never faltered, never stopped, never questioned or railed against fate, had just driven on through. The black space stayed inside him, but he only looked forward, and survived and prospered. He met Roza.
         
 
          
         Roza sometimes looks at him with a laughing expression. He knows what she’s doing: mentally correcting his grammar. Wincing humorously over some misused word. He never acknowledges this; he ignores the twinkle in her eye, just pays her back with silence, the cold shoulder; he keeps the balance, never talks about Becky with Roza, never lets her in. He holds the memory of Becky over her like a weapon, a secret bond he shares with the children. He keeps the barrier there; he has to. Because Roza is potentially unmanageable.
         
 
         Becky used to look up to him. She cheered him on, was reverent about the party and his political ideas. Everyone remembers her fondly — such a good-natured and open woman, self-deprecating and charming, popular with men and women. She was gorgeous, his first love. He lets Roza know this and doesn’t let Roza know that he loves her far more than he ever loved Becky; that his love for Roza is sometimes mixed with fear, that he senses qualities in her that he can’t contain.
         
 
         She’s still down there, sitting in a deckchair by the pool, as he limps through the quiet rooms. In the bedroom he checks his tie and combs his hair, then looks through her things. In a bottom drawer there’s a manuscript hidden under some clothes. The name on it makes him frown: Ray Marden. Going through her bottles of pills, he notes the labels, checks a pile of her printed emails alert to anything unusual, lifts a T-shirt and smells soap and fabric softener. He tidies as he goes, and in his mind’s eye he imagines Roza pregnant, carrying his child. Looking at himself in the mirror he smiles, the eyes hard.
         
 
         Then the final smoothing down of her clothes, the closing of the drawers, the removal of all trace of his inspection. He loves things, to own them, to straighten and order them. When he was a child he spent years sleeping on a couch in a sunporch where there was barely room for anything. He was the add-on child, sent to Tokoroa, taken in by relatives he barely knew. He shared the sunporch with two cousins and they kept their few books, toys and treasures under the bed. They all wore one another’s clothes — it was first up best dressed. They hardly ever bathed and they all stank. His uncle used to chase the kids with a wooden spoon but could never catch them, he was so wheezy and broken down with heart disease. The day Uncle died they were all fetched out of school, David’s cousins wailing in the back of the van, their faces covered with snot and tears, some aunt or second cousin grimly piloting the old bomb along the back roads, and when his aunt ran out in the rain to meet them, red in the face, blinded with tears, he realised how alone he was, standing to one side, dry-eyed and silent, watching them in their grief.
         
 
         He goes downstairs, passing through the kitchen where Jung Ha is cooking and supervising homework and the dog is waiting for its dinner, through to his study where he shuts the door and rings Dianne, checking items from his mental list, putting things in order. He trusts Dianne with most things, but doesn’t mention Ray Marden; he will look into the question of the manuscript in Roza’s drawer himself.
         
 
         She’s still sitting out in the courtyard, eyes closed, her face turned up to the sky, and he joins her out there, squinting into the watery rings of light. She opens her eyes, startled — no, he thinks, pretending to be startled — and studies his face and smiles, reaching for his hand.
         
 
         ‘What are you thinking about?’ she asks.
 
         ‘Nothing,’ he says.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            seven

         
 
         An enormous pale moon shone briefly through a break in the clouds, then disappeared. The sky was still stormy, and great black banks of vapour were stacked over the city. The stalk of the Sky Tower showed up white in the stormy light, its tip obscured by haze. The driveway and courtyard of the house were strewn with twigs, and leaves flapped about wetly under the feet of the crowd hurrying in. Karen paused and bent her head, making some adjustment to her skirt, calling for Simon to wait. He stood with his hands in his pockets. Once, at a party at this house, Graeme had drawn him aside, gestured at the crowd on the terrace and said, ‘Most of the wealth of this country is represented here.’ Someone had turned on an outside light, and all the women had put their hands up to their faces. He had seen teeth, eyes, teeth and eyes.
         
 
         He thought about Mereana and imagined visiting her, taking some bit of equipment for her aquarium. In his mind he went back to that night, the weariness and fever, the freedom and strangeness. He had the superstitious notion that Mereana was a clue, but to what? There was a hollow voice inside him that chimed, Something is coming. Something is out there. He wanted to go towards whatever was coming. He was uneasy.
         
 
          
         Karen put her hand on his arm and he flinched; he’d been nervous since the altercation in the Civic car park. Karen had asked, as they crept through the streets on his first day back behind the wheel, ‘Why’re you driving so slowly?’
         
 
         It was difficult to explain how he’d felt since he’d been injured. It was the new, acute awareness of his body — its softness, its proximity to the windscreen as he drove, and the hardness of the world rushing up to meet it. That first day back behind the wheel he’d ducked his head at every intersection and blind corner. Infuriated motorists had parped and gestured as he’d inched his way onto roundabouts. Karen had offered to drive but that was worse: he’d kept shouting hoarse warnings and freaking her out. He’d been practically curled up in a ball by the time they’d got home, and she had been thoroughly rattled. He was better at driving now, but things still made him jump, and a couple of times he’d woken in the night shouting that he couldn’t breathe, Karen kneeling on the bed, repeating doggedly, ‘Yes you can, Simon. Yes you can.’
         
 
         Trish and Graeme’s house was built on a ridge with a view all the way to Rangitoto Island. It was as big as the Hallwrights’ but much older, with a grand front courtyard and a series of terraces at the back, on which were spaced the tennis court, its wire fence all hung with vines, the pool with domed pool house and vast, shrinelike barbecue, and the guest chalet, a miniature of the main house, beyond which the property ended in a maze of topiary and a mini olive grove. Graeme was too old and bloated and breathless to go far beyond the first terrace these days, but he and Trish had six adult children who kept moving back in with their boyfriends and girlfriends and friends home for the summer; the front courtyard was often crowded with cars, and over the years the property seemed to get more populated, so that Simon and Karen were always saying hello to some new, burnished girl panting off the tennis court or padding past in a tiny bikini as Graeme grinned lewdly from his deckchair, or pausing the conversation as a gaggle of young people loudly emerged from somewhere on a waft of wine fumes and fag smoke to banter briefly with the olds before heading out for the night. Karen knew every possible detail about the family but Simon never really focused on which was which, beyond noting that the sons looked like Trish: they were round-faced with freckly skin, thick necks and blond hair, and were always rushing off to some elaborate and expensive activity — skiing or snowboarding or waterskiing. They had Trish’s confident energy and braying, slightly crazed laugh. The daughters were dark and portly like Graeme, with spaces between their teeth and their father’s air of sly mirth. Simon thought it was funny the way the genes had been distributed among Graeme and Trish’s children, as if nature had not dared to deny each power-crazed parent a trio of little clones, but had switched the sexes, just for a joke.
         
 
         A meek girl came near and gestured for their coats. Karen clutched Simon’s arm. Her neck had gone flushed but her face was pale under her make-up. He followed her through the hall and out into the back room where the crowd was gathered. The doors were open, big heaters glowed along the terrace, and the view stretched away across the suburb to the city, the Sky Tower topped by its mushroom cap of black storm cloud, a flicker of lightning off to the west and black smudges of rain trundling across the distant buildings like a line of carriages.
         
 
         Trish advanced and she and Karen merged in a rustling embrace of black satin and frills. There was the usual exchange: ‘Gorgeous. Is it by Trelise? I know. I couldn’t resist.’ And then he was pressed against Trish’s smooth glazed cheek and she was looking him over, stern and brisk, before pushing him away. He glanced across the room, at the men in suits and the women in their yards of ruffle and flounce and skirt and boot, like a crew of pirates who’d plundered a giant treasure chest (all seemingly dressed by Trelise, the fantastically expensive local designer, who scorned the notion that less was more) and there was Graeme, looking like the captain of the brig, all ramshackle hilarity, rolling eye and fiery cheek, and lacking only a cutlass and a wooden leg. Beside him was a young blonde woman on the arm of a middle-aged talkback radio host, who would be the lone celebrity, since celebrities, as a rule, seemed to favour the other side of the political fence. Simon made his way through the crowd. A youth approached bearing a tray of drinks on bunched fingers. The lights in the gas heaters danced and glowed, casting red light on the face of the radio man, who was tilting his glass and listening with dismay as Graeme chortled in his ear.
         
 
         Simon watched the white light flickering on the hills in the western sky. The radio man looked prim; famously conservative and Christian, he was too prudish for Graeme’s ribald small talk, too respectful of his enormous wealth to back away.
         
 
         Waiters threaded through the crowd with trays of food. Trish appeared and beckoned to Graeme, who roused himself with an amused croak: ‘Hey ho, duty calls.’ He followed her out of the room, then there was a hush and drawing apart of the crowd as he and Trish ushered in the Hallwrights, Trish piously beaming and modest, as though she’d invented them herself but would take no credit, and Graeme with a matey arm on Hallwright’s, whispering in his ear and shaking with his throaty laugh.
         
 
         They were headed Simon’s way, and beside him Les Dayton, the radio man, drew himself up to his full height, gripped his companion’s arm and whispered, ‘Come on, come on.’
         
 
         ‘Ow,’ the young woman said, shaking her arm free.
 
         Trish surged along, waving for drinks while behind her the crowd folded in, sucked into the wake of the couple. There was some good-humoured jostling and surreptitious positioning; every person glanced and looked away, and looked again.
         
 
         It must be strange, Simon thought, strange for her, to feel the pressure of sly, excited eyes. She was looking at him, a half-smile on her face. Trish handed her a glass and he saw Roza’s lip tremble, as if she was straining to hold her expression. He was excited by this tiny sign of weakness in her; it gave him the confidence to angle past the small bouncing form of Les Dayton and place himself right in front of her. A tray went past and he grabbed a drink off it.
         
 
         ‘Hello again,’ he said.
 
         She nodded. He thought she seemed different again tonight, not the coolly amused vamp. She was wearing a black dress, slim and belted at the waist, and her large eyes were shaded in dark make-up. Her hair stood out from her head, shining with points of light. He noticed the shadows painted on her eyelids, the violet smudges under her eyes. As she glanced around the room he caught that look he’d seen once before, something like panic and anarchic laughter combined, quickly suppressed. It gave him a sudden feeling of nerves, energy, irritation. There was a lock of hair falling into her eyes; he wanted to smooth it out of the way. He thought, what is it about her that I think I know?
         
 
         She held her glass at an awkward angle and said something to Trish.
         
 
         ‘Of course, very wise of you,’ Trish said, ‘I wish I had your sense,’ as she took Roza’s glass and beckoned imperiously to a waiter, who exchanged it for orange juice.
         
 
         Graeme said, ‘Simon, David, you’ve met before.’
 
         Simon turned to Hallwright, who looked tense. He focused on Simon briefly but his gaze kept darting away; he shifted on his feet and smiled with mouth but not eyes as he shook Simon’s hand. ‘Hello mate. Simon,’ he said and looked at a point over Simon’s shoulder. He blinked — was that recurring blink actually a tic? — waved his hand towards the terrace and said, ‘Great view.’
         
 
         They all turned and looked out. The storm was crouched blackly out to the west, casting a threatening light over the suburbs and they could see metallic curtains of rain moving along the horizon.
         
 
         ‘All these storms. You wonder if it’s the new weather. You know, global warming,’ Simon said.
         
 
         ‘Simon, you joy germ,’ Trish chortled, trying to angle him out of the group, shifting her body towards him and pushing him away from Roza. She would be remembering his talk of hyenas. Simon stood his ground.
         
 
         ‘How are you getting on, Roza?’ Trish said, elbowing Simon in the ribs. ‘Such a high-pressure time. We’re all excited, of course, now we’re getting so near. David’s amazingly calm, of course.’
         
 
         Roza said, ‘I wonder if it’s true. Bigger and bigger storms.’
 
         ‘It’ll dawn on us gradually,’ Simon said maliciously to Trish. ‘You know, millions flooded out in Bangladesh or whatever, more and more hurricanes. We’ll suddenly realise, this is it. They were right. I read somewhere that bees are dying out. The end of pollination — the end of plants I suppose that means.’
         
 
         ‘Really,’ Trish said.
 
         Roza laughed, then fought down her smile. ‘It’s not funny,’ she said. ‘It’s so not funny that you can’t deal with it.’
         
 
         ‘I only ever think about it when I’ve been drinking,’ Simon said. ‘Other than that I screen it out. I mean, when you think of the children …’
         
 
         Roza parted her lips. Something swelled in her expression, rising in the clean whites of her eyes.
         
 
         Simon wanted to take her by the arm, pull her out onto the terrace and ask her, urgently, what was agitating her and what was suddenly disturbing him, making everything around them seem meaningless and strange, as if they were on a stage filled with garish pantomime figures, all acting to another script. She smoothed herhair nervously and looked up, and when their eyes met an intense communication passed between them. She was telling him that something had to be played out. A kind of exasperation settled on him; he needed to take action, immediately, but they were locked in a tight circle and couldn’t move, could barely look at each other without it being noticed.
         
 
         Trish dabbed her forehead with a napkin. She said, ‘David. Bearing up there?’
         
 
         ‘This is an amazing house, er, Trish,’ David said. ‘Roza and I would actually have liked to live over this side of town, but obviously there were other considerations. When we were looking for a big enough section and so on.’
         
 
         There was a pause. Hallwright daintily sipped his drink. ‘I mean obviously in a way this is simply the best suburb in Auckland, but things pan out the way they do in life, basically.’
         
 
         Another pause. Simon looked at Hallwright’s face. Various wits had called him The Man Who Wasn’t There. But there was something there: in the eyes. Hallwright’s combination of qualities was oddly attractive: verbal incompetence, inordinately cunning eyes. Something to do with struggle and potential. You couldn’t say he was glib, but he was sharp. Talking was something he did badly, but his speech was distracted and automatic, a device to mask his real thoughts. The blue-grey eyes were hard, hurt, penetrating, set deep in the angular face. He was, like Simon, all ambition and drive, always escaping from his past. He had lost his parents early on, and had been farmed out to poor relatives in small, scruffy North Island towns. He looked as if he would have long memory, and a powerful capacity for hurt and resentment, for revenge.
         
 
         ‘Something to nibble?’ Trish said. 
 
          
         A sleek young man in a black jacket angled in a tray. The awkwardness of grappling with napkins and tiny pastries increased Simon’s sense of pantomime. He looked at Roza’s hands but didn’t dare look at her face. Why this … agitation?
         
 
         But Graeme took Hallwright by the arm and they started muttering together about the campaign. Simon saw Hallwright stumble, somehow wrong-footed by his limp. He bumped against Graeme, and for a moment the pair grappled with slopping drinks, before righting themselves. Trish managed to turn Roza away, introducing her to a group behind them, and Simon found himself on the outer. He saw Karen coming towards him and the tension ran out of him; his shoulders actually slumped.
         
 
         ‘All right?’ he said. The rain came down, drumming on the tables outside, making a noise like metal drums, and then, just as abruptly, it stopped.
         
 
         ‘I’d like to talk to him.’
 
         ‘Him? Oh, him.’
 
         ‘Come with me.’
 
         He looked at the furious blush on her neck, and was touched. Leaning down to her he whispered, ‘Do you really think he’s as wonderful as you make out? He can’t talk very well.’
         
 
         ‘Shut up. I hope you’re behaving. Trish’ll be furious if you act up.’
         
 
         ‘I’m behaving. And I’ve given all this money to the prick.’
         
 
         She laughed.
 
         ‘I mentioned global warming, though. In front of Trish. And Mrs Hallwright.’
         
 
         ‘Oh God, Simon.’ She adjusted her dress and put her hands up to her hot cheeks. ‘I think he’s quite attractive actually.’
         
 
         Simon tipped back his glass. ‘Yeah. He’s a real dish.’
 
         ‘Come with me then,’ she urged. 
 
          
         He manoeuvred her into position next to Hallwright. Karen stood with her hands rigid at her sides, and Simon said, ‘David, my wife Karen,’ and Hallwright turned; for a second he was poised, the hard blue eyes taking her in and then he relaxed, the eyes went soft, he leaned so close to her that she had to draw slightly back or be pressed too near him. He said something that Simon didn’t catch, and she laughed, her eyes shining. Oh, nicely done, Simon thought. He saw how Hallwright could make his way without eloquence; he had other graces — that slightly menacing pause and then the relaxation, a kind of shake of the body, and the smooth invasion of her physical space.
         
 
         He turned away and came face to face with Trish. She pursed her lips, which made her look old and tired. ‘Is Graeme getting too loud?’ she said.
         
 
         ‘No. He’s been whispering actually. Cloak and dagger.’
 
         She drew him aside and he was surprised to see she was holding a pill box. ‘Could you, darling? I can’t get the bloody lid off.’
         
 
         He opened it for her. ‘What are these for?’
 
         ‘Heart,’ she said, patting him absently on the shoulder and walking away.
         
 
         He wandered out onto the terrace and stood near a group of smokers. A woman offered him a cigarette; he declined. Looking down the sloping section he saw two figures disappearing into the pool house. The air was mild, whirling with a fine mist. The big pale moon appeared between the black clouds, bone-coloured and round but for one side, where it was sheared off. He thought of a baby’s bald head, the dip of the fontanelle, and then the moon was gone, and he could sense the next wave of rain, hustling towards them out of the west.
         
 
         Roza stood in the doorway. She hesitated, then joined the group of smokers, also turning down their offers of a cigarette. ‘But I used to smoke like a train,’ she said.
         
 
         ‘How did you give up?’ someone asked.
 
         ‘All at once,’ she said. ‘I still like the smell, though.’
 
         The smokers finished and went inside, and Roza moved along the terrace. ‘It’s hot in there,’ she said. ‘Have you been smoking?’
         
 
         ‘No. I don’t. Good you gave up. And you don’t drink either.’
 
         ‘No, I don’t drink.’
 
         ‘Out of necessity?’
 
         She drew back. ‘What sort of question is that?’
 
         ‘Sorry. But … are you all right?’
 
         She looked alarmed, as if she might retreat back inside, but hesitated.
         
 
         He said urgently, ‘Mrs. Hallwright …’
 
         ‘Roza.’
 
         ‘Roza. What’s the matter?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. I don’t know you,’ she said.
 
         He faced her. ‘But it’s as if we do know each other. I’m right, aren’t I? You know what I mean. Is it just because we’ve looked at each other, or, I don’t know, laughed at the same joke? Is it because we’re similar? What is it? And is something bothering you?’
         
 
         Her eyes were dark, alarmed. ‘There’s nothing wrong with me.’
 
         He turned back to the view, realising how outrageous it was to talk like this. ‘No, well, of course. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude.’
         
 
         She stood beside him, silently looking at the view.
 
         He went on, despite himself, ‘But why are we talking like this when we don’t know each other?’ He cleared his throat. ‘How is it even possible?’
         
 
         She said, ‘I do know what you mean. But we can’t do this. There’s so much at stake.’
         
 
         He said, ‘But what are we doing?’ 
 
          
         She glanced behind them. The crowd was facing inwards; no one was looking at them.
         
 
         At the sight of her face he said, ‘Roza. You look agonised. Everything’s all right. Forget I said anything. It’s the wine. I apologise. Everything’s fine.’
         
 
         She coughed. Was she wiping her eyes?
 
         He said, ‘Roza. I’m sorry if I’ve said too much. Someone will come out here any minute, your husband, for example.’ He couldn’t touch her. Even a calming hand on her arm could be seen and reported. But he wanted to put his arms around her. But he wanted to lead her to his car and drive her away, towards the black hills on the horizon; they would get out and look down on the carpet of city lights below, she would sit with her arms around her knees, and he would tell a joke and make her laugh, and then he would drive her to some motel on some road outside the city and smuggle her in under his overcoat …
         
 
         ‘Roza, put your hands on the rail.’ He felt a mad laugh rise in him. His doctorly tone. She put her hand on his hand and he melted, all the blood rushing within him. Oh, the aching heart.
         
 
         ‘There. Now, take a breath. Better?’
 
         ‘Yes. Better.’
 
         ‘People could be looking at us right now, so act natural. Move along the terrace.’ Again the mirth, rising in him. But she took a sharp breath and sighed, and there was a hint of laughter about her too.
         
 
         She shifted along, and he registered it with pain. It seemed unbearable that she should move away from him. He realised how far he’d gone in the last few minutes.
         
 
         She said, not looking at him, ‘Sorry.’
 
         ‘Don’t say sorry.’
 
         She said, ‘I need to talk to you. Could I ring you? A friend of mine’s been your patient and gave me your cellphone number.’ She’d got a grip on herself; now her movements were very deliberate. Taking a compact out of her pocket she dabbed at her eyes.
         
 
         Need? Need to talk?
         
 
         He said, ‘Roza, ever since I first saw you, I’ve been completely … I feel … I can’t understand it. It’s as if … I’ve seen someone I truly know. Or love. I mean, what a ridiculous thing.’
         
 
         She turned, snapping the lid of the compact and looked at him, her eyes wide.
         
 
         ‘Love,’ she repeated. Her face was white, her eyes dark. She licked her dry lips and added in a high voice, ‘You said the word “love”?’
         
 
         He opened his mouth to deny, to make a joke. He said, ‘I don’t know.’
         
 
         She laughed and shook her head, raised her chin, and there was that haughty, antagonistic look he remembered from the night of the fundraising dinner. Now she blinked hard and looked away, biting her nail.
         
 
         ‘What a thing,’ she said distantly. ‘What a strange thing.’
 
         She was turning away. He said, ‘Roza.’
 
         
                

         
 
         But she had to go inside, of course. He saw himself marching back into the room and announcing to Hallwright, ‘I’m sorry but I’m leaving with your wife,’ Hallwright protesting and Simon thrusting Karen forward. ‘This one’s keen. Take her.’ His mouth twitched. How strange it was with him, always a malign little gnome in his brain, standing aside. Black laughter.
         
 
         She’d said she would ring him, but would she? How could he bear it if the days went by and nothing happened? The agitation came back, a hot stab in his temple. He was trapped and felt, suddenly, as if he could turn distinctly nasty. It was an unfamiliar sensation. Women always said to Karen: ‘Simon’s lovely. He’s such a nice guy.’ Now he imagined himself bent over a patient, peering between her legs, madness and rage fizzing in every pore. The patient, startled, raising her head. ‘Doctor, is everything …?’
         
 
         He laughed out loud. Winced. There was an ache in his chest, her name in his head. Roza.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         A space had been cleared at one side of the room. Graeme made a short speech, introducing ‘our next prime minister’. Hallwright stepped up, to applause, a few awkward cheers.
         
 
         ‘I’m not going to interrupt for too long, just to say, obviously, thanks to Trish and Graeme Ellison for opening their truly magnificent home to us. I know we’re all excited and focused on the job ahead. This is an exciting time for us, obviously. We’re going to heal this country. We’re going to fix the mis … mis …  mismanagement that the current government’s inflicted on us as a whole over all these years, and I’d like you to raise your glasses …’
         
 
         Simon watched with his teeth bared, with the fancy that he could smell his own breath, something meaty and sour, straight from the lion house. His body tingled with adrenaline and sexual energy. A waiter gave him another glass of wine; he was drinking too much. He looked at Karen and saw, as if from the outside, himself glaring out of the corner with his furious eyes and Karen turned away from him, innocent and unknowing, her face soft and pretty, her small hand clenched around the glass as she raised it and cheered, and some better self took over, aghast at the force that had invaded him and turned him into a man who was not nice, who smiled with mouth but not eyes.
         
 
         He thought: this is all in the mind. I’ve wound myself into a state, and yet nothing has happened. For the second time that night the tension ran out of him. He had just had a tiny, brief storm in the brain. It was the booze, it was middle age. If a woman like that pays you attention, a woman so beautiful and mysterious and significant, of course you’re going to get stirred up.
         
 
         He pictured her as she had appeared out on the terrace. Those black curtains of rain, the storm on the horizon, her hands, elegantly shaped but bitten about the fingernails, the little finger crooked at the last joint, curving in towards the ring finger, her fingers, her hands. Simon finished his glass off in one long draught.
         
 
         Karen came towards him. He looked at the brown curve of her breasts, swelling out of her dress. ‘Let’s get out of here. Let’s go home,’ he said.
         
 
         ‘Are you drunk?’
 
         ‘No,’ he lied, running his arm down her side and around her waist, drawing her close. She drew away, irritated.
         
 
         ‘Gosh Simon,’ she said, running her hands through her hair.
 
         He saw Roza in his mind’s eye, standing at the rail of the terrace, and uneasiness welled up in him. He put his hand on Karen’s shoulder, trying gently to urge her to come away, but it seemed a long time before he could make her go.
         
 
         The Hallwrights left before them. Locked together, his arm around her waist, the future first couple turned and turned, saying their farewells. They reached Simon and Karen. Roza looked at him, his eyes travelled down to her hands, there was a blur of talk and he shook Hallwright’s hand and rigged up a smile. He turned to Roza, wondering what his own expression conveyed. Her eyes were dark and huge in the thin face. Her manner was distant, kind. She was about to say something extra to Karen and he all but wrenched Karen away. They embraced Graeme and Trish, and inched out with the crowd, into the warm, black, howling night.
         
 
         Karen drove and he slouched beside her, stroking her arm and knee, touching her until she pushed him off good-humouredly. They got home and went upstairs and she’d no sooner turned out the light than he was reaching for her, certain she would want him, because they needed each other, because he wanted her so badly, now, especially now.
         
 
         She said, ‘I’m tired. I’ve got a blistering headache. And you stink of booze.’
         
 
         He kept trying, but it was no good. She got annoyed, and pushed him away, ‘I hate it when you’re drunk.’
         
 
         He got up and stood at the window. The lashing trees out there. Wind raging, the sheets of rain.
         
 
         ‘Come to bed, Simon. You’re driving me crazy.’
 
         He turned from the window. ‘I’m driving you crazy. What about you? What about you, squashing yourself up against Hallwright all night?’
         
 
         ‘What do you mean? What sort of rubbish is that?’
 
         ‘You know what I mean.’
 
         She sat up, turning on the light and scrabbling in her bedside drawer for a headache pill. ‘No, I don’t know what you mean.’
         
 
         She threw the bedclothes this way and that, her breasts moving loosely inside her nightshirt. She gulped down the pill; he watched her throat move as she swallowed. Drawing up the covers, she turned with a flounce and settled down on her side, the quilt curving over her rounded thigh. Something bad had got into him; he turned off the light and climbed onto the bed, leaning over her.
         
 
         ‘The Hallwrights. You’re sycophantic with them. You’re a star fucker. You bounce around them like a kid.’
         
 
         She sat up. ‘Me? You’ve donated all that money, you’re going to vote for him and all the time you carry on as if they’re beneath you. You stir the pot, you make your sly little digs. What makes you so high and mighty? Who are you, Lord Muck? Why do you think you’re better than David Hallwright? Trish thinks you’re sweet and  eccentric. But you’re horrible about her too.’ She spat out the words. ‘Why don’t you put your money where your mouth is?’
         
 
         He laughed. It sounded bad, a snicker, in the dark. ‘You mean, why don’t I put my mouth where my money is.’
         
 
         She reared up again. ‘Shut up. I’ve got a hundred things to do tomorrow. Just shut up.’ She flung out her hand and caught him on the injured arm, scratching him with her ruby ring. It was a small blow but it made his skin flare, and he slapped the side of his fist against the wall, to stop the hot itch as much as anything. A sickening pain jolted up his arm.
         
 
         Karen stood up on the bed, pointing. ‘Get out,’ she commanded. ‘I’ll call the police. I will not have violence in this house.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t be melodramatic.’
 
         ‘Get out.’
         
 
         He got up and put on jeans, a shirt and shoes, and blundered out into the hall.
         
 
         Elke was standing outside the bedroom door. She was in her underwear and a T-shirt and was leaning, one long thin leg drawn up, her foot resting against the wall. Her hair hung down over her eyes. Beside her the reflection of rain ran down the wall, a waterfall of silver and grey. He bowed his head, pressing her palm to his hot cheek, and heard her small, cool, ironic voice, ‘I know what you’re gunna say. All mums and dads have fights sometimes.’
         
 
         ‘What are you doing out here? Go to bed LK.’
 
         He squeezed her thin fingers, wanting to hug her, to crush her to his chest, but unable to. He was ashamed of the row.
         
 
         He kissed her forehead and told her to go back to bed. ‘Everything’s fine,’ he whispered.
 
         But it wasn’t. Turning away from Elke, crossing the dark hall, he stumbled against a flimsy side table. A vase rocked; he saw its pale glimmering shape and made a hopeless lunge for it, but managed only to swipe it with his fingertips before it hit the wall and broke.
         
 
         
         With startling abruptness, Karen appeared on the landing and turned on the light. Her hair stood out from her head, her face was on fire.
         
 
         ‘Smashing everything up. Get out. I’ll call the police.’
 
         She was angrier than he’d ever seen her. She actually had the phone in her hand. He reached for it but she drew herself up to her full height, ready to shout.
         
 
         He retreated down the stairs and out of the house. The storm seemed to be squatting right over the house — thunder, lightning, the full hysterics. The rain was more or less horizontal. There was nothing else to do but get in the car.
         
 
         He drove aimlessly at first, but the alcohol wore off and the strange urgency and excitement returned. Nerves, pressure, the ache in his chest drove him forward, onto the motorway, out through the rain-washed suburbs. He came off the motorway at Mangere and it didn’t take long, a few wrong turns and retracings, before he was sitting in his car outside Mereana’s house.
         
 
         Ahead of him the street was a dark tunnel and there was a charged feeling in the air, a smell of electricity. Something moved in the trees at the edge of the park. He got out, locked his car and sprinted across the grass. There was no noise except the wind tearing at an iron fence.
         
 
         She opened the door after he’d knocked for a while, her eye appearing against the chain, and she silently took in the sight of him leaning against the wall, muttering apologies, vague explanations. She undid the chain and opened the door. He said he’d had some trouble, asked if he could come in for a minute, apologised, started backing away.
         
 
         ‘Actually it’s a bad idea. Sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’ll just go.’
         
 
         But she said, ‘It’s all right. Lydon’s gone. He’s not coming back. There’s no one here except me.’ She said, ‘Come and have a coffee. I wasn’t even hardly asleep.’
         
 
         He followed her in and stood about awkwardly, watching while she put the kettle on. She was wearing shorts and a T-shirt, and her hair was tied tightly back, making her green eyes look slanted. He noticed freckles across the bridge of her nose.
         
 
         ‘How old are you?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Twenty-eight.’
 
         ‘Do you like living alone?’
 
         ‘I lived with a guy for six years. We broke up. I rented this house. I’m in between things.’
         
 
         Together they looked into her aquarium and he told her about Marcus’s aquarium, how it had depressed him finding one of the fish dead. His laugh sounded tight, fake.
         
 
         She said, ‘Yeah, well, they do that. Die.’ She looked at him closely. ‘What you done tonight anyway? Murdered your wife?’
         
 
         ‘I’ve been at a party.’
 
         ‘You look a bit … freaked out.’
 
         He made a nervous, helpless gesture with his hands. ‘I had a strange, I don’t know, conversation with a person — a woman. It made me agitated. I can’t explain.’ He smiled weakly. ‘Then I had a row with my wife.’
         
 
         He walked out of her bedroom, sat down on the couch and put his face in his hands.
         
 
         Something cold touched his forehead. She was nudging him with a can of beer. ‘You want it?’ As soon as he took a sip he felt drunk again. His face was level with her thighs.
         
 
         ‘What’s gone wrong?’ she said. ‘You can tell me. We’re friends.’
 
         She sat down and he touched her arm and sighed. ‘Yeah. Friends.’
         
 
         Before she disappeared into her room she gave him a quilt to cover himself and he lay in the dark watching the water streaming down the window. The image came to him, of Elke standing against the reflection of falling water in the hall, Elke looking at him with her calm eyes. Before he’d really thought about it he’d got up and was standing at the bedroom door and there was Mereana, lying in the white glow from the aquarium, one hand behind her head. Wide awake, she looked at him steadily, and pulled back the covers, inviting him in. The fish hung in their square of light and he wondered what they saw, the room behind the glass, or only endless reflections of themselves? Then he was awkward on his knees on the bed and had his arms around her, kissing her, pulling off her clothes, but a tiny, prudent spark went off in his brain and he said, hearing the weirdly unfamiliar words that he would last have said a very long time ago, ‘But I haven’t got a condom.’
         
 
         She said, ‘Top drawer.’
 
         And there he was, scrabbling among key rings and combs and tubes of Chapstick to find the small, sealed plastic square.
         
 
         In a moment of pure innocence he thought, It’s so good, how can it be bad? But what he felt mostly was — how could he describe it? — relief that the pain and pressure were easing, but relief also that he couldn’t — not during, not afterwards lying in the dark — see Mereana’s eyes, couldn’t visualise her face. 
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         Roza and David lay in bed watching it: the money world in meltdown. David had been up and down all night making calls.
 
         Roza wriggled nearer to him and asked, ‘Are we ruined, darling?’
         
 
         They looked at a picture of a stock exchange trader with his head in his hands.
         
 
         He pointed the remote at the TV. ‘No.’
 
         ‘Are you sure?’
 
         He sighed. ‘I’ll never be ruined. Even if I was ruined I wouldn’t be for long.’
         
 
         ‘How reassuring.’ She couldn’t make herself sound like she cared. She’d never been interested in money. But he would say that was because she’d always had it.
         
 
         ‘The house,’ she said vaguely. ‘I would miss the house.’
 
         ‘No one can touch the house.’
 
         It was five o’clock in the morning. Roza had woken with a headache and David hadn’t slept much at all; his eyes were deep and dark, underscored with shadows. He got up and put on a dressing gown.
         
 
         ‘You look thin,’ she said.
 
         ‘Stress.’
 
          
         He bowed his head, tying the belt of the robe, and she looked at his face. From that angle his nose seemed to curve down over the mouth and she had a second of surprise, almost revulsion. He looked cruel. When he raised his head she saw the hard keen eyes, and the bad feeling left her. She’d never tell him so, but she loved the part of him that was hurt and ashamed, the part he hid, always struggling against himself, trying to rise above his poor past. He had thin shoulders, a limp, was left-handed, wrote awkwardly, was an indifferent speller. He struggled with utensils designed for the right-handed world. When he used a pen he hunched over the page like a kid. These details were part of the balance sheet; on the other side the height, the pink and gold of his complexion and fair hair, the hardness and unstoppable drive. He never gave out personal detail, apart from the bare, official line: grew up talented and poor, got rich. He had needed media coaching for interviews because he was, by nature, secretive to the point of mania. He was wary with Roza too, but she knew how deeply he felt. It was all in the eyes. When they argued he could fix her with a look that silenced her; sometimes it was black, hating rage, other times it was wounded, cornered, like an animal looking for escape, and she would be brought up short, appalled. He was a force, he was rich and successful, he unnerved her — and he touched her heart. There was a completeness to this. If he’d been all force and power, she might have loved him less. She wondered what it would be like to be his enemy.
         
 
         He said, ‘You want some tea?’
 
         ‘Can’t you come back to bed?’
 
         She reached out, caught the end of his robe and towed him nearer. He was still watching TV, the remote in his hand. She had a sudden need to register something — her goodwill. Since the campaign had started he’d been distant and preoccupied, had spent his time surrounded by his people, guarded by his assistant Dianne and others, and hadn’t spent much time at home. She yanked the robe, pulling him down on the bed, and put her arm around his waist. A cellphone buzzed on the chest of drawers and he jumped up to answer it.
         
 
         Roza flopped down on the bed and imagined being pregnant. The thought of lying back and letting it happen was sensual, pleasing. David finished his call, lay down beside her and started stroking her back, her neck, her thighs. He was still watching TV. She had the sense that he was strong but also light; there was a kind of fury about him, something steely; he was awkward in life but graceful in bed. If I get pregnant, she thought, I won’t want to drink, because I’ll feel too sick. The memory came to her. A long time ago, herself on her knees on the bathroom floor, arms around the toilet bowl. The self wrung out, the self a poor ghost, but the lump in the centre of her that was not Roza, that was something else, a different self.
         
 
         Give me back what I’ve lost, she thought. And then: but you can never do that.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         The driver came to collect David. Roza was in her robe downstairs, drinking coffee. The kids sat at the table eating cereal, Jung Ha standing over them, hurrying them along. Mike glowered; Izzy skipped over to David and put her arms around his neck. Roza watched. David leaned down to Mike and gripped his arm.
         
 
         ‘Bye mate.’
 
         Mike said, ‘Can I have some money.’
 
         David said, ‘Yeah. No. What for?’
 
         ‘Books.’
 
         ‘I’ve got no cash, mate. Roza’ll have some. I’ve gotta run.’ He punched Mike lightly on the arm.
         
 
         Dianne walked in and Roza gave her a cold look. Get out of my kitchen, she thought.
         
 
          
         ‘Hello kids,’ Dianne said. She was wearing a trim black suit, and her hair was tied back in a bouncy ponytail. She was carrying one of David’s bags.
         
 
         Roza thought, Fuck off. Go and get in the car. Then she thought, But I can’t have it all my own way. I’m not following him around the country, so he’s got to have someone to help him. She wished she wasn’t wearing her robe. And no make-up.
         
 
         ‘Ready?’ Dianne said brightly to David.
 
         Roza laughed at herself, and felt a twinge of nausea, remembering David’s face against hers earlier, his thin arms holding her. She felt a stab of love, jealousy, regret and then irritation at Mike, who’d turned cold eyes on her and was about to make his usual surly request for money. She was sorry for him — it must be natural to hate your stepmother — but she was tired of dealing with his aggro. You could tell, from the odd photo around the place, that he resembled his mother: he was short, slightly flat-faced, well fed, powerfully built. Roza disliked the thought of Becky, the one who’d rallied and helped and pitched in, who had been, by all accounts, so sensible and nice. David never talked about her. She had tried to get him to, but he wouldn’t. He kept Roza out. But who was she to complain? She and David both had their secret pasts; the kids were the only evidence of his.
         
 
         David kissed her cheek. As they were going out the door, Dianne gave Roza a perky little glance over her shoulder. For a hot moment Roza seriously wondered whether there was some way she could get Dianne fired.
         
 
         Mike said, ‘Roza.’
 
         She sighed and turned, then reached for her wallet without looking at him, knowing this would show contempt. She checked and saw a flicker of hurt in his expression, sudden vulnerability, awkwardness. She touched his shoulder and he ducked away.
         
 
          
         ‘How much you want?’ she said, and he grinned.
 
         ‘Twenny.’
 
         She gave it to him, studying his sore, pimply cheeks and chapped lips, the adolescent anguish in his eyes. He was growing so fast his clothes always looked too small and his wrists stuck out of his cuffs. All her distaste evaporated. Poor boy.
         
 
         She went to the front window and looked out. David and Dianne were standing by the car; he said something in her ear, opened the door and ushered her in, his hand against the small of her back.
         
 
         Roza walked quickly back to the kitchen. The kids and Jung Ha clattered out and both cars left at once.
         
 
         A shaft of winter sun made a patch on the floor. The dog wandered by outside, snuffling in the hedge. The fridge whirred and clicked and from somewhere there was the whine of a saw.
         
 
         Roza stood in the kitchen and panicked. She needed to catch onto a solid object, but everything was loose, flailing. She wanted a drink. She thought, I can’t do this, can’t face things, unless I drink. She felt she might be pregnant. But she was filled with terror at the thought. But she wanted to be. Trying to calm herself, she ate a slice of bread, then drank glass after glass of water. Just one drink, was what she used to think, I’ll just have a glass of wine, to steady my nerves. But it was never just one.
         
 
         Was this a panic attack? I can’t do any of this unless I drink. Am drinking. I can’t go on without a drink. Unless. She raised her head. She needed to ring her sponsor. But she needed a drink just to face her sponsor. She whispered the non-drinking mantra, but it chimed in her head like sinister baby-talk. The words ran through her mind, I can’t do this without a drink. Unless. Unless I confront what made me drink.
         
 
         Shakily, she went upstairs, dressed and walked down to the car. Conscience the gardener was crossing the yard holding a heavy pot plant on his shoulder, his head turned to one side. His earmuffs were slung around his neck; his jeans sagged nearly off his narrow behind. She smiled nervously, but he wasn’t looking at her.
         
 
         ‘Hi,’ she said, the word bursting out of her. She was shaking. He hitched his burden higher and raised his chin in greeting.
         
 
         Swiping the hedge and bumping over the concrete kerb, she drove out.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         She turned into a side street, pulling in behind a line of parked cars. David had had a tint put on the windscreens of the two cars they used in Auckland. ‘Surely that’s not necessary,’ she’d protested, joking that it made her feel like a gangster, but she was grateful now that she was hidden behind dark, almost opaque glass. A Pink Floyd song came on the radio; she heard the words ‘comfortably numb’ and had rush of euphoric sadness, her eyes burning, then shook her head and frowned, chastising herself for self-pity, melodrama.
         
 
         Simon Lampton walked out of the house and stood next to his car, eyeing two girls who’d followed him out, one tall, one short, deep in a furious argument. Roza sank slightly lower in her seat, watching as Simon gestured at the girls, telling them to stop bickering and to hurry up. Just before he got in the car he turned his face up to the rain, letting the light drizzle fall on his face, rolling his eyes in exasperation. He backed down the drive and out into the street. Roza pulled out and followed.
         
 
         He dropped them at their private girls’ school. The tall one waved to the car; the short one fiddled dreamily with her bag as they walked in through the school gates. When Roza got out and stood on the pavement in the light rain everything felt unreal, as if she were separated from her nerves. She began to walk towards Simon’s car, but veered away, worried that he’d have seen her in his rear-view mirror. She ducked in the school gate, out of sight. The tall girl had gone but the younger girl was there beside a rock garden, trying to fix a strap on her bag. The sky darkened and the garden plants glowed an unnatural green in the dimming light. It was going to pour. The first fat drops came down and the girl looked up briefly, lifting her knee to bolster up the heavy bag, and dropped a plastic drink bottle.
         
 
         Roza picked up the bottle and held it out. She had stopped breathing. Her heart was banging in her chest.
         
 
         The girl said, ‘Thanks’, pushed back her hair and went on fiddling with the strap. Roza didn’t move. She wondered whether Simon had driven off yet. She wanted to stop this, to back out the gate and drive to work. If she walked away now everything would be fine.
         
 
         The rain came down abruptly, hissing onto the asphalt. Roza and the girl made for the same spot — steps in front of a locked door, sheltered by a porch roof. There was a long squeak of bus brakes out on the road, and a group of girls ran screaming and giggling through the gates, holding textbooks over their heads. The rain roared on the porch roof and began to spout down off a broken pipe. The girl held her hand under the cascade and watched it exploding off her fingers.
         
 
         ‘Do you have to get inside?’ Roza said.
 
         The girl looked at her. ‘Pardon?’
 
         Roza cleared her throat. ‘Don’t you have to get off to class?’
 
         ‘Yeah, I’ve got ten minutes.’
 
         ‘I was just …’ Roza tried to think of an explanation. What was she doing? Panicking, panicking. ‘I was just looking for the school office,’ she said at last. The rain roared louder.
         
 
         ‘It’s down that path.’ The girl pointed.
 
         Roza jammed her fists in her jacket pockets. ‘What class are you in?’ She studied the contours of the girl’s face, her large eyes and thin cheeks.
         
 
          
         ‘Year ten.’
 
         Roza wanted to touch her. She put her hand over her mouth and turned away, and tears gushed out hot over her cheeks. She tried to control her shaking shoulders. If she could put her arms around the girl and hold her tight — that would stop the panic; that would fill the gap that had opened up in her mind, but she kept her face turned away, and tried to regain control. Her face was wet with rain; the girl would never know she’d been crying. She steadied herself and forced her mouth into a smile.
         
 
         ‘It’s easing off.’ Her voice sounded normal enough. She breathed deeply.
         
 
         They stood side by side, looking at the garden. The colours were intense; it was lush and green. A gust of warm wind blew in under the porch and the girl frowned. ‘Ugh. Hate the rain.’
         
 
         ‘It’s much better. You could run to your class now.’ Roza held her mouth in the false smile and felt herself responding to it. Could you force yourself to cheer up just by plastering on a grin? Yes, pretending could make things real.
         
 
         She became aware the girl was staring.
 
         The girl said, ‘Are you all right?’
 
         ‘Of course.’ Roza held her hand out to the rain.
 
         ‘You want me to show you where the office is?’
 
         ‘Oh. No. Yes. Thanks.’
 
         The rain thinned out, and they walked towards the path the girl had pointed out, winding between neat bark gardens. Roza glanced out at the street. Simon would have gone. She would drive to work and no one would ever know. Taking a long, deep breath, she caught the girl recklessly by the arm. ‘Listen, you nip off to class now. I’ll find my way. Thanks for your help.’ She hesitated. ‘Do I know your parents, by the way? You look familiar. What’s your name?’
         
 
         ‘Elke Lampton.’
 
          
         ‘Well, nice to meet you, Elke.’ There was a silence and she couldn’t let go.
         
 
         Elke began to wriggle, confused.
 
         Roza said, ‘Shit.’
 
         ‘Are you …’ Elke was alarmed.
 
         Roza let go, walked back up the path and sat down on a wooden seat. Elke followed.
         
 
         Roza said, ‘Sorry.’ She stood up. ‘Thanks for your help. You get to class.’
         
 
         The girl walked away, turning once to look back.
 
         Roza waited until she was out of sight, then hurried out the gate and back to her car.
         
 
         She rang work telling them she was sick, and wouldn’t be coming in. She needed to go to an AA meeting, and went to a café to wait, trying to keep her mind neutral. When she’d passed what seemed like an age in this numb state she drove back across town. The AA meeting was already in progress, a small group sitting around on plastic chairs.
         
 
         A man was speaking. He had red hair and a boiled face, his words sounded like gibberish and she couldn’t concentrate on what he was saying. He was expensively dressed, and he kept playing with a heavy watch on his wrist. Roza stared at the watch and became aware of a smell in the room; it conjured up a whole world for her in the strange way that smells trigger powerful memories. It was the smell of breath. Roza put her hand to her mouth. Long ago, she had been so sick that the smell of food on a person’s breath had been enough to make her throw up. She had only ever felt like that once before. The odour intensified, and she felt she was going to vomit. She leaned forward and tried to focus on the orange carpet, but the woman next to her smelled garlicky and the room reeked of coffee, and Roza began to gag. The man with the boiled face paused as Roza jumped up and ran out of the room.
         
 
         In the toilets she washed her face. She looked at herself in the mirror, at her white face and huge, spooked eyes, knowing what she’d wanted to do in there before nausea had sent her running: she’d wanted to tell her story, to confess. But she didn’t dare. Meetings were supposed to be confidential, but you couldn’t be sure, not when you were married to David Hallwright. She needed to ring her sponsor, but instead she walked out of the building into the park and sat down on a bench. She bowed her head, and there in her mind was the girl holding out her hand as the warm rain exploded on her palm, the girl frowning and saying, ‘Ugh. Hate the rain.’ The girl with Roza’s eyes, Roza’s hands.
         
 
         She had just turned sixteen when her and Myron’s baby was born, the little girl that someone else had named. She said the name to herself. Elke. A woman had adopted her and named her, and then, Roza had discovered later, the woman had died. Later, as she’d also found out, the Lamptons had fostered her, then adopted her, and there she was, standing against the rain, holding her hand out as the rain splashed off her palm.
         
 
         Roza had dreamed many times that the girl had asked: ‘Why did you give me away?’ She would try to explain, but her mouth would not work and her legs froze as she tried to follow, and the image of the child would fade away. Roza had not wanted to have the baby, but her mother had prevailed. By the time they’d finished arguing about hell and damnation, and all the other threats her mother could unload, it was too late for an abortion. With cold determination, Roza’s mother had rented a house in Hamilton, and moved herself and Roza down there before the pregnancy began to show. The baby was born at Waikato Hospital. Myron Jannides had gone to live in Perth with his mother. His mother had spoken of a new life for her and Myron — she meant a life away from Roza.
         
 
          
         Roza gave the child up for adoption. She was weakened and distressed by the pregnancy and birth, and by her mother’s badgering. And she didn’t want her mother to take over the baby. She knew this now: it was partly to save the child from her grandmother that she’d given her away. Roza had realised, much later, that there had been something wrong with her mother, that you could even have called her mentally ill. She was hysterical, obsessive, aggressive, cold — and excessively prudish. But all that was meaningless now.
         
 
         The thirst came on so strongly that Roza drew air in between her teeth. She craved the numbness that booze gave her, the break from herself. She’d started drinking after giving the baby away. If you do something so wrong, so unnatural, it’s hard to face the day to day. She knew now how wrong and unnatural adoption was. She shouldn’t have been persuaded to have the child, but once she’d had it, she should have kept it. That was her mistake. The baby had been undersized and premature when she was born, as if she’d known she was unwanted, and had not properly thrived, and Roza, a tall and fit teenager, had borne no scars from the birth, not even a single stretchmark to give away the fact that she’d been pregnant. It was a quick, uncomplicated delivery, and the baby, a tiny, uncanny-looking creature, had been rushed away from her to an incubator to be fed on formula through a tube, minimally handled, artificially warmed, wired up to monitors.
         
 
         She’d meant to tell David, but she hadn’t had the courage at first, and then, as time had gone on, it had seemed that if she told him now, he would find it strange and shocking that she had kept something so fundamental from him. She’d had the sense that secrets grow when they are untold; that they become still more secret, more unsayable. And her fearful instinct had been that the stress of telling might send her back to drinking. Roza bowed her shoulders as the rain fell. She had looked into the girl’s eyes for the first time, and she was crushed with grief.
         
 
         David wouldn’t care that she’d had a baby at sixteen and would be upset that she’d never told him about it, but the real sticking point would be admitting to him that she’d given the child away. He would say, ‘Why did you need to do that? In this day and age. There’s no shame in having a baby when you’re young and unmarried, we’re past all that nonsense.’ He would be shocked; he loved his own children so much, and she wouldn’t be able to make him understand how it had been, and the relief that Roza had felt (yes, admit it, relief) when they’d said, ‘It will be all right. We’ve found someone suitable to adopt’, and she had passed the incubator for the last time; the child lying in there behind glass, separate, already remote, her tiny face turned away.
         
 
         Roza went on crying until she felt very light and distant from her surroundings. She made a decision, and with it came relief. She would go and see her old friend Tamara. She walked to her car. Visiting Tamara. She would be lulled, rescued, doomed.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         She shouldn’t have gone looking for Elke. Having signed her rights away she wasn’t supposed to look until the girl was twenty. But her new-found sobriety had given her confidence and once she’d started she couldn’t stop looking. It was before she’d met David — she mightn’t have done it after she’d met him. She had wavered, been indecisive; she’d given up the idea for a while, but then had gone to a private investigator who operated an office out of his house in St Heliers. She didn’t hear from him for a long time, but then he’d rung her up and asked her to come and see him. When he gave her the information about Elke she’d asked, ‘But how did you find out?’ and he’d answered, ‘I have my contacts.’
         
 
         So she’d found out where Elke was, and the names of the people she was with, and for a long time it was enough. She hadn’t wanted to know any more. And then David had gone into politics, and now, at last, she’d come face to face with Simon and Karen Lampton, the people who owned her child.
         
 
         Even then, she’d thought she could deal with it. She and David would have a baby together. Life would go on …
         
 
         She parked outside Tamara’s big villa. There was no one home, so she sat down to wait on a wooden bench on the veranda. The vision of Elke returned and the tears came again. The rain cleared and the sun cast a watery glow over the garden, making delicate rainbows across a swing and slide on the lawn.
         
 
         The gate opened and Tamara marched up the driveway, wearing tight Lycra pants and a running shirt and carrying weights in her hands, her head down, pumping her thin arms against the weights. She had headphones on, and an iPod clipped to her top. She didn’t look up until she reached the steps, and when she saw Roza she let out a predictable, Tamara-style scream.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Roza sat beside the swimming pool while Tamara made a big thing of her stretches and exercises performed up against the verandah rail. ‘If I don’t warm down I go stiff, darling,’ she said, finishing with one leg hiked up against the wall of the pool house, dabbing her forehead with a towel and grunting lightly. Her hair was dyed blonde, her nails were long and manicured and her fingers were heavy with expensive rings. She was tall and slender, with a sharp nose, blue eyes and smooth, creamy brown skin.
         
 
         She and Roza had been at school together. Tamara had come out from England when she was five, the only child of a boozy, chain-smoking solo mother who had passed on her recipe for success: it was all about snaring a wealthy man. Mrs Porter had taken up real estate and laid her persona on thick: she was the working-class slapper with a heart of gold, a goer, a laugh, her dyed blonde hair done up in a beehive. After hours she usually had a long-ashed fag in one hand and a glass of bubbly in the other; her house was a stew of smoke and hilarity, booze and vulgarity, and Roza had gone there to escape the strained, frigid atmosphere at home. She’d sometimes been bored by Tamara, and in exasperated moments had found her limited, but she’d had more fun with her than with any other friend. They used to laugh until they made themselves dizzy.
         
 
         Tamara reached for a heavy lighter and lit a cigarette. She had scored: her husband was rich. Tam lunched, shopped, travelled in grand style, dressed her children in designer clothes, drove a black Mercedes the size of a tank, all with a kind of mordant triumph, and when her husband wasn’t around, which was often, she smoked and drank and took drugs, and laughed about it all.
         
 
         Roza said, ‘Can I have one?’
 
         Tamara slid over the cigarette packet. She said, ‘So what’s wrong? Is he having an affair? Or are you?’
         
 
         ‘He might be having one, with his assistant.’ Roza described Dianne, her tight black suits, her bouncy pony-tail. Tamara listened with gruesome enjoyment. Roza was playing a part. She couldn’t tell Tamara anything real, so she slipped back into the kind of talk Tamara liked: all men were bastards to be exploited, women had to live on their wits; the spoils were ease and comfort and money. It was rubbish and she disliked it; it was a kind of slumming, and she knew why her friendship with Tamara hadn’t survived their growing up. Things that were a laugh when you were young and unserious became squalid when you were old. Roza wouldn’t have dreamed of going after a man for his money. Tamara hadn’t changed. But she was kind and affectionate. When she’d discovered Roza on her verandah she’d hugged her and dragged her inside, asking her what was the matter. ‘Oh, I’m all fucked up,’ Roza had said, smiling and wiping her eyes, grateful for the warmth.
         
 
          
         Roza felt a small rush from the cigarette. She was dizzy for a moment. Tamara looked at her, her head on one side. Her eye looked bright and flat, like a bird’s.
         
 
         Tamara might have had her suspicions about Roza’s problems, but she was unscrupulous, and she loved company. She was never happier than when people were sinning around her. Roza knew she hadn’t really come to Tam for friendship. She had come to get high. She knew her old friend so well; she was counting on her to offer something. It was wrong and she ought to leave now. Tamara probably guessed why Roza had come; she would offer something in the hope that it would revive their old bond, or maybe even to punish Roza for abandoning her. Tamara had sometimes hinted that Roza looked down on her. She might not altogether mind the spectacle of snobby, silver-spoon Roza Danielewicz cut down to size. Their friendship was so ancient they were like siblings, bound together by love, resentment, old hurts.
         
 
         Roza smoked, snagged by sudden urgent need. Her mouth was dry. Tamara was watching her, possibly enjoying the moment, holding out on her. Roza felt a prickle of antagonism, then shame. Pretending to revive a friendship when you wanted something; it was contemptible. Tears came to her eyes.
         
 
         ‘I’ve missed you,’ she said, and meant it, but a moment later she knew it wasn’t true. She hadn’t missed Tamara; she’d turned her back on her with relief. What she meant to say was, ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come.’
         
 
         Tamara sighed and inspected the end of her cigarette. ‘Who’d have thought. You’re practically the wife of the prime minister.’
         
 
         Roza grinned. ‘I know. Isn’t it weird.’
 
         ‘What’s it like?’
 
         Roza blew out smoke. ‘It’s mad,’ she said. She described the fundraising events and the rallies, the zealots and the sycophants, the bursts of hostility from passers-by, the trembling fans who seized David’s hand in the street and wouldn’t let go. Fleetingly she thought of Simon Lampton, his intensity, his air of unwillingness, but she stuck to funny anecdotes, sensed the success of her monologue and felt herself falling into the old pattern: she was back with Tam, laughing at the world. At the same time she knew that she was singing for her supper. She paused.
         
 
         Tam laughed.
 
         Sweat broke out on Roza’s forehead. There was something dangerous in that laugh. She had forgotten how sharp Tam was. Maybe she had underestimated how insulted Tam would be to have her turn up like this, after years of silence, playing at being friends. Every time she felt Tam holding back her desire was twisted tighter. She felt trapped, and she thought Tam sensed it. This was what addiction was: keeping what you wanted hidden, being tormented by it, lying and play-acting in the most shameful way. And if people sensed your need they held out on you. Roza was starting to panic. She hadn’t done anything except smoke a cigarette but she was deep in, and frightened. She needed to get up and walk out, just leave, no explanation. She put her hands on the arms of the chair.
         
 
         Tam said, ‘I’ve missed you too.’
 
         Roza went still. Tam gazed away, over the sunlit pool, and said, ‘You look stressed.’
         
 
         Roza murmured, ‘It’s been nerve-wracking. I really am sure the bastard’s bonking his secretary.’ A voice howled in her head. Shame. Shame. ‘And his kids are slightly fucked up. The girl’s all right but the boy can’t stand me. I’m the wicked stepmother.’ This is hateful, she thought. This is not me, this is the sick Roza. Again she put her hands on the arm of the chair.
         
 
         Tam said, ‘You want a coffee.’
 
         Roza stared.
 
          
         ‘I’ve got a little something we could put in it.’
 
         Roza gave a snicker. Her mouth twitched. ‘Mmm,’ she said weakly. They looked at each other with sudden warmth and complicity. Like a sexual moment, Roza thought, as Tamara went into the house. The word ‘Peach’ was written across the bum of Tam’s sweatpants.
         
 
         Roza stretched out, letting the sun fall on her legs. She was washed out, floating, closing her eyes and seeing little red sunsets ablaze against her lids. She thought, sometimes you can’t hold out any more. Then there’s just the letting go.
         
 
         She drifted, waiting for Tam. Silence, only the slop slop of water against the side of the pool. When Tamara came back with two coffees and a little plastic bag of powder Roza screwed up her eyes and laughed. A bird flew swiftly overhead, its shadow flashing across the deck. She watched, held in the moment, as Tam upended the bag of powder, licking a bit off her long nail. Roza’s panic had gone, she was calm and still. A blow-up toy drifted across the pool. Clouds moved, the light dimmed and brightened, steam curled and slipped above the coffee cups. Tamara smiled.
         
 
         ‘Cheers, darling.’
 
         ‘Chin-chin.’
 
         
                

         
 
         A man came to do the pool. He greeted the two glamorous housewives, drinking their third cup of morning coffee. When Roza got up to leave she was so stoned she walked into the glass ranchslider, thinking it was open. Tamara held her and they rocked with laughter. Roza went to the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. Her expression was jubilant, her head reeled. She came out and found Tam flirting with the pool man.
         
 
         They walked out to her car. ‘Come back soon,’ Tam said. A wave of birds flapped out of the trees in the park and swirled in the air.
         
 
          
         ‘I’m just thinking,’ Tam said, her eyes on the birds, ‘it’s so crazy you being the wife of you know who and doing what we’ve been doing.’
         
 
         Roza laughed, ‘Well, don’t tell. You’re the only person I trust.’
 
         They’d always made a big thing of knowing each other’s secrets. Roza knew about Tam’s abortions, her drug habits, about the time she’d caught two STDs at once. Tam thought she knew everything about Roza but she didn’t; Roza just let her think she did. Tam didn’t know about Elke, because when Roza had met Myron Jannides, she’d left Tam behind.
         
 
         ‘You’ll have to come over for dinner,’ Roza said. But she knew she would never invite her. She might come back here, but she wouldn’t let Tam into her and David’s house.
         
 
         ‘That’d be great,’ Tam said, her eyes turning hard, as if she knew Roza wasn’t sincere.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Roza drove to work and told everyone she wasn’t sick after all. She sat at her desk. Her throat was dry and sore and she kept grinding her teeth as she powered through the things she had to do, clearing her inbox at high speed, sending waves of lucid emails, dealing with things she’d been putting off for days. She worked through lunch, with the sense that the air around her was thick and silvery, that she was swimming through it. All her movements were controlled by the liquidy pressure and she was graceful, powerful.
         
 
         Later, Ellen went to a meeting and Roza took Ray Marden’s manuscript out of her bag. She’d secretly read through it to the end and noted her corrections on every page. Two days ago she’d decided to throw it away; now, in her new, heightened state, braced and heartened by Tamara’s magic potion, she realised what a waste that would be. She’d been ridiculously afraid. All that worrying was completely unnecessary. Okay, Marden was considered toxic, the rapist cop who would taint anyone who went near him, but that was just people being … cowardly. She decided she could send him the corrected manuscript, and tell him she was doing it privately. She could ask him please to be discreet and he would understand her position. It would be a favour, a kindness, to a hated pariah. What was wrong with that? How constrained she’d felt by her position — nearly the wife of the prime minister. David was paranoid about his image and his reputation, but he didn’t need to worry. His popularity was high; he was going to win. Roza drew in a sharp breath.
         
 
         ‘You look pleased with yourself.’
 
         Cheryl was standing in the doorway.
 
         ‘Well. It’s a mad old world,’ Roza said. ‘I’m nearly the wife of the PM.’
         
 
         Cheryl paused. She raised an eyebrow. ‘Lucky old you,’ she said.
         
 
         Roza said, talking fast, ‘There’s gotta be some perks that go with it. Some world trips.’ She smiled hugely.
         
 
         ‘No doubt.’ Cheryl laid a file on the desk without taking her eyes off Roza.
         
 
         ‘I’m not giving up working here, though. I love it.’
 
         ‘Keeping in touch with the common people.’
 
         ‘Oh yeah. All you commoners. You know I love you.’
 
         There was a silence. Roza rubbed her eyes. ‘I was just thinking about Ray Marden. You know, his book.’
         
 
         Cheryl studied her fingernails. ‘We saw him in St Lukes the other day. We got a good look at him. He is the most evil-looking guy. Just totally horrible. Like the incredible, you know.’
         
 
         ‘Hulk.’
 
         ‘Yeah. The Incredible Hulk … What’s the matter?’
 
         ‘Nothing,’ Roza said, shaking. ‘It’s just funny, that’s all.’ She waved her hand. ‘The Incredible Hulk.’
         
 
          
         ‘Well. I’m glad you’re in such a good mood.’
 
         ‘Yeah,’ Roza sighed. When she looked up Cheryl had gone. She blinked.
         
 
         She closed her door, picked up the phone and rang Ray Marden.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         He answered.
 
         She rushed straight in. ‘Ray Marden? I work for AT Press. We turned down your book, as you know, but I wonder if I could have a word.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah …?’ He was puzzled, surly. Cautious.
 
         ‘I’ve been through your manuscript and I’ve edited it for you. I’ve done this on my own time. No one else was willing to do it. No one else … what I mean is …’
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry, what are you saying?’
 
         Roza said slowly, ‘I’ve read your manuscript. I’ve given you some suggestions for editing. Do you want me to send it to you?’
         
 
         ‘But …’ He was confused.
 
         ‘I’ve just done it privately because I was sorry no one would help you. Do you understand what I’m saying?’
         
 
         He was quiet.
 
         ‘I could send it to you. Put. It. In. The. Post.’ Roza checked herself. Was she talking too loud? ‘It’s just some copy-editing, well a huge amount of editing actually. The thing is you’ll never get your book published the way it is, but no one’s going to help you with it. So I’ve been through it in my own time.’
         
 
         Another silence. Really, how long was he going to take to get it through his thick skull?
         
 
         She said, ‘I can just chuck it away if you like.’
 
         ‘No. You’ve got editing … You’ve done editing. Could I meet with you?’
         
 
          
         Roza screwed up her face in a silent laugh. Steady on. Let’s not get carried away, mate. ‘No. I’ll post it to you.’
         
 
         ‘I would like to discuss it with you. Like you said, no one’s willing to help me.’
         
 
         Roza hesitated. She hadn’t thought of meeting him, but why not? Why shouldn’t she meet an aspiring author and give him a few tips?
         
 
         He said, ‘Can I ask what your name is?’
 
         Roza said, ‘I don’t really want people at work to know I’m doing this. So can you not tell anyone here?’
         
 
         ‘Sure. Why would I talk to them, anyway?’
 
         ‘My name is … Sue.’
 
         ‘Okay. Sue. Thank you for looking at my work. Maybe we could have a coffee and a talk about it.’
         
 
         ‘Well, it might be possible. Where?’
 
         He suggested a café. Roza said no, not a café.
 
         Another silence.
 
         Roza said, ‘What about the Domain, by the greenhouses? That place they call the kiosk. You can buy a coffee and sit at the picnic tables outside.’ The park, daytime, during the week — there wouldn’t be anyone around.
         
 
         ‘I could do that.’
 
         He suggested a day and time. Roza said, ‘Fine. I’ll bring the manuscript and the notes. Just don’t mention it to anyone.’
         
 
         She hung up and began fitfully straightening the papers on her desk. Why not, she thought. It’s time to face the world, to stop hiding away. Meeting Ray Marden. A little charity work. She gritted her teeth and fiddled compulsively, lining up the pens along her desk. Why not?
         
 
         
                 

         
 
         The air was still silvery but there were weaknesses in the force of it now, gaps that she might fall through, and her jaw was beginning to ache. When she drove home there were four other cars in the yard, and David was sitting by the pool with Dianne and a group of party people, activists and strategists. Rushing straight upstairs to fix her face, she thought, If David and I ever divorced it would be me against him — and all of them. When had it begun, that he belonged more to others than he did to her? There were people who would look out for him, close around him if they thought she was a problem. She remembered the old times, when it was just the two of them. Now she was married to the party. She’d thought the way to keep him was to hold herself separate, so that she and he shared something no one else did. A mistake. She’d kept her distance from the party, and now she was on the outside.
         
 
         She went down to the kitchen. David saw her and called. She went out, and he offered her a glass of sparkling water and pulled up a chair while they went on talking, David topping up the wine glasses all round.
         
 
         Dianne’s cheeks and neck were flushed. She said to Roza, ‘Are you coming to the Wellington dinner tomorrow?’
         
 
         Roza said, ‘No.’
 
         Dianne did a little mime of surprise, looked directly at David and said sweetly, ‘David. Shame on you.’
         
 
         There was a silence.
 
         Roza put down her glass. She could feel people watching.
 
         David said, ‘Roza’s not coming because she’s working. And obviously why would she want to anyway. It’s just a work thing.’
         
 
         Dianne widened her eyes, innocent. Roza stared. There was another silence, during which Roza considered what she was going to say. The air around her was ragged with holes; the brightness had gone. David’s chief strategist, Ed Miles, suddenly put his hand on Dianne’s shoulder and said, ‘Time to go.’ He looked at David, who nodded. Dianne got up, and David didn’t look at her, only nodded again at Ed. Roza watched Ed ushering Dianne away.
         
 
         She looked around the group. They had relaxed: some were talking, some were gathering their things, ready to leave, and no one would meet her eye. She hugged her arms across her chest, chilled. David patted her shoulder and she started; she followed him and they saw everyone to the door.
         
 
         In the sitting room, Roza turned on him, furious. ‘That little bitch.’
         
 
         David said, ‘What is it? What is it now?’ He put his arms around her and held her.
         
 
         ‘That malicious little Dianne. The way she said “Shame on you”.’ Roza mimicked her sugary voice.
         
 
         ‘Forget about her, she’s nothing. Think of what we’re going to do. You and me, the big picture.’ He was holding her too tight. ‘We’re so close now. I’m going to pull it off, Roza. And you’re with me. Only you.’
         
 
         ‘Am I?’ She tried to free herself. ‘Get off me. Go and play with your fucking Dianne.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t be stupid.’
 
         The air broke apart. Roza fell through a black hole and reeled, spinning out of control. She said, ‘You’ve changed, you’ve become power-crazed. You’re not the same person any more. It’s all about the party. You don’t care about me. I’m leaving. I hate your politics. I can’t stand all these sly, calculating people in my house.’
         
 
         He went still. ‘Roza.’
 
         He grabbed her by the wrist. She tried to elbow past him but he pulled her down onto the sofa, holding her face against his and rocking back and forth. She felt wetness on her cheek and realised he was crying. She’d never seen him cry before.
         
 
         He said, ‘I love you. Roza, Roza. I love you. Only you.’ 
 
          
         She sat next to him, silent. Why had Dianne come over so catty, and why was he crying? She knew it was petty, thinking like this. Dianne was a nothing. Think of the big picture, David said, and he was right, but her mind raced; she was speeding and angry, unmoved by his crying. She saw it as evidence of guilt. He was cheating with Dianne; he’d stopped loving her. She was just here to look after his kids, supervise the domestic help. He was controlling her, making sure there were no blow-ups, nothing that would embarrass him at such a sensitive time. He wanted her to get pregnant because this was another way of controlling her; it would anchor her to him, she would be monitored by doctors, held captive by the pregnancy itself, kept in check, subdued, quelled. His colleagues were in on it — don’t upset Roza, let’s not have any domestic problems that will distract David, that will damage the campaign. Did they talk about her, spy on her? Did they follow her?
         
 
         David raised his head and rubbed his eyes. She didn’t believe in the tears. But no sooner had she thought, He’s controlling me, he’s manipulating me, than the thought began to waver and fade, to lose its force and take on a surreal, chiming quality that turned it meaningless. There was a kind of horror to this, but it left her empty and calm. She began to think about having a baby. Perhaps being pregnant wouldn’t destroy her, by reviving memories of the first baby; maybe it would allow her to focus on something new. It might be a good thing to submit to it. She needed something from the outside to save her from herself. She put her arms around David. He said something but she didn’t hear it. They sat in silence as the room darkened, until they heard Jung Ha driving in the gate, bringing the kids from sports and music practice.
         
 
         She said, ‘You never talk about Becky. Neither do the kids. Do you talk about her when you’re together?’
         
 
         ‘Sometimes. Maybe. I suppose.’ 
 
          
         ‘You never say anything about her. It’s as if she …’
 
         ‘She’s dead.’
 
         ‘It’s as if she never existed. You don’t refer to her.’
 
         ‘We’ve got our own life now. With the kids. You and me.’
 
         ‘But it’s so strange. You don’t …’
 
         ‘Roza. Shut up.’
 
         She stopped.
 
         ‘You’re my whole world,’ he said.
 
         She looked at him strangely, hearing her own words: ‘It’s as if she never existed’. She thought of Elke. Could she live as though Elke had never existed?
         
 
         ‘Well,’ she said, ‘shall I make some coffee, now we love each other and all?’
         
 
         He laughed. They walked to the kitchen and she suppressed a laugh of her own. She was losing her mind. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            nine

         
 
         She gets off the bus in the cold wind, and a plane comes in low over the roof, dragging its shadow, the roar of the jets echoing off the parking building, the sky high and bright, the light hard, making her squint her eyes and draw air in sharply through her teeth. Some days everything hurts. Some days the light flays you. She used to take pills. For six months after Baby died, she would stay inside on bright days, lying on her bed in the silence, watching the stripes of light move across the floor. Bright days were too much: they jangled and mocked. She felt like a beetle crawling across the earth, scurrying, tense, waiting for the crack of some great hand that would come down and crush her again. Baby was never called anything but Baby; for the time they were apart she thought of her every moment, and in her mind she was just the numb, stunned, hurting word baby, taken away, lost, gone, and when she got her back she was the thing she clung to, baby. Baby was the only good thing she’d ever achieved, until she caused her death, let her down again, the first time because she was a low-life criminal slut busted for drugs, the second time because she went to sleep and waited until morning, instead of running out into the night with the kid in her arms, straight to hospital. They told her: it’s not your fault. There’s nothing you did wrong, nothing you could have done. This illness, this meningitis moves so rapidly, it will kill while you’re half asleep and wondering what to do. It starts with a little rash, a few spots and then, wham. Kids in Remuera, well-off people’s children, die of this too, a nurse said. A doctor prescribed her pills after the funeral, but she soon gave them up. They were supposed to cheer her up, but they made her frantic.
         
 
         Her father shed tears at Baby’s graveside, his elbow up to his forehead. His face was white; there were brown circles around his eyes. After the funeral he went to the beach and played golf. He’d painted all the balls fluorescent orange, so the kids could find them when he sent them running through the marram grass. Her mother was dead already; she never saw Baby. In the house by the beach aunts and cousins milled around. The funeral was over; they were all starting to drink. She watched her father teeing off against the blazing sky, watching his shot, swinging his club over his shoulder, rolling a beer can across his forehead, his hair standing up in greasy black and greying curls. They called him the only Greek in the Far North. He’d come from Australia; they all said he’d come on the run. He never went back, married into the Maoris. Mad bastard, fisherman, skilled horticulturalist. Widower, master of his beachside house, his seven children and his legendary dope crops. She had entered the family business at a young age. They said she was the sharp one of the whanau, a bad, clever, cheeky little slut, too much like her father. No one was surprised when she ended up in jail.
         
 
         But no more of that shit. Not after she had killed Baby.
 
         She crosses into the departure lounge and heads for the café, thinking about Simon Lampton. His expensive clothes and shoes, his soft hands, the way his expression veers between uncertainty and happiness, the sight of him balancing in her bedroom in his jocks, trying to put his socks on, doing up his shirt, the long legs and the bright blue boxers showing under the shirt tails; she wanted to laugh, he looked so stupid, vulnerable, ungainly, defenceless. The tiny, middle-aged noises he made in bed, the way he looked at her afterwards, all soulful and hot and grateful and frightened, making her want to shriek with terrible laughter. His back as he turned to go, suddenly armoured by his suit, his expression hardened, his professional mask on, shutting her out, the impatient way he jingled his keys in his hand — it was only then that she felt a cold little stab of loss and fear, stopped laughing and followed him out to the car, watching as he drove down the road past the houses at the edge of field, leaving her standing in the bright silence, wondering if she’d ever see him again.
         
 
         The café shuts overnight; hers is the first morning shift. She unlocks the grille and pulls it up over the café counter, turns on the switches in the kitchen, the white neon tubes buzzing as they light up.
         
 
         She’s always the first of her shift to arrive. Some days she stands looking at the queuing travellers, wishing a plane would crash. She feels the thud of impact, sees the flames and black smoke boiling out from the fuselage, fire engines racing towards the wreck, black figures writhing, screaming, tearing at themselves. Flying shards of metal, soft bodies. She’s hungry for this image, feels something inside herself connecting with it, merging with the pain and screaming and flames.
         
 
         She goes behind the counter and starts turning stuff on. The coffee machine lights up; the muzak starts. The girls hurry in, still doing their make-up and combing their hair, they fling their plastic bags of stuff on the chair in the office and go chatting and laughing and slamming their way around the kitchen. She runs through her chores, blocking her mind to the plinking misery of Richard Clayderman on the CD, enjoying the rhythm of work. On good days it’s possible to be happy, even to have an ambition. To make up for what she’s done. To be happy.
         

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            ten

         
 
         The morning after he’d argued with Karen and stayed with Mereana, Simon had woken in her bed, wondering where he was. He’d looked down at Mereana’s tattooed arm and remembered. The room was full of early sun. He’d lain back with a sense that he had stepped outside all his worries and fears and weariness, that he was in a sunny limbo where nothing mattered and nothing could touch him. He’d drifted, dreaming, for what seemed a long time, then he’d got up and walked out the back door, into a world washed clean by the previous night’s rain.
         
 
         Mereana’s house backed onto a field. On the far side of it was a vast corrugated iron warehouse, its steel roof shining in the sun. The storm had gone, leaving a vivid sheen over everything. The sky was blue, the light was painfully bright and the field was full of white flowers. Simon had stood in the bright clean world, looking at the flowers in the long grass, birds circling overhead, a single red car moving in the distance along the line of the field.
         
 
         A man had come out of the back of the next house, a tall figure dressed in black jeans and a black T-shirt. He was wearing what looked like a metal helmet and holding a small mirror. The mirror flashed in the sun as he angled it this way and that, adjusting the helmet. He batted away a flying insect, put the mirror in his pocket and stood swaying, his face raised to the sun. He began to move one hand rhythmically, as if listening to music, but Simon couldn’t hear anything.
         
 
         Simon had stared at the tall, black, swaying figure. Rich grassy scents came up out of the ground. It was early but the sun was warm, the grass was shining, and everything was silent, bright, strange. He’d felt he was drawing the brightness and strangeness into himself, drawing in the silence, had had the sense that he was weightless, outside the world. He drew in the surreal vividness and the bright silence. He was exhilarated.
         
 
         The memory of this came back to Simon.
 
         
             

         
 
         The memory stayed, and it wasn’t long before he went back. He was invited to speak at a conference in Christchurch. His session was titled Tension-free tapes and anterior colporrhaphy: an overview. At Auckland airport he went to the café and bought a coffee and Mereana came out and looked at a point over his shoulder, twirling a pen in her fingers. They were shy, shuffling awkwardly, then looked intensely at each other and laughed.
         
 
         He sat and drank his coffee, taking note of everything about her. He looked at her breasts under the tight white shirt, the way her black uniform skirt hugged her figure. She was taller than he remembered. One of her shoes was nearly worn through, about to lose its sole. She wore light pink nail polish, nearly white. There were freckles on her nose, and she had two earrings pierced through each ear. He listened to jokes and laughter between the workers in the kitchen. Mereana was the manager; she spent time on the phone making orders. At one point she walked past him holding a clipboard, her hair swinging over her eyes, her movements quick and graceful. Her green eyes were striking in her brown face. She was a beautiful woman. She didn’t exist in his world and he didn’t exist in hers. He thought of that moment at the back of her house, the bright silence, the sense that he’d been transported into a strange, brilliant, other place.
         
 
         Simon lingered over his coffee. He imagined being dead. Walking in silence, through a beautiful landscape. You see it but you’re not there. It’s a vision, of something past, something lost.
         
 
         He was called for boarding. He brushed past her as he left, telling her he’d be coming back through the next day. She said she wouldn’t be working. She said, ‘Come to my house.’
         
 
         He told her he would come.
 
         
               

         
 
         In Christchurch the next day he got a taxi driver to find him a pet shop, and bought a package of aquarium supplies. He knew what would be useful now, having set up Marcus’s tank. By three in the afternoon he’d delivered his second paper and taken a taxi to Christchurch airport; the flight back was smooth and landed early, and he drove straight to Mereana’s street.
         
 
         This time he noticed that her house was blue, and that all the tiny bungalows along the edge of the paddock were painted in candyish colours: pinks, blues, yellows and greens. They were run down, with peeling weatherboard walls and overgrown gardens. Grass grew up through the front steps and there were old couches and dead cars on some lawns. Mereana’s house was fronted by a crooked picket fence; in the yard were a birdbath and a chipped garden gnome. Across the paddock behind the houses, the roof of the giant warehouse flashed the sun back at him, dazzling bright, and a heavy jumbo jet was coming slowly in to land at the airport, the roar of its engines seeming to follow it, its shadow crossing the field.
         
 
         Simon stood at the edge of the road. The plane disappeared behind the trees. Cars moved along the far edge of the paddock, flashes of speeding colour between banks of hedges. A child rode a bike along the road, its wheel squeaking. At the house where the man had worn the metal helmet there was a sunflower made of corrugated iron nailed to the fence. Simon listened. In the distance he could hear the approach of another plane. There was the squeak of the bike wheel. His shadow was black on the road.
         
 
         He knocked on the door. She had been painting a chest of drawers, and her shirt and jeans were flecked with green paint. She said, ‘Leave the door open, I’m getting stoned on the fumes.’
         
 
         The sitting room was striped with late afternoon sun and there were newspapers and paint tins all over the floor. He gave her the package of aquarium stuff and she knelt on the couch and opened it, then hugged him. The hug made him thrilled and uneasy and for a second he wanted to leave. She lay back on the couch, saying she was dizzy. There was a rattan blind over the window and the sun came through in golden lines. He wandered into her room to look at the aquarium, watching the fish as they flipped and swam, the bubbles swirling over the pristine white stones. The glass was so clear that the tank seemed to float, a cube of water.
         
 
         He called out, ‘You keep it really clean.’
 
         ‘I keep it perfect. But if you keep it too clean you kill the good bacteria. I been reading about it. Here.’ He went into the sitting room. She held up a book. ‘Aquariums for beginners.’
         
 
         He sat down on the floor, leaning his back against the couch. ‘You know when I was here last, I saw a man over at the house next door. He was wearing a helmet.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, him. He’s a nex-gang member. It’s a Nazi helmet. Storm-troopers.’
 
         ‘He just stood out there, sort of swaying, holding a mirror. It was strange.’
         
 
         ‘He’s … you know. Too many drugs. But he’s harmless. Close up, he looks like a nelf.’
         
 
         ‘A nelf.’
 
          
         ‘Like a pixie. He’s got pointy ears. Plus one eye looks one way and one looks the other.’
         
 
         The light in the room deepened, turned golden. She ran her hands over his shoulders, touched his neck and ears and back and he said, facing away, ‘No, I shouldn’t have come here.’ He felt her hands lighting up his nerves, sending thrills down his body. He caught her wrist and held it, then got up and turned, kneeling on the floor, closing his eyes and putting his face on her stomach where her shirt had ridden up, and the warm flesh against his face sent everything else out of his mind. He raised his head and she said, ‘Top drawer.’ The urgency in her voice excited him, sent him stumbling into the bedroom where he opened the drawer, rummaging with eager, clumsy hands.
         
 
         He pushed up her shirt and bra, pulled down her jeans and pants. Her body felt thin and light; she smelled of smoke and paint; she wrapped her legs around him and the cushions of the old couch slid sideways, tipping them onto the floor. She pulled his suit pants down and they fucked on the floor. He closed his eyes and held her. He thought, Roza.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         They walked out into the paddock. The sun was going down behind the trees, shining a last dazzling beam of light off the warehouse roof.
         
 
         She said, ‘They have a bomfire out here on Guy Fox. Hundreds of kids. It’s chaos.’
         
 
         He put his arm around her shoulders and looked back at the row of small, coloured houses, not wanting to think of chaos and hundreds of kids. He wanted the emptiness, the dazzled silence.
         
 
         ‘I shouldn’t come here,’ he said. ‘I’m married.’
 
         ‘Yeah, I know.’ She picked a piece of grass. ‘But it’s not the married bit, is it.’
         
 
         ‘Are you ever worried living here by yourself?’
 
          
         ‘I’ll be getting a flatmate, for the rent, but no, I like being by myself. I grew up in the country.’
         
 
         She told him about living in the Far North, in a tiny wooden house at the edge of Doubtless Bay, how they used to put a line off the deck and fish while they were in the house. She said, ‘My father and uncles grew heaps of dope. They were heavily into golf. They used to tee off into the sand dunes and then get all us kids to go hunting for the balls.’
         
 
         ‘Would you ever go back and live there?’
 
         ‘There’s not many jobs up there. My olds are dead but the family’s there. I go back sometimes. ’
         
 
         Simon sat down. The grass was long and prickly. There was another plane coming in, light glancing off a wing. He stared up into the sky, until the blue particles teemed and danced in his eyes. He listened: the roar of the plane, the crackle of the grass, his breathing, the air shushing in his ears.
         
 
         She said, ‘I didn’t think you’d come back here.’
 
         Her tone was light. Indifferent. He said with a sickly grin, ‘Did you want me to?’
         
 
         There was a pause. She looked away, then she said quietly, ‘Yeah, I really did.’ She brushed her hand over her eyes, got up suddenly and walked away, towards the houses. The sun was going down and the trees cast long black shadows. Now the windows of her house were lit up with gold. The plane had landed and there was only the sound of the wind rustling the grass. He watched her walking away. That dream again, of being dead. Bright silence. The eye following the figure walking away, the mind dazed with silence and stillness, you’re seeing but you’re not there, you’re looking from another world, at what has been and gone, and is lost.
         
 
         An ant was biting his leg. He got up, slapping at it, and followed her into the house. 
         
 
          
         Mereana made a pile of toasted sandwiches and handed it to him on a paint-flecked plate. She flipped the lids off two bottles of beer and sat down beside him. ‘We could go down the pub. I sing karaoke. I’m good.’
         
 
         He stroked her arm. ‘I can’t.’
 
         ‘Because someone might see you. But no one you know’s going to go to the pub I go to.’
         
 
         He said carefully, ‘I suppose that’s true. But I have to go home.’
 
         ‘The pub’s on another planet from you. The nelf goes there. People like that.’
         
 
         ‘Hmm. Drinks with the nelf.’ He made a fastidious face.
 
         She looked at him, her eyes very bright. She smiled. ‘If you can’t be seen with me, then maybe you’d better go.’
         
 
         He sat with a toasted sandwich in his hand. A long string of melted cheese stuck to his lip. He brushed it off, feeling like a fool, laid the sandwich down on the plate and said emptily, ‘I’m married.’
         
 
         ‘And I’ve got a boyfriend.’
 
         ‘Have you.’ He stared, his stomach lurching; he felt wounded, then relieved. ‘Have you,’ he repeated.
         
 
         ‘Mind your own business.’ She crammed a bit of toast into her mouth and grinned.
         
 
         Simon said, ‘I could go for one drink.’
 
         She jumped up. ‘C’arn then.’
 
         He laughed. ‘The pub. Oh God.’
 
         
                

         
 
         He was worried about time but she said it wasn’t far and they wouldn’t need the car. They walked along the row of houses and turned into a road that wound through a shabby suburb, past warehouses and factories, and into a shopping centre. The pub was a corrugated iron barn with a wholesale liquor outlet to one side, decorated with a mess of advertising signs. Simon looked grimly at the brutal structure. Mereana was right: no one he knew would go near this place.
         
 
         She led him into an enclosed yard, its iron walls disguised by wooden trellises. They went through a glassranchslider into the warm dark gloom. Along the back wall the pokie and pinball machines bleeped and glowed. There were some low round tables with seats but most of the punters stood leaning against high benches, drinking jugs of beer. A blackboard behind the bar advertised fish and chips but no one was eating. A sign said, NO WORK BOOTS. NO GANG PATCHES.
         
 
         Reverting to ancient pub memory, Simon suggested gin and tonic. Mereana nodded. She’d gone rather silent. The grizzled oldie behind the bar looked pointedly at Simon’s expensive suit and raised an eyebrow before pushing the glasses across the scarred surface. They found a high table and leaned against it, sipping their drinks. Simon’s legs started to ache. He was out of practice with drinking spirits, also with standing up while drinking. The gin slid down his throat, all mist and fire and ice. It hit him hard and he said, swallowing, ‘Is this where you go all the time?’
         
 
         ‘Yeah.’
 
         ‘It’s horrible.’
 
         ‘What’s wrong with it?’
 
         He waved his hand towards the back wall. ‘All those machines. And neon lights and no proper tables and no food.’ Not to mention the clientele. My God, he thought. Look at that one. Six foot four, full facial moko, hands black with tattoos. The huge bro, all rolling eye and gapped teeth, smacked his lips and peered around the room, his bloodshot eyes brimming with — how could you describe it? — mirth, rage. To take offence, to pick a fight, that would bring him joy. Just looking at him made Simon feel elderly, white and frail. He thought of Trish and Graeme’s Remuera party, the women in their satin skirts and long boots, the men with their boozy red cheeks and venal eyes; now here was another crew of cut-throats: the no-money kind. The violent kind. Simon watched a skinhead with Gothic letters tattooed on his neck approach the huge bro and perform a series of elaborate handshakes.
         
 
         ‘Gang members,’ Mereana said. ‘They’re looking at you because of the suit. Maybe think you’re a cop.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, terrific. P’raps we should drink up and go.’
 
         Now the gang members had all turned. Simon and Mereana looked at each other. For a moment it seemed hilarious. Mereana widened her eyes. ‘They’re coming.’
         
 
         Simon swallowed a gulp of gin. The big bro was shambling towards him, followed by another whose face was set in an expression of outraged stupidity. The big guy had a malignant, intelligent eye; his henchman, with his parted lips, looked close to sub-normal. Simon looked down and noted the big one’s fingernails, the clubbing that suggested heart disease.
         
 
         The big guy raised his chin. ‘Eh bro.’
 
         ‘Hi,’ Simon said.
 
         ‘Nice suit.’
 
         ‘Thanks.’
 
         ‘You’re not from round here.’
 
         ‘No,’ Simon said and added, irrelevantly, ‘I’m a doctor.’
 
         ‘Eh. What you doing here?’
 
         ‘I’m having a drink with my friend.’
 
         The big guy took a long hard look at Mereana and said, ‘You take care round here.’ He held out his hand and Simon shook it.
         
 
         ‘I will.’
 
         The big guy leaned in, his breath reeking of booze, ‘You shaken my hand. You’ll be okay now. Okay.’
         
 
         He turned and walked away stiffly. His jeans hung off his sagging backside; a chain dangled down from his hip, his big boots were unlaced. Simon automatically assessed him, as if he were a patient: Intelligent. Keen eyes. Alcoholic. Eighteen stone. Forty-ish. Emphysemic. Heart disease. Not long to live.
         
 
         Mereana lit a cigarette. ‘God,’ she said, disgusted. ‘Stupid fucks.’
         
 
         ‘Well, they were quite welcoming in their way.’
 
         But she wasn’t inclined to laugh. He said, ‘You want another one?’
         
 
         ‘No. Let’s go.’
 
         He followed her out of the bar, into the car park. A woman shouted and slammed a car door and the car drove off with a screech of tyres. Mereana hunched her shoulders and hurried ahead. Simon caught up with her.
         
 
         ‘What was I thinking,’ she said.
 
         ‘It was all right.’
 
         She shook his hand off her arm. ‘No. It wasn’t.’
 
         He said, ‘Well what did you expect? Did you think I’d blend in?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know,’ she said, sullen.
 
         ‘I meet people like that all the time, in my public practice. It’s not a big deal.’ He felt airy, cheerful, the gin still hot inside him. He poked her in the ribs, trying to cheer her up, but she walked in silence.
         
 
         When they’d got back to his car he said, ‘Don’t be sad’, and tried to put his arm around her but she pushed him off, mimicking him, her mouth twisted, ‘People like that. You meet people like that.’
         
 
         ‘Well, I do.’
 
         ‘You meet them and look down on them.’
 
         ‘Well. Yes, sometimes. So what?’
 
         ‘It’s all a joke to you.’
 
          
         ‘What is?’
 
         ‘Everything. You shouldn’t come back here.’
 
         ‘Mereana.’
 
         ‘Fuck off.’
 
         He stared at her, shocked. Her eyes glittered. He unlocked the car door, got in and started the engine.
         
 
         He was about to drive away when she wrenched open the passenger door, got in and knelt on the seat, putting her arms around him, clinging to his shoulders. He held her arm. Her voice was choked, ‘I feel so bad sometimes. I don’t know what I want.’ She banged her hand against her chest. ‘I feel like I’ve been cut open here and everything’s bleeding out of me, and I’m lonely, and then I think if anyone comes near me I’ll go crazy, and all I want is to be left alone.’
         
 
         Simon held her arm. ‘I’ll stay away,’ he said, stupidly.
 
         ‘No, no. Come back. Don’t say you won’t.’
 
         ‘But it’s all wrong.’
 
         ‘No. I’m just explaining to you, I can’t understand what I want. I feel something but it’s outside me and I can’t get to it. Sometimes I think it’s like being dead.’
         
 
         He sat, helpless, his arm around her.
 
         She raised her head. ‘You should just go,’ she said.
 
         He hesitated.
 
         ‘Bye,’ she said. She got out, slamming the car door, and ran into the house.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         He exited the motorway and pulled over, thinking of Mereana alone in the tiny house. He should have followed her inside, said something. She was upset; what might she do, hurt herself? He should never go back there, but the idea of cutting himself off seemed brutal. He felt trapped and hated her, and then he was full of remorse.
         
 
          
         Dread settled on him. He’d been gingered up by the encounter in the pub, but how would he have explained it to Karen if the gang members had beaten him up?
         
 
         He thought of his father, Aaron Harris. He’d aimed to get as far away from the old man as he could, had succeeded and never looked back. But there was something he could have told Mereana: the house she lived in now was hardly different from the one in which he’d grown up. There were the same tiny rooms and wooden floors, the scruffy untended garden. Cobwebs on the louvre windows, three steps down to the yard. The corrugated iron fence, the rotary clothesline turning in the breeze, the bright windy space of the paddock beyond. The alcove under the wooden stairs crammed with empty bottles, tin cans glinting among the long weeds. Waking to find his father passed out drunk on the porch, vomit on the floorboards, the shouts in the night, the thud as his mother’s body hit the wall. In winter the blinding melancholy of the rain on the walk to school, heartbreaking darkness in the afternoons, the smell of wet unwashed clothes, his mother licking her finger and making it sizzle on the iron, in summer the blistering sunburn, untreated boils and scabs, fevers and terrors. Everything he’d fled from — childhood, bitter adolescence, scalding feelings, yearning, hate, hope, exhilaration —he’d left it behind. He’d escaped from himself.
         
 
         So why go back? Why go anywhere near a place that resembled the past? And why, through all his confusion and trouble, did his mind turn always to Roza Hallwright? Something in Roza’s face, in her expressions, in the way she moved, had struck him so deeply that he felt he’d loved her for a long time, as if he’d had a template waiting to be filled, and there she was, a perfect fit. He loved her, and this had so unnerved him that he’d spun off course, out of time, back in time.
         
 
         He drove across town, to the expensive suburbs at the eastern edge of the city. The street lights dimly pulsed, and the pohutukawa cast black shadows. The houses were large, hidden behind high walls and elaborate topiary. He cruised to the end of the street and stopped outside the Hallwrights’. It was one of the biggest houses in the city, sprawled across three quarters of an acre of land, surrounded by high concrete walls and fronted by an iron gate.
         
 
         The upstairs windows were lit up and he imagined her alone in there. It was a weeknight; the bozo would be down in Wellington.
         
 
         He could go to the front gate, ring the bell, speak into the intercom. But he couldn’t; the Hallwright children would be in there with her and the house would be surrounded by security, possibly guards, definitely cameras. (If the bozo won the election she’d have to get used to a squad of policemen in the house.) He could walk across, ring the bell; he could tell her he was in trouble, that he thought she had the answer. He could tell her he couldn’t stop thinking about her; that she’d managed to throw him off course. That he couldn’t fathom his own mind. And she wouldn’t understand. She would withdraw, thinking him mad, press a button, and armed ninjas would spring from the hedge and drag him away. No, it was impossible, and yet for some time he sat there and seriously contemplated it. This is an emergency, he kept thinking. I need your help.
         
 
         Someone walked past the lighted upstairs window. He held his
 breath.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Simon stopped dreaming and started the car. Worried that he’d alerted someone, and that his number plate would be written down, he drove slowly and prudently away, heading home.
         
 
         Elke was at the window, not looking out, but staring at her own reflection, arranging her hair and making faces. She was trying out versions of herself. He stood on the path, watching her slowly turn and turn, striking poses. She made a hideous face, pulling down her lids and pushing up her nose, she smiled and rolled her eyes, then paused and listened, and mimed a big, cheesy laugh. He realised she was imitating someone. At the back door he heard Karen’s voice, and the unmistakable grind of Trish’s rattling laugh.
         
 
         He walked in. Trish had a habit of saying ‘Yes’ on an in-drawn breath, sucking the word into herself. She and Karen were sitting at the table, sheets of paper in front of them, and through the door to the dining room he could see Elke, smiling evilly. She did a little twirl and came through, circling around him for a hug.
         
 
         ‘Hello Daddy dearest,’ she said, with an ironic flourish.
 
         ‘Hello LK. Hello all.’ He hugged Elke and she sniffed his lapel, looking up at him, expressionless.
         
 
         ‘Simon darling,’ Trish said.
 
         ‘How was it?’
 
         ‘Exhausting.’
 
         ‘Poor you! Now look at this.’ Trish unfurled a sheet of paper. ‘What do you think?’
         
 
         He was afraid to get too close, thinking he might smell of something. Paint. Smoke. ‘What is it?’ he said warily.
         
 
         ‘It’s the new sports pavilion for the school.’
 
         ‘But they’ve already got a sports … pavilion.’ He hated the word. It was so prissy.
         
 
         ‘This is the new one. It’s state of the art.’
 
         He looked at the drawing and said, ‘All these new buildings — are the kids going to have any space left to run around?’
 
         ‘This has a gym. It’ll be joined to the swimming …’
 
         ‘Pavilion,’ Simon said.
 
         Karen looked sharply at him.
 
         He said, ‘What happens when you’ve filled up all the land? When you’ve fundraised and built so much you’ve got nowhere left to put anything?’
         
 
          
         Trish said, ‘Well, there’s always room for improvement. There are plans, you know, to demolish the old hall and replace it with a state of the art …’
         
 
         While Trish ran on he tuned out, bored and irritated. Fundraising was a way of life for people like Trish; if you didn’t need anything, you held a meeting and invented a list of things you needed, and then went about browbeating everyone into contributing. What dear old Trish really needed, he thought spitefully, was a job. Some days, when he picked up Marcus from his private school, the one that was to have the new sports pavilion, he watched little boys hauling expensive golf bags across the road, thousands of dollars worth of equipment, lugged by skinny nine-year-olds. He thought of his own childhood and sighed.
         
 
         He said, ‘When was the old hall built? The one you’re going to knock down.’
         
 
         Trish looked up from her list. ‘I don’t know, darling. The eighties?’
         
 
         ‘It’s practically a Roman fucking ruin then.’
 
         ‘Simon!’ Trish went off into her wheezy laugh.
 
         Karen coldly stared.
 
         Trish had turned red. Mopping her face and fanning herself she said, ‘Now. For the Big Night Out.’
         
 
         He backed out of the room, Elke following him up the stairs. ‘You been all right?’ he said.
         
 
         She sucked in her breath and said, ‘Ye-es,’ in a perfect imitation of Trish.
         
 
         He looked into Claire’s room. She was at her desk, leaning over a pile of textbooks, and waved at him vaguely, her mind far away. Marcus was lying on his bedroom floor in his pyjamas, reading a comic. The aquarium bubbled away on top of the chest of drawers. Simon looked into the swirling water, counting the fish, and Marcus dragged himself up off the floor and punched him lightly on the arm.
         
 
         ‘Bed, mate,’ Simon said.
 
         He had a shower, got changed and lay down on the bed. Downstairs Trish broke out in another asthmatic laugh. The wind made a tiny whining noise in the roof tiles. He was tired; he had a blinder of a headache and his mind reached across the city, to Mereana’s house at the edge of the field. The warehouse a big square hulk of black against the sky, the lights on in the row of houses, the crazy neighbour, the Nelf, passing the windows in his Nazi helmet. She would lie on the couch and watch TV; she would clean her aquarium using the stuff he’d bought, or maybe she’d go back to the pub and sing karaoke with the bros, stay until closing and walk home in the dark, pissed enough not to feel scared of the shadows, the silence at the edge of the field. He could see her body, feel her lightness, smell the smoke and paint; he could nearly hear her voice but he couldn’t see her face, not properly. He thought — dry split lips, pierced ears, green eyes hidden behind a fringe of dark hair. A pulpy cut on her index finger where the bottle opener had slipped. Narrow shoulders and waist, strong hands. She had slender legs and long narrow feet. He thought back to the night when he’d delivered her baby. He’d turned it around and pulled it out; after all that trouble, he’d taken one look and known it was going to be fine. She’d crouched on the bed, whispering to it, her green eyes wild.
         
 
         That night, years ago, he’d gone home and there had been Elke in the kitchen, awake as usual, watching the dawn, and he’d told her, ‘No more night book.’ He’d ended the secret night hours they’d spent together, when they’d sat in the lamplight and felt as though they were the only two alive in the city. He remembered Elke’s stillness, the ticking clock, the click of his fingers on his laptop keys, the warm animal smell of her hair against his cheek, and outside in the darkness, the dreamy rain.
         
 
         He turned the wedding ring on his finger. Mereana had recognised it from that night at the hospital. The gold band that looked as though it had been plaited; he and Karen had bought themselves a ring each in Italy, in Florence, way back when they were first together, before they’d had the kids. Walking across the Ponte Vecchio, admiring their outstretched hands, a couple of stupidly grinning Kiwi innocents on their first trip abroad. They’d thought themselves very sophisticated.
         
 
         He thought about Mereana grabbing hold of him in the car, clinging to him. He couldn’t picture her face. It would be like opening a door.
         
 
         He felt overwhelmed, exhausted, all the pent-up energy of the evening fizzing in his body. Lying flat on the bed he couldn’t relax, listening to Karen and Trish talking downstairs; it sounded as if they’d wound up their business and were getting into the wine. He closed his eyes and had a memory: he was a schoolboy; he’d been hauled in to the head teacher’s office for drawing on a desk. There were the brown walls of the office, the dumpy woman standing over him, interrogating him, and he silent in the stripes of summer sun through the window. He wore sandals with a broken strap and he hadn’t had a haircut for months, his hair standing up in a wild afro of greasy curls. There was a huge untreated boil on the back of his neck and a dull, sour smell came from his clothes and his skin. He’d been little Simon Harris back then, before his parents had split up and he’d taken his stepfather’s surname; back then, dingy and unkempt, he’d been unmistakably the son of Aaron, the local drunk. He remembered what the teacher had said finally, shaking her head. ‘I don’t know what to do with you.’ She’d peered at him. ‘Do you know that you’re a strange little boy?’ She wasn’t unkind, perhaps she was truly perplexed, but his whole body had blazed with hatred and he’d felt it in his core. He was strange, and she could see it. He could never look her in the face again, even after he’d finished his last year at primary school, and she’d handed him the certificate for being dux. She’d wished him well and he’d scowled and looked at the buttons of her shirt.
         
 
         He had spent his life getting away from being strange, had armoured himself against it. His visits to Mereana were a trip back to a part of himself he’d banished, but they were crazy, selfish, wrong, and he risked damaging everyone. He was letting the old self, the old strangeness emerge. It was a good life he’d made; he was the sum total of his choices, and he should be content. And yet he was screwed up with restlessness and anxiety, and half in love with the risks he’d been taking. They gave him the sense that life had become interesting again. And still that persistent, nagging sense of a truth somewhere, hidden from him.
         
 
         He got up and listened on the landing. Karen and Trish had moved into the sitting room, the girls had shut their doors and gone to sleep, and Marcus was snoring with a Tintin comic resting on his nose. Simon gently removed the book. The boy shifted irritably, batting him away.
         
 
         He prowled restlessly around the master bedroom, before reaching into the top shelf of the wardrobe and taking down a file. It was the record of Elke’s adoption, a great wad of paper, notes of interviews and assessments, school reports, vaccination records, legal documents, letters from the lawyer, the agency, government departments. He leafed through it. Karen was a meticulous record-keeper. She had taken on the business of Elke like a job, and managed it efficiently; everything was crisp, chronologically ordered and in its right place. Elke was her project, and she took pride in it. Every good report was an achievement. She’d grown to love Elke in the process, because the girl was easy to love — unlike poor, awkward Claire. Strange Claire. At bad moments he saw that Karen came close to hating Claire, and the girl was capable of being vicious about her mother. But this was all right, he thought, because he was there to balance things. Claire was his treasure, his very own girl. And Marcus was so dreamy and easy, he was everybody’s favourite.
         
 
         He picked up a photograph of Elke in school uniform, smiling but not sweetly, her mouth full of gaps and big white new uneven teeth, before she’d grown tall and lean and got her orthodontic braces, and filled out and turned into a young woman. Her chin was raised; it was a challenging look. You could picture the scene: she was not co-operating. He thought, school, the kids being lined up, the photographer jollying them along. And she didn’t like the photographer, she thought he was stupid. You could see it: he was getting her to pose, making silly jokes, and she was turning her body slightly away and giving him that antagonistic, knowing look.
         
 
         Simon studied it. It wasn’t a flattering picture; it made her look plain, with the snaggly teeth and a rash of sunburn roughening her skin. She’d smoothed out considerably since it was taken, but it caught the power and intensity in her eyes. I don’t like you, is what her expression said. I will not let you come near. He hunched forward suddenly, staring. He dropped the picture on the bed, looked again — yes, it was unmistakable. Not the features perhaps, but the expression, the characteristic tilt of the head …
         
 
         Hearing voices and the front door banging downstairs, he jumped up, gathering the spilling pages, cramming them back in the file, stuffing the photo back on top and closing the folder. A page fell out and swooped across the floor; he grabbed it and slid the file back into the wardrobe.
         
 
         When Karen came upstairs he was in the bathroom staring at the mirror. She stood holding a pile of folded clothes and he muttered ‘Won’t be a second’, closing the door with his foot. Locking it, he sat down on the edge of the bath.
         
 
         In that moment, looking at the photo of Elke, he had understood. This was why he couldn’t get Roza out of his head, why he dreamed about her, why he had veered off course, risked everything and gone, with Mereana, so far outside the bounds of safety and order that his whole life was teetering on the edge. It was because he had seen in Roza such a strong resemblance to his adopted daughter that he had been struck, fascinated — and blinded. Roza had appeared to him like his love grown up, made separate and real. In her, he had seen what he already loved. He had a moment of amazement at his own confused male dimness. Why hadn’t he realised this before?
         
 
         On the last day of her marriage his mother had shouted at his father, ‘You’re sick. You’re a pervert.’ They’d fled to his aunt’s house after that. Three years later his mother married his stepfather, Warren Lampton. He had never discovered what his father had done that had made his mother call him those names. He and his brother had struggled all their lives with the taint of Aaron’s badness. Now, was the badness coming out in him?
         
 
         He willed himself to calm down. He’d never done anything except love Elke, and only as a father would. He’d done nothing wrong. If a beautiful woman reminded him of his adopted daughter, and if he’d realised he was fascinated by the woman because of that resemblance and even if, because of it, he felt he loved her, this did not make him ‘sick’.
         
 
         He emerged silently from the bathroom and slipped into bed, avoiding Karen’s eye. His injured arm ached. He had the sense of spinning in the dark, the earth rolling back and away from him, his thoughts jumbled and surreal.
         
 
         The wind blew leaves skittering across the yard and the moon shone in and out of the clouds. The police helicopter circled overhead, close enough to shake the house, moving to hover at a point a few streets away, the white searchlight beam playing over rooftops and gardens. The moon was pale and insubstantial behind a mesh of pale clouds, a watermark moon. The helicopter lifted, hovered then turned abruptly and veered away towards the city, leaving the gardens in darkness. In the silence a morepork started, a gust of wind heaved up the tree branches, sending a shiver though them, and the shadows jittered on the bedroom wall. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            eleven

         

         There she is again, the sexy bitch dancing at the window, she’s pissed and holding a beer bottle against her chest, closing her eyes and singing, and if he goes outside and crosses the field he knows he’ll hear her belting it out, her voice good and true and sweet, a real voice, not trained but clear and tuneful, she sings out loud like this when she’s been drinking, she’s come stumbling back from the pub where he drinks and deals most nights, gets pissed, carries out business and finishes up with a burn out in the back car park with a couple of the brothers, comes back in with his brain on fire and there she’ll be, lit up in the coloured spotlight on the little stage or standing up swaying on a chair with the microphone in her hand doing the karaoke, tiny starry lights from the disco ball crossing her face, she’s the pub champion, the skinny chick with the great tits, the one the brothers all wish they could fuck, and usually while she’s singing there’s the distraction of fights, flare ups, chicks having a go, all slapping and shrieking and hair-pulling, someone getting the bash, someone getting sick or ripped off, with all that going on he’s got to focus hard round eleven to make sure he catches her leaving, sometimes she’s slipped out before he’s realised she’s gone and he’s running out into the car park and seeing her in the distance heading for the shops, blowing smoke out behind her; she’s fucking hard to keep up with but he usually manages it, follows her all the way home, and if she’s weaving and pissed he can go quite close and she doesn’t notice, though one night there was fog hanging like rags along the edge of the field and she stopped, turned and called out, Who’s that, and all he did was freeze and she said into the dark, Fuck off, whoever you are, and shrugged and walked on fast, ended up running the last bit to her house, but on the next night out she walked alone in the dark as usual, the only chick who would walk along that edge of the suburb where the houses thin out into paddocks and yards and bits of vacant land like the country, and when she gets back from the pub she gets out a beer, turns on her stereo and starts to sing, and he creeps close to the window and watches until she runs out of steam and falls down on her couch. He hears music in his head all the time, the bros take the piss, call him a mad cunt but he loves the music that plays in his head, and when he’s had a massive burn the music plays for him and it carries his mind through the window into the room where she’s dancing, the hot bitch, moving like she’s gagging for it, like she’s calling him in, she raises her eyes to the window, croons out into the square of blackness where he sways and listens and burns.
         

         One night when she dances like this, singing him into her, he will go. He will kick down the door, and give her what she’s been asking for, all these nights.
         

         Look at her. How she wants and wants. How lonely she is, yearning, reaching, singing him in.
         

         Listen! 

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            twelve

         
 
         From the bedroom window Roza watched the car draw up and park outside. She walked slowly to her dressing table, sat down and looked in the mirror, studying her face, trying out expressions: ‘composed’, ‘open’, ‘relaxed’. Her feelings were kept in check; they were somewhere outside herself, and her body was fixed in a state of artificial calm. She had been to see Tamara that morning, telling her that the stress of the coming election was affecting her badly and she needed help to get through. She had emphasised how difficult her position was: her life had been taken over by a force outside herself, party people might be watching her for signs of flakiness, she’d developed the crazy fear she was being followed. Tamara was thrilled by all this, and had entered into the fiction that she was the only one who could help Roza, although she’d said at first, ‘Why don’t you go to the GP and get some valium?’ Roza had tried to explain, evasively, that this wouldn’t be enough; she’d gone beyond sensible solutions. She didn’t spell out to Tamara that her greatest fear was that she would drink, and the only way she could stop herself was to substitute booze with something equally strong, and less detectable. She would stop when the crisis had passed; she really did think this was possible. She hadn’t told Tamara she was an addict, so Tamara didn’t need to overcome any scruples on that score when she gave Roza some slithery little plastic packets from her stash, supplied, she confided, by her sexy pool man, Curtis. During their conversation Tamara’s three-year-old had rocketed around them, waiting to be taken to his kindergarten, the cleaners had been working in the house, a puppy of some expensive and exotic breed was gnawing a shoe on the deck, and Tamara sat by the edge of the pool painting her toenails.
         
 
         As the kid drove his plastic toys around the deck and the puppy growled and the cleaners shouted over the noise of the vacuum cleaner, Roza had pressed on, alert to Tamara’s expressions, acutely judging her mood, trying to pick the right things to say. She felt the force of Tamara’s prickly, resentful personality, and tried to meet it on every front with charm. Tamara was the only person she could trust; she emphasised this, without trusting Tamara at all. Even as she took what she wanted from her she was thinking of ways she could deny they’d ever talked or that she’d ever asked for anything. She was mortified, but still, she wasn’t hurting Tam, she was actually giving her something: the thrill of conspiracy, of proximity to David’s fame, the promise of a revival of friendship at a time when Roza had access to a world Tam would love to enter, if she was allowed. She would owe Tam, but would worry later about how to repay her.
         
 
         As she was leaving they embraced. Roza stepped back and said— it was the first genuine thing she’d come out with — ‘But you’re looking gorgeous.’
         
 
         Tamara laughed. ‘I had Botox. Have you ever done it?’
 
         ‘No. But really, you look great.’ Roza blushed, thinking she sounded false, but Tamara only gave her a benevolent smile.
         
 
         ‘I’ve got new hair, new body. Don’t laugh, but I’ve got a personal trainer.’
         
 
         Tamara was what the Sunday gossip columns called an ‘A-lister’, because her husband was rich and well-known, and she was a tall, good-looking blonde, and they went to charity balls and fashionable parties, and were photographed at the polo and openings and fundraising dinners. The ‘A-list’ always appeared to Roza to be a figment of the insular imaginations of the journalists who compiled it, and to consist of a tacky gaggle of people with the most dubious claim to celebrity, but she saw Tamara felt she’d reached the pinnacle of success, and she was touched by her complacent happiness. If only she could feel happy like that! 
         

         They hugged again. Roza kissed Tamara’s cute blonde kid
without quite remembering his name, and went home.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         David called out. Roza brushed her hair, put on more lipstick and went downstairs. David had opened the door and was welcoming the Ellisons. Trish marched in first, kissed David and looked beyond him to Roza, who was standing on the bottom step, smiling uncertainly. Graeme shook David’s hand and gripped his arm, pausing and leaning close as he always did, looking as if he were whispering some joke, although he was really just catching his breath. His asthmatic wheeze had got worse, and his cough was deep and rattling. He turned his head sideways and grinned up at Roza, then straightened up and came to meet her, but was beaten by his wife, who took Roza by the shoulders and air kissed her loudly, both sides. She drew back and said, ‘Roza, you look beautiful. But do you think our David’s got a bit thin?’
         
 
         Roza smiled. ‘Perhaps it’s stress.’
 
         ‘But he’s amazing, he never shows stress. He’s always so completely calm.’
         
 
         ‘G’day, Roza darling,’ Graeme said, wheezing. He grinned, showing his gapped teeth.
         
 
         Trish was in overdrive. ‘This is probably our last chance to get together before the main event. Roza and I will let you two conspire and not bother you.’
         
 
         David said, ‘We’ve obviously got our strategies sorted out, our people in place. This is a bit of light relief for us, er, Trish — which to be honest Roza and I need, don’t we, Roza — a bit of a drink and dinner, so let’s all relax and, ah, I’ll get you a drink,’ he finished up, clapping his hands and rubbing them, blinking rapidly.
         
 
         ‘Light relief! Of course!’ Trish sighed richly. She loved it that Graeme was part-architect of David’s success, the father figure, the tough and seasoned campaigner, supplier of political advice, jokes, stiff drinks. It was, Roza thought, like a visit from David’s grand old parents, she bursting with mumsy goodwill, he standing back, grinning, proud of David’s imminent success, ready with advice, but only if it was wanted. Graeme and Trish made David sheepish, which amused Roza and also unnerved her. She wasn’t used to seeing him at a loss.
         
 
         Trish turned to Roza. ‘Tell me everything, darling.’
 
         ‘I’ve been busy at work.’
 
         ‘You haven’t reconsidered, about moving to Wellington?’
 
         Roza looked down. ‘We don’t know if it’s going to happen yet.’
 
         Trish said carefully, as though to a child, ‘But I’d be astonished if we don’t win now, and so would everyone else. You’ve seen the polls, they’re through the roof. You’ve got to plan ahead.’
         
 
         ‘It’s not that I haven’t planned ahead. We both want to keep the house here, keep the kids at their schools.’
         
 
         Trish sighed. ‘Ye—es, well, it’s so horribly cold in Wellington, isn’t it, and the place is so very small. Last time we went there I said to Graeme, “Do you know, I think Wellington is shrinking. Do you think so?” And he thought about it and said that yes, actually it was. We were both sure it used to be bigger.’
         
 
         Roza laughed.
 
          
         ‘Still,’ Trish added, ‘poor David will be down there all week. Slaving away.’ She looked sideways at Roza with her bright eyes.
         
 
         ‘I want to keep my job up here,’ Roza said.
 
         ‘I suppose he’ll have all his staff down there to help: his little press assistant, his PA — what’s the girl’s name? Everyone speaks highly of her. But it’s not the same as family, is it.’
         
 
         Roza said sharply, ‘You’d have to ask David about that.’
 
         She saw Trish register her sudden coldness and added, ‘David and I have talked about this. He wants to keep our base in Auckland too.’
         
 
         The doorbell rang. David came back with two more couples: Ed Miles and his wife Juliet, and the Lamptons. Karen seemed nervous. David came and stood close to her, giving her a friendly nudge and offering her a drink. He’d obviously noticed how easy it was to make her collapse into blushes and confusion.
         
 
         Roza was uneasy at having to face Simon, and irritated by the memory of their meeting on the terrace at the Ellisons. His presence oppressed her, and she wished David hadn’t agreed to Trish’s suggestion that they invite the Lamptons. She felt Trish’s eyes on her.
         
 
         Simon came towards her, smiling, and she raised her chin and looked at him coldly. Dismayed by her expression, he hesitated, then rallied and shook her hand. She saw him frown as he met her challenging stare, and thought angrily, He probably expects me to blush and giggle. She bristled and almost pulled her hand away. But they’d helped each other that night. She remembered that she’d liked him.
         
 
         She smiled properly and said, ‘Would you like a drink?’, at the same time as she thought, The father of my child. She wished they were alone, that she could talk to him and find out what he was like, maybe even ask about his daughter. At this thought she flushed and smiled broadly, this time with nervousness.
         
 
         But he was wary now, puzzled by the changes in her expression, and didn’t smile back. Roza had a moment when it seemed impossible to carry on, but she got a hold on herself and turned to talk to the women.
         
 
         Karen was seated next to David at the table and became quite animated. David kept making her laugh. Simon watched them with a detached, tolerant expression. Roza noticed he wasn’t excited by David’s position. He didn’t try to get close or to ingratiate; he seemed to avoid David, or to look beyond him, as if he couldn’t quite take him seriously. He was preoccupied and gave distracted replies to Trish, who prodded him fondly and tried to draw him out.
         
 
         The conversation was stiff at first but warmed up when Juliet Miles mentioned a recent violent crime.
         
 
         Karen said, ‘I’m looking forward to some reality in sentencing. They give them eight years and then turn them loose in three. And they let these maniacs out on bail.’
         
 
         Juliet Miles said, ‘The jails are too soft. They sit around watching TV. There should be some rigour, basically.’
         
 
         ‘Well obviously, there’s a lot we can do in terms of the, er, justice system, Juliet.’
         
 
         ‘It’s all about their welfare, and their special lessons and their cultural sensitivities. We’ve lost sight of the idea of punishment.’
         
 
         ‘The sentences are a joke. Let the punishment fit the crime.’
 
         Simon said, ‘Don’t we have one of the highest rates of imprisonment in the Western world?’
 
         ‘Make it the highest. Maybe other countries don’t have to deal with the kinds of people we do.’
         
 
         Simon looked at his plate. ‘The kinds of people …’
 
         ‘Well, let’s not be PC here. The Maoris … you’ve got to admit, if we didn’t have Maoris our crime rate would be really low.’ 
         
 
         Simon said, ‘But we do have Maoris …’
 
         ‘And they end up in prison. Their choice,’ Karen said.
 
         Trish said, ‘Simon’s got such a kind nature. He feels sorry for people.’
         
 
         Ed Miles leaned across the table. ‘You can feel sorry for people, sure. But let’s face it, the reality out there is that the crime rate is high, and if you actually had to deal with these people, if you met them, you’d realise they only understand one thing. And that’s toughness. I think we have to look at making eight years really mean eight years, life mean life, and also making it less cushy inside.’
         
 
         Simon looked depressed. ‘Sentences have already gone up so much. These enormous non-parole periods …’
         
 
         Ed smiled blandly. ‘That’s good. But we can do more.’
 
         Karen said, ‘Great. Some of these people are animals.’
         
 
         Simon looked at her. She noticed, and said defensively, ‘You’d change your mind if you lived out with the criminals in South Auckland. You’d want the streets made safe.’
         
 
         ‘If I lived in South Auckland …’ He broke off, staring at her.
 
         She went on, ‘But you don’t. You live in your safe suburb, and you never go outside it. That’s why you can afford to be “kind”.’
         
 
         ‘And you can afford to be cruel.’
 
         ‘Simon!’ Trish said, giving him a glare of affectionate reproach. ‘How can you call your wife cruel? She cares so much. She slaves for charity.’
         
 
         ‘For sports pavilions,’ Simon said.
 
         There was a silence.
 
         Trish ended it by hugging Simon, telling him to apologise to his darling wife or she would send him outside, and signalling to Roza, who had been watching the exchange with interest, to create some distraction.
         
 
         Roza jumped to and made a show of starting to clear plates for the next course. She got confused about what needed to be cleared, but Jung Ha came out of the kitchen and straightened things out and took over while Roza hovered, pretending to help and getting in the way. David stood up and poured more wine.
         
 
         Trish patted Simon’s arm and said to Karen, ‘Simon sees the good in people.’
         
 
         David said, ‘I applaud that actually.’ He raised his glass.
 
         Juliet Miles frowned. ‘I do too, in theory. But there’s theory and then there’s reality. Someone’s got to make the hard decisions.’
         
 
         Karen laughed coldly and said, ‘Now Simon’s going to say, “That’s what the Nazis said”.’
         
 
         ‘Simon doesn’t want anyone to suffer, even jailbirds.’
 
         Simon smiled and looked at his plate. When he raised his eyes Roza thought he looked agonised. Everyone laughed, and the conversation moved on.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         The guests got through a lot of wine. They praised the food, and after the main course Jung Ha brought in a cake decorated with the party logo, which the caterer had done without being asked, and there was a round of clapping and cheering. The caterer lit a sparkler on top of it. After that they had coffee and moved around the table. Simon listened in on Ed and David’s conversation about privatising the accident compensation scheme without a public outcry. They moved on to the idea of privatising prisons. When Ed persuaded David to go outside for a cigar, they were nodding together about ‘presenting a centrist face at this point’, and discussing the ‘optics’ of what they proposed.
         
 
         Juliet focused on Simon with her crooked, intense frown and asked him about obstetrics. She tapped the table. ‘This turf war between midwives and doctors … Birth is natural, right?’
         
 
         Simon agreed it was.
 
          
         ‘So why does it have to be so medicalised?’
         
 
         Simon caught Roza’s eye. He said carefully, ‘Well, yes, birth is natural. But perhaps what people forget is natural selection — the idea that nature actually intends a percentage of women and babies to die in the process. It’s survival of the fittest. If you medicalise it, as you call it, you cheat nature.’
         
 
         Juliet frowned. ‘But persistent interventions …’
 
         Simon’s eyes were on Roza. He abandoned his tactful tone. ‘Natural means letting nature take its course. And nature doesn’t care about healthy outcomes for all, only for the strongest. Nature says, if you’re vulnerable, you die.’
         
 
         Roza couldn’t look away. She had the uncanny feeling that she and Simon were talking. The words ran around in her head, lost their sense and turned into babble. ‘If you’re vulnerable, you die.’ She had the sense of overwhelming emotion swirling outside her mind, only just kept at bay.
         
 
         Juliet’s frown deepened. ‘My sister’s a midwife. You’ve probably met her. Sylvia Rand? She says doctors have taken over far too much. They take away a woman’s right to a natural …’
         
 
         Simon smiled at Roza. His eyes seemed to glitter. He said, ‘They used to do it naturally, a hundred years ago. The mortality rate was pretty high.’
         
 
         Trish said, ‘Darling, Roza might have a baby one day. Don’t put her off.’
         
 
         He shrugged. ‘If she does, she can expect to have a good outcome. Just don’t be too romantic about nature.’ He glanced at Juliet. ‘I’m sure your sister has a point, though,’ he said, suddenly remembering his manners. ‘There are lots of unnecessary interventions. Too many Caesareans, things like that.’
         
 
         Roza said, ‘Do you perform abortions?’
 
         There was a sudden stillness in the room. Simon rested his fingers on the edge of the table. He said, ‘Not now. I used to.’ He hesitated and then raised his eyes. His tone hardened. ‘I regarded it as a useful, humane public service. I still do.’
         
 
         Roza sighed. ‘I was brought up a Catholic.’
 
         Simon met her gaze, steadily.
 
         ‘But I agree with you,’ she said.
 
         There was a silence. David, coming in from his cigar with Ed, had broken off his conversation and was looking at Roza.
         
 
         Simon said, ‘Would you um, excuse me for a minute? Can I use the …?’
         
 
         Roza blinked, not understanding. ‘The …’
 
         ‘Bathroom.’
 
         ‘Oh, yes, sorry … I’ll show you.’ She walked out into the hall and he followed. ‘Just down there.’ She stopped and he bumped into her. He whispered rapidly, ‘Sorry. Listen, I need to talk to you. I’ve had the referral letter from your GP. I can’t … I’m not sure about treating you. I’ll probably …’ He hesitated. ‘One of my partners will be happy to … I mean, if you know someone socially you don’t … as a rule … treat them.’
         
 
         Roza hurried a couple of steps and peered into the kitchen. She called, ‘Jung Ha, I’ll come and make some more coffee. Can you just heat up the thing?’ She pulled him along the hall and whispered, ‘I don’t want you to treat me. I need to talk to you. I’ll explain then. I’m worried about using the phone. And about being seen.’ She leaned against the wall and took a breath. ‘I’m sorry. I know it’s a bit unusual. I asked my doctor to make me an appointment with you because I want to talk to you and I feel, you know, eyes everywhere, on me, because of the situation, the election. I’m not free. Don’t think I want to be a nuisance, please, or that I’m trying to compromise you. I just need to talk, and I can’t think of anywhere more private.’
         
 
         He shook his head, unwilling and mystified. She ducked back up the hall and looked into the sitting room. Trish and Graeme had moved across to a sofa with Karen and Juliet. She came back to him, her face fixed in an intense, embarrassed smile. ‘Just let me have one consultation. Then you can move me to your partner. Please.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, all right. Roza, it’s okay,’ he said. ‘You can come, of course. I’m just explaining that normally …’
         
 
         Her eyes flew open. ‘This isn’t normal,’ she hissed.
 
         He was bewildered. ‘You mean your symptoms?’
 
         ‘Oh.’ She laughed without making a sound and whispered, ‘I don’t have any symptoms. No, sorry, don’t look so surprised. I just need to talk to you and I don’t want to be seen.’
         
 
         ‘I understand. Well, I don’t, but no,’ he put his hands up, trying to reassure her, ‘don’t worry, that’s fine.’
         
 
         ‘Okay,’ she said.
 
         ‘Okay.’ He looked behind them uneasily and said, ‘I’ve had the referral for days and I couldn’t decide what to do about it. You as a patient. It’s not quite what I …’
         
 
         ‘The appointment’s on Thursday,’ she said, her eyes fixed on his face.
         
 
         ‘Oh God, is it? I’ve got some theatre in the morning. I hope I won’t be late.’ There was a silence and then they both laughed.
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry if it’s a bit odd,’ she said. Sudden intensity in her eyes.
         
 
         ‘No, honestly, it’s fine. All safe and private and fine. Roza, your face. My God, you have about a thousand expressions a minute.’ He wanted to touch her, and had to force himself to turn away.
         
 
         Jung Ha said, ‘You want the coffee?’ They jumped.
 
         ‘Yes,’ Roza said, going into the kitchen.
 
         ‘Down here is it, the bathroom?’ Simon asked. ‘Here? Thanks so much.’
         
 
         ‘No worries,’ Jung Ha said.
 
          
         Simon opened the bathroom door, feeling the housekeeper’s eyes boring into his back. He turned with some nervous pleasantry, but she had gone.
         
 
         Roza was too intense, there was such an uncanny brightness about her that she confused him; one minute she made him angry, the next she had him wanting to do anything for her. How did Hallwright deal with her? It could be rather stressful, living with such an unpredictable wife. But she’d seemed more in control before. He couldn’t imagine what she wanted from her ‘consultation’; he was full of curiosity, but nervous and unsure.
         
 
         He thought, she really does look like Elke: there are the similar features but it’s more the way she acts. She surprises me in the same way with those unexpected withdrawals and antagonistic looks, that haunted, wild expression, and then the sudden warmth.
         
 
         He inspected himself in the mirror. Even in the dim, flattering candlelight of the Hallwrights’ posh bathroom he looked battered. There was a broken vein spreading on his cheek, his eyes were bloodshot and his injured arm gave him an ache that got worse when he was tired. What with the pain and his patients and his anxieties he hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep in weeks. And yet he felt sharp; there was a mood on him that he got during long, understaffed shifts at the hospital, when he’d overcome difficulties, made quick decisions, his mind racing and his body in a state beyond exhaustion, where he felt he could go on forever. He looked like shit, but he didn’t feel like shit. Hallwright looked like shit too: he’d got thinner and his eyes were underscored by dark shadows, but he must feel the same kind of energy and momentum, now he was so close to getting what he wanted.
         
 
         Simon went back to the sitting room. Roza was next to Karen on the sofa, handing around cups of coffee. He looked at her anxiously, but she’d relaxed, and was treating Karen with special warmth.
         
 
          
         Karen was saying, ‘It’s expensive, but so worth it. It’s a whole package — it takes hours. They shower you with a special shower and then cover your back with hot stones. Then there’s a facial, and a massage at the end. The whole works.’
         
 
         ‘It sounds like torture, darling,’ Trish purred.
 
         ‘It’s the perfect gift,’ Karen said.
 
         ‘Not that she’s hinting,’ Trish said to Simon, who smiled and looked away, not listening.
         
 
         ‘It’s called Total Body and Mind. I’ll get you a brochure.’
 
         ‘Simon? Got that? Total Body and Mind.’ Trish poked his arm.
 
         He turned back. ‘Mind and body? I think about that. When women are giving birth, their mind doesn’t know what their body’s going to do next. It’s a sort of starting point for the question.’
         
 
         ‘What?’ Karen said. ‘What are you talking about?’
 
         ‘The mind/body problem. You were saying … What I mean is, there’s the mind/body problem. It’s the old philosophical question, the extent to which mind and body can be separated, whether they can be separated at all.’
         
 
         Karen and Trish giggled and rolled their eyes. ‘Simon. Stay awake. We were talking about Spa de Serville. This fabulous treatment.’
         
 
         He looked at Roza. Her eyes lit up as she understood the remark. She said, ‘It’s whether we can separate ourselves from our body, even whether we choose our physical actions independently of our body. And when someone’s giving birth they’re helpless about what the body’s doing, they don’t know what it’s going to do next. So it’s a point of separation, at least between the body and the conscious mind. It’s really a question about free will.’
         
 
         ‘Exactly,’ Simon said. ‘It’s about free will.’
 
         Roza said dreamily, ‘The longer I live, the less I believe in free will. It seems more to me as if we’re shaped by outside circumstances, by environment. But we seem to want the idea of free will, especially since we’re so keen on punishment. We want to lock people up for eighteen years with no parole. Some people, a surprising number, want to bring back hanging, and we couldn’t do that with a clear conscience if we thought it wasn’t just the criminal’s free will but the way society’s run, the way we all live, that had contributed to the crime.’
         
 
         Karen stared, her lips parted.
 
         Trish said, ‘More coffee, anyone?’
 
         Roza broke off and turned to Karen. She gave her a brilliant smile. ‘Trish says you have three children. You’re so lucky. Tell me about them. Trish says they’re all at school, but you look too young to have children that age. You must have been a child bride.’ She glanced at Simon, her eyes shining.
         
 
         Simon couldn’t stop looking at her. Now she’d relaxed she was extremely beautiful. Her eyes radiated such intelligence and force that it was almost alarming, more so because the full power of her personality seemed to be only just held in check. He watched Karen, having bristled at Roza’s comments about free will, subside under the radiance of her smile.
         
 
         Karen started talking about the kids. Trish watched, looking thoughtful.
         
 
         Roza was listening as though Karen were the most fascinating person she’d ever met. Karen told a few comic stories: the funny things kids do. Roza followed every word. Simon sat silent. I suppose she’d like to have a kid of her own, he thought, uneasy. It was like watching his nice, straightforward Karen flitting innocently near some kind of wild, beautiful Fury. He felt tense, waiting for the mood to change.
         
 
         David and Ed came in from another cigar, reeking of smoke. In a sudden nervous movement Roza got up, interrupting Karen, muttered something under her breath about more wine and went out to the kitchen.
         
 
          
         ‘Pooh,’ Trish said, flapping her hands. ‘Smoke! Anyway, I hope you’ve set the world to rights out there.’
         
 
         ‘I love the smell of cigars,’ Karen said, smiling up at David.
 
         ‘I’ll squash in next to you then,’ he said, taking Roza’s place, jamming Karen against him and giving her a cheeky grin. She blushed, and Simon thought, He can’t talk very well but he’s a sort of physical genius. He can communicate with women that way. He gets through their barriers, he snuggles up. It’s not surprising she likes him so much.
         
 
         There was a strange, harsh noise.
 
         Graeme had bent over in his seat and was trying to catch his breath. David got up awkwardly; Simon turned and knelt in front of Graeme. The old man was heaving, his face red, his hands weakly flapping. Simon took his shoulders and sat him up, leaning him against the back of the sofa.
         
 
         ‘It’s all right, I’m all right,’ Graeme gasped. He drew in a terrible crackling breath. He closed his eyes and said, ‘No, really. I choked but it’s gone now.’
         
 
         They all rushed about, Trish holding a glass of water up to his chin, Karen asking if she should call an ambulance, David patting Graeme’s shoulder and then Karen’s.
         
 
         Simon watched Graeme for a moment. ‘I think he’s all right now. Who’s his specialist?’ he asked, drawing Trish aside. ‘You’d better get him an appointment tomorrow. I’d say he’s all right to go home now though.’
         
 
         Graeme was helped off the sofa, protesting. ‘I just breathed in some water, don’t make a fuss, you fools.’ He grinned at Roza. ‘Thank you. I can tell I’m going to be marched off to bed.’
         
 
         They all walked out to the car and Trish said she wouldn’t have any problem at the other end; there was the driver Ted and a thousand of her offspring in the house who would help lever Daddy inside. She kept thinking of one last thing to say, until Graeme croaked from the car, ‘Come on, old girl,’ and she got in finally, and they drove off.
         
 
         The others said they’d go too.
 
         ‘Back to the children,’ Karen said archly to Roza.
 
         ‘Of course. The children,’ Roza said, with her strange, radiant smile. She turned to Simon and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Thank you so much for coming.’
         
 
         He nodded, unable to speak. David watched them.
 
         
                

         
 
         The caterers and Jung Ha cleared up while Roza drifted in and out with an absorbed, expectant expression, as though she were waiting to see something miraculous at any moment. Carrying a load of plates, Jung Ha waited, pointedly, to pass her. She stood for a while watching the help working on the mess. David, on his way to the study, leaned over and kissed her cheek.
         
 
         ‘All right?’ he said.
 
         She smiled. ‘I enjoyed myself tonight.’
 
         ‘Not bored to death?’
 
         ‘No, it wasn’t boring at all.’ She stepped back and bumped into Jung Ha, knocking cutlery out of her hand. ‘Oh, sorry Jung Ha. No,’ she turned to David as Jung Ha knelt on the carpet beside her, picking up forks and spoons, ‘Trish was right about the Lamptons. It was a good idea to invite them. Everyone was so nice. ’ She stepped back again, nearly standing on Jung Ha, and looked down at her, surprised. ‘What are you doing down there, Jung Ha? Oh, sorry … But yes,’ turning to David again, ‘I just felt happy tonight.’
         
 
         She walked out of the room. Jung Ha looked up at David from the floor, expressionless. Roza came back in. ‘Jung Ha? Was the stuff in the blue bowl important? Only the dog’s gone and knocked it all down and the cat’s eating it.’ She smiled. ‘They’re terrible aren’t they, the animals? You’d think we starved them, the way they carry on.’ She walked out again. They heard her talking to the dog. ‘Get off, you savage. It’s everywhere. How are they going to get it off everything? The whole floor. God. What a mess!’
         
 
         She came back in. ‘David, aren’t you coming to bed? I’m so tired I’ve got to go up.’
         
 
         He said, ‘I’ll be up soon. Just be in the study for a minute.’
 
         ‘Oh? All right.’
 
         Jung Ha finished picking up the cutlery and went to look at the kitchen floor.
         
 
         David spent some time checking emails. At 2 a.m. he went to the kitchen to make himself a cup of tea. Jung Ha emptied a bucket into the sink and wiped her hands. ‘Finish,’ she said.
         
 
         He leaned against the bench and rubbed his eyes wearily. ‘Thank you, JH.’
         
 
         ‘No worries. Well, off to bed.’ She paused. ‘Nice people tonight eh.’
         
 
         ‘The guests. Yeah. They’re nice people.’
 
         ‘That one with the curly hair, with the blonde wife. Nice man.’
 
         ‘Simon Lampton.’
 
         ‘Yeah. Simon. He old friend of Madame Roza.’
 
         ‘Old friend? Not really. More new friend.’
 
         ‘Oh. I thought they old friends. When they talk here in the hall. Whispering away. So sweet. I thought they muss have like gone to school together.’
         
 
         David looked at her. ‘Really.’
 
         ‘Night,’ she said.
 
         ‘Good night, Jung Ha.’ He left her.
 
         Passing through the dining room, Jung Ha smiled savagely, and paused to kick a last spoon under the sofa with her foot. She went to her flat over the garage. Roza had turned off the lights in the bedroom but the blinds were still open. Her clothes were strewn across the floor. The moon shone behind the tree branches, soft black clouds moving across it. David opened the window and heard the harsh purr of a possum. The sound gave him the creeps. He closed the window and pulled down the blinds. Roza muttered, ‘David, come to bed, hurry up. Come here.’
         
 
         He got undressed, folding his clothes, putting them in the right places, placed his shoes in the line in the bottom of the wardrobe, then bent to pick up Roza’s clothes, folding them and laying them on a chair. He went to the children’s rooms and looked in. They were asleep. All was in order, the house was silent.
         
 
         He went back to the bedroom. Roza was lying on her side facing away from him, breathing evenly. She didn’t move as he stood in the dark, looking at the shape of her in the bed.
         
 
         He settled down carefully, resting his cheek on the warm curve of her hip. He lay in the dark, listening.
         

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            thirteen

         
 
         Roza looked at David across the table. It was early morning, down there in the Hallwrights’ kitchen. Outside the light dimmed and brightened as clouds crossed the sun and from upstairs came the sound of Jung Ha rousing the children. A ray of light crossed the room, making a sparkling line of dust motes. Roza squinted, watching all those tiny dancing specks, and chasing a thought that had crossed her mind and seemed now, abruptly, to have left again, slamming the door behind it.
         
 
         ‘I mean. I mean …’ She gave up. Her smile (like her body, like her resolve) was weak. ‘I don’t know what I meant.’
         
 
         ‘Look pale darling,’ David said, through a mouthful of toast. He was reading something. He frowned and flipped back a couple of pages, checking.
         
 
         ‘Pale? Do I?’ Funny, she thought. She didn’t feel pale, more like she’d been travelling at high speed in a hot wind. Cheeks flayed, eyes streaming, mouth dry. She sipped her tea; her hand, she was pleased to note, was steady.
         
 
         She watched David reading. His lips moved. She wondered what it was doing to him — their new life. She knew what it was doing to her, but to him? They’d given him a thorough makeover — new hair, media training, new clothes — and it had worked, had made him appear smooth, competent and photogenic. He needed elocution lessons, but it was suspected in party circles that his strangled way of speaking, the train-wreck sentences, malapropisms and mispronounced words, were a hit with the public. The public thought the current government was a bunch of blue-stocking, ivory tower academics, all abstract principles and nanny state over-regulation. The current government would rather crap on about gay rights and whales and Maoris and ‘environmental concerns’ for godsake, than work out how to look after the people. The country was overrun with criminals, business was strangled, the nanny state wouldn’t even let people smack their own kids, bureaucracy was running riot, taxes were enormous, and only so the bureaucrats could go on bleeding everyone dry and lecturing on how they should live. It was time for a straightforward man who cared about the real things: money, business, families, the mortgage. Who would talk to the people, not at them. All that. That was the narrative the party was promoting.
         
 
         Roza sighed. All that. What did she think about all that? She was apolitical. It was a flaw. She avoided thinking about politics because she was too preoccupied with her own survival. Had marrying David been a means of survival? Perhaps all marriages were that — maybe even for David. She loved him. But had she ever been in love with him? Did he love her? These thoughts crossed her mind, made her uncomfortable, and then vanished into the air. What would it do to David if he won? He would know he’d finally left his old self behind. He liked to talk about the ‘politics of aspiration’. When he gave speeches to high school kids he sketched an outline of his childhood; he would tell them how, in this country, anyone could succeed. For him, it was personal, so much so that people wondered whether he had any politics at all, beyond the goal of realising his own ambition.
         
 
          
         Roza covered her right eye with her hand.
 
         ‘Headache?’ David said, without looking up.
 
         The children were thumping down the stairs. He put the papers in his bag and came round to Roza. ‘You all right?’
         
 
         ‘I’m fine.’
 
         He pulled out the chair beside her and sat down. ‘I was sort of hoping you might be, you know.’
         
 
         She frowned.
 
         ‘Pregnant,’ he whispered.
 
         ‘You shouldn’t think about it. If you worry about it all the time it doesn’t happen. I don’t know, anyway. Just wait and see.’
         
 
         ‘All right, don’t freak out. It doesn’t matter. I just like the idea, that’s all. It’d gimme something to think about, apart from my own greatness.’ He grinned, kissed her and stood up but she gripped his arm and pulled him down, and they kissed again.
         
 
         Behind them Mike made a disgusted sound.
 
         ‘G’day buddy,’ David said. ‘Hello Mousey.’ He picked up Izzy and tickled her. She squeaked and writhed. Mike sank into his chair and eyed Roza.
         
 
         ‘Dianne here,’ Jung Ha said, coming in from the hall.
 
         And Dianne bounced in, with her pony-tail, her bright smile. ‘Hello people!’
         
 
         David looked at his watch. He said coldly, ‘Can you just wait in the car until I’m ready thanks, Dianne.’
         
 
         Dianne stopped short. There was a pause. The children looked from their father to Dianne.
         
 
         ‘Oh. Okay. I am a bit. Early.’ She turned and walked out of the room.
         
 
         David raised an eyebrow at Roza. He drew her aside, into the hallway outside the kitchen, pushed her against the wall, and whispered, ‘I fucking love you, Roza.’
         
 
         
         She laughed, ‘Get off me, you big oaf, you’re squashing me.’
 
         He put his face against her neck.
 
         She said quietly, ‘She’s going to punish you for that.’
 
         ‘Dianne. Punish? Who’s the boss around here? I’ll punish her.’ He kissed her. ‘I’ll ring you. Okay. Don’t forget, just ring me, it doesn’t matter where I am. I’ll answer, or I’ll make sure I ring you straight back. It starts now, proper. This is it.’
         
 
         ‘I know. Good luck. I mean … good luck.’
         
 
         ‘We’ll meet in the middle. We’ll fly you in. Whatever one-horse dump we’re in; we’ll have dinner, spend the night, all that.’
         
 
         He said goodbye to the kids and Roza followed him to the door. Dianne was standing by the car, scanning a list and not looking up. Ed Miles paced the driveway, talking on his phone, drawing a line in the gravel with his toe and saying intently, ‘Yeah yeah no yeah. Fuck no, absolutely, yeah.’ Behind the tinted glass was the compact form of the driver; behind the car, the industrious help. Conscience working his trimmer along a section of hedge; the pool man hefting a plastic canister through the gate and dumping it on the path with a grunt, and, beyond, Jung Ha opening a door and booting the dog out onto the patio, the big setter rearing up on his hind legs, claws scraping the glass. From upstairs came the faint sound of Izzy shouting at her brother. Roza watched a helicopter nosing its way across the top of the distant city.
         
 
         The driver climbed out with a friendly groan and took David’s bags. Dianne helped him pack stuff into the boot, but she dropped her phone on the gravel and when she knelt to pick it up, her handbag slid off her shoulder. She stooped, with a flustered shake of her head, scrabbling on the ground for items of make-up.
         
 
         David said to Roza, ‘You could use that Lampton.’
 
         Dianne straightened up, clutching her bag. Her eyes met Roza’s, and she blushed angrily.
         
 
          
         ‘You mean Simon?’ Roza was still directing a cool gaze at Dianne.
         
 
         Dianne brushed some gravel from her trousers.
 
         ‘If you needed that kind of doctor,’ David said.
 
         ‘But he’s supposed to be sort of a friend now, since he’s been here for dinner. I don’t think doctors want to treat you if they know you, and anyway …’ She looked away.
         
 
         ‘He could recommend someone.’ He held her arm.
 
         ‘Yes, maybe, but you’ve got to be pregnant first,’ she whispered.
 
         He released her. ‘Well, take care. I’ll be with you wherever you go. I’ll have my satellite trained on you.’
         
 
         She gave him a silent, enquiring look, her lips pressed together.
 
         ‘Right. We ready?’ He clapped his hands and nodded to Ed Miles.
         
 
         ‘I’ll miss you,’ they said at the same time. He got in, and the cars drove away.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Roza marched back to the kitchen and said to Mike, ‘Need money?’
 
         ‘No,’ he said, affronted. ‘God.’
 
         ‘What do you mean, God? What’s He got to do with it?’ She was suddenly cheerful, as if a weight had been lifted off her.
         
 
         ‘No, I don’t need fucking money, okay. God.’
         
 
         She imitated him. ‘Okay. God. So you don’t need any fucking money. Good. Have a nice time at fucking school.’
         
 
         Izzy giggled. ‘Goodbye, fuckin Roza.’
 
         Roza put up her hands. ‘No. Don’t talk like that. No. That’s naughty and rude. At least, don’t talk like that at school.’
         
 
         ‘At fucking school,’ said little Izzy, who always overdid the joke.
         
 
         ‘No. No. Stop. Here, off you go. Have a lovely time. No swearing. Absolutely not. Bye Mike, bye Izzy.’
         
 
          
         Jung Ha was expressionless.
 
         Roza said, ‘Sorry, that’s all a bit rude, isn’t it. Just silly jokes. Well, never mind. See you,’ she added brightly.
         
 
         Jung Ha said nothing.
 
         Roza waved them off and went upstairs, feeling herself relaxing. It was so quiet and peaceful in the big empty rooms. She looked through her things, glanced in the mirror, shrugged, pulled at her shirt, smoothing down the material. It was wrong. She took it off and dropped it on the floor, then took out four shirts and tried them on before she found the one she wanted, wading through the mess to her desk.
         
 
         But she frowned: her papers and books had been rearranged. Someone had moved a pile of printed emails and pushed her books to the other end of the desk, and the novel she’d been reading had lost its place; the bookmark was inside the front cover. In the bathroom she opened the cupboard, and it too had been rearranged, with pill bottles in different places. Or was she imagining it? She locked the bathroom door, took a packet out of her bra and shook some powder into a glass of water. She drank, wrinkling her nose, and drew in a sharp breath.
         
 
         There was a murmur of male voices. From the bathroom window Roza peered down. On the path two men, one tall and gingery, the other bulky with a shaven head, were walking together. Dressed in suits and ties and dark glasses, they paced along the path, the bald one pointing at the fence with his mobile phone. Another man came into view, carrying a notebook, and they stopped and conferred at the gate that led to a right-of-way down the side of the property. They opened the gate, stepped out and looked along the path; the bald one shook his head, pointed towards the road and said something emphatic. They nodded seriously while the third man made a note.
         
 
         Roza pushed the window open wide. Below the ivy-covered wall, the men bent to look at something near the ground. The light changed. It was strangely, unseasonably warm, as it had been throughout these stormy, unsettled days, and as a cloud crossed the sun the light turned heavy-green and the trees were coloured with the uncanny brightness that comes before a squall of rain. At the window, Roza mused over patterns, shapes, light on dark: the hedges that Conscience had pruned into rectangles, the paths, the moving lattice of winter branches. As black cloud swelled from the west, a metal slice of sun, blazing with white light, entered the outer rim of the rainbank.
         
 
         Heavy drops began to fall. Roza enjoyed the hiss of the rain and the rush of warm, scented air. She put out her hand. The shimmer and flash of water. Rainshine, waterlight. She entered a dream of water and silence: Roza lying in a boat on a wild, remote river, mild grey sky heavy with rain, the old boat chugging, the riverbank a green smear in the distance, the watersurface dimpled with drops. She saw this in a vivid flash, and at the same time watched the three cops hurrying along the path with their heads dipped against the rain.
         
 
         The cops were coming more often now — like everyone else, they didn’t expect David to lose the election and they were planning ahead. It was a question she and David had yet to resolve: if he became the prime minister, where would they house the diplomatic protection squad? With other leaders, the cops had tended to rent a house next door, but this was a street of established mansions, and Roza couldn’t see any of her neighbours moving out. It was a prospect that had made Roza laugh with horror: sharing her mornings, her private afternoons, with a vigilant squad of cops.
         
 
         She dug Ray Marden’s manuscript out of the drawer and slipped it into her bag. Turning to the room she was slightly surprised at the mess on the floor, but she caught sight of herself in the mirror and saw that her eye make-up was smudged.
         
 
         ‘Fuck,’ she said softly, and dabbed at her face with a tissue, before dropping it on the floor, picking up her jacket and looking around vaguely, with the sense that she’d forgotten something small but important.
         
 
         ‘Jung Ha,’ she called downstairs, but Jung Ha was taking the children to school. In the kitchen, the cupboard under the sink was open and the cat was up on his hind legs, inspecting the rubbish bucket. Roza clapped her hands. The cat turned his head and looked at her. Sylvester knew Roza was not Jung Ha. She was not exactly an ally, but she wouldn’t pick you up by the scruff and boot you out the door, so he stayed firm, nose quivering.
         
 
         ‘Oh, you moggy,’ Roza said indulgently, and left him to it.
         
 
         Roza drove out into the traffic jam, heading for her meeting with Ray Marden. She accelerated and slowed dreamily, edging across the city. At one point she sat beneath a party billboard, David frowning down from his blue background as she passed, and his eyes followed her, as eyes in pictures do; there he was in the rear-view mirror, receding, falling away. There was a sudden roar of rain, and the collective patience snapped: several cars left the queue and headed recklessly up the bus lane, to a blast of indignant horns. Roza turned on the radio and hummed. She was calm.
         
 
         She turned into Domain Drive and parked under the pohutukawa trees. Climbing out into the laden air, raising her face to the mild rain, she remembered that word Simon Lampton had used. Hyenas. Hyenas, the women had laughed, what are they, a kind of dog? She thought of the nature programmes the kids loved to watch on TV, the waterhole, the drifting herds, and creatures circling in the parched grasses, waiting for the weak or lame or straying one, ready to tear it to pieces.
         
 
         She walked towards the duck pond, under the dripping trees, the manuscript under her arm. By the pond, on the wet grass, geese were hissing and pecking. She looked with distaste at their slicked feathers and cruel, blank eyes. Vicious things. Birds gave Roza the creeps. Birds were … overrated, she thought. Their claws, their dead eyes, the terrible repetitive sounds they made — it was a stretch, it was surely overegging things, to call it ‘song’. Nothing worse for Roza, at five on a summer morning, than the depressed dirge of the endless tui. Tuis in the morning sounded like they needed Prozac. Now, from the sodden hedge the cheep of a thrush, plink plink, sharp as an electronic hammer, set her teeth on edge.
         
 
         A woman came stepping across the grass. Behind her, the drifts of light rain. She was in her forties, with a round pretty face and curly hair, wearing a boxy pin-striped skirt and jacket. Her manner was brisk, clerical, efficient. The curls shook as she nodded, holding out her hand to shake.
         
 
         ‘Sue, right?’
 
         Roza said, ‘I’m sorry …?’
 
         ‘Sue, is it?’ The curly head shook. Roza looked into the woman’s face, with its bright, encouraging smile.
         
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ Roza said, remembering, and smiled. ‘I’m Sue.’
 
         ‘I’m Sharon Marden? Ray’s wife? Ray’s buying a coffee. Have a seat. Lovely. Awesome. ’ She looked expectantly towards the kiosk.
         
 
         Ray Marden emerged, carrying takeaway coffees on a cardboard tray. He was wearing trackpants and a sweatshirt and running shoes.
         
 
         ‘Hello, Sue. Ray Marden.’
 
         ‘I’ll pop back to the car and leave you to it then,’ Sharon said, and crossed to a small Honda parked nearby.
         
 
         Ray shook Roza’s hand. He coughed. ‘Offer you a flat white, Sue?’
         
 
         ‘Thanks,’ Roza said, suppressing a laugh. She felt ridiculous, but when they’d sat down at the table under the awning and were both contemplating his manuscript, she focused. She took out her pen and he cleared his throat and frowned diligently down. His body was all muscle and his face was massive, the bone structure brutally exaggerated, so that he seemed to peer out of his own face like a man in a helmet, reminding Roza of those cartoons David’s children watched, in which bulked-up creatures called Skulkor and Terrortroid, half-man, half-robot, strode through ruined cities. Close up his skin was covered with light freckles, and his eyes were alert and intelligent, his expression pleasant. He was staring at her now, his brow furrowed.
         
 
         Roza frowned and looked stern. ‘As I said, um, Ray. Can I call you Ray? As I said on the phone, no one wanted your manuscript. But I picked it up, and I thought it was … sad that no one would give you any advice. So I went through it.’
         
 
         ‘It’s good of you,’ he said, looking at the pages. Roza’s notes filled the margins.
         
 
         She said, conscientious, ‘You’ll see I’ve covered it in my own jottings. I hope you don’t mind, but that’s just what happens when your work gets edited.’
         
 
         ‘It’s fine,’ he said. He lifted up a page and flinched. Roza had written in large letters, ‘No! Wrong tone!’
         
 
         She leaned forward with sudden intensity. ‘See, I think you’re making a mistake,’ she said. ‘You’re striking a tone that’s all wrong. It won’t persuade anyone. There’s prejudice against you. You’re supposed to be showing people that you’re a reasonable person, that you’ve been falsely accused, and to do that you have to be … judicious, rather than angry.’
         
 
         ‘I … I get the idea. Yeah.’
 
         The geese were moving in an irritable line towards the pond, squawking, stretching out their orange beaks. Roza watched. She shivered. ‘God, they’re horrible.’
         
 
          
         He twisted round in his seat. ‘What?’
 
         ‘The geese. Why do they have those lumps on their heads?’
         
 
         He smiled, surprised at her abrupt change in focus, but there was something sharp under the perplexity, a kind of trained vigilance. He was paying close attention. She thought his surprise was feigned — a kind of subtle encouragement to her to act up and ‘be herself’, to ‘surprise’ him further. Probably nothing could surprise him. He was encouraging her to reveal herself.
         
 
         She said, ‘You’ll get the idea better from my notes. You can fix the manuscript up, then try another publisher. I don’t need to tell you any more than what I’ve written on the pages. In a way you’ve got to win a PR battle as much as anything. See here, let me show you …’ She brought out a page. ‘These bits where you let yourself go and have an absolute bitch about the government and the inquiry. You can do that, but you have to back it up with evidence and you have to sound as cool as a judge while you’re doing it …’ She stopped. ‘What?’
         
 
         ‘You’re Mrs Hallwright.’
 
         She sat back.
 
         ‘I’ve just got it. Where I seen you before. You’re Mrs Hallwright. Married to the Hallwright.’
         
 
         She laid the page down, put two fingers to the bridge of her nose. There was a silence.
         
 
         ‘Have you … seen me before?’
 
         He said, ‘I dunno. Only I never forget a face. You know, cop. Sorry, are you all right?’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ Roza said. She shrugged, half-laughed. ‘Oh, it’s ridiculous— I was just going to post the manuscript to you but I thought I might as well meet you to talk properly. I didn’t want to give you my real name because I’m not free. I can’t just do anything I want. I have to think of being the wife of the Hallwright. And if you could feel the atmosphere at work. You know, at AT Press we published Shelley O’Nione’s book, and everyone’s a fan of her and thinks you’re, you know, a monster.’
         
 
         ‘I get it.’
 
         Roza said, ‘Anyway, as I was saying.’ She shuffled through the pages, paused. ‘Sometimes I think I’m being followed.’
         
 
         He stroked his chin and eyed her, thoughtful. ‘Who by?’
 
         She looked around. The park was empty. Cars swished by on the road, rain fell into the brown pond. Ray’s wife was a misty shape behind the glass of the small Honda.
         
 
         ‘People in the party. People who look after my husband.’
 
         He shook his head. ‘I think that’s unlikely.’
 
         She laughed and reached for the coffee. Her hand trembled. ‘I suppose it is.’
         
 
         ‘Why would they follow you?’ He didn’t take his eyes off her face.
         
 
         ‘I don’t know. Because I do things like this, come and see a controversial person like you without telling anyone. They might think I’m a liability.’
         
 
         ‘I would’ve thought you’d be an asset,’ he said.
 
         Roza smiled. ‘That’s kind of you to say.’
 
         ‘You’re kind doing this for me.’ He jerked his thumb at the mess of pages. ‘Listen, Mrs Hallwright …’
         
 
         ‘Roza,’ she said, biting her lip. A door slammed inside the kiosk. She gave him a quick, tense look.
         
 
         ‘Roza, can I say something? If you’re worried about strange things like being followed, even though I don’t personally think that’s likely, maybe you should just not do unusual things at the moment. Like coming here. Maybe you should take a break from unusual things.’
         
 
         ‘Unusual things,’ she repeated. What exactly was he saying? She thought of Tamara’s stash, and felt his cop’s eyes on her.
         
 
         He picked up the pen and tapped it on the wooden table. ‘Do you do a lot of unusual things?’
         
 
         ‘What do you mean?’ she said, rapidly patting the papers into order. ‘No. I don’t do anything. No.’
         
 
         ‘I’m just trying to get why you think they’d follow you.’
 
         ‘So you’re questioning me. Should I call a lawyer?’
 
         He smiled. ‘Just trying to help.’
 
         Roza felt weak. Should I call a lawyer? What a lame thing to say. She tried to empty her features of expression, and felt herself fail.
         
 
         He leaned forward. ‘Listen, I know what it’s like to feel paranoid. When I was defending my case, I know I was being followed. Watched, bugged, photographed, you name it. But you, you’re not like me, public enemy number one. You’re just the wife. I don’t mean that in a bad way: I mean you shouldn’t worry. You’re just the wife, and all you need to do is keep smiling, look beautiful, keep your nose clean.’ He broke off and threw the pen on the table. ‘I mean, Jesus, if you knew what it was like to be in the shit storm I was. We couldn’t even look out the window without the media jumping on us, making something bad out of everything we did. ’
         
 
         Roza said, ‘You fought it and won. There was something to fight — the criminal charge, and you beat it. I just feel … I don’t know … thousands of eyes.’
         
 
         They looked around at the park. There was no one in sight.
 
         He said, ‘I beat the criminal charge but I didn’t win. Everyone still thinks I’m guilty. They just say the jury got it wrong. That’s what my book’s about.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, the book. The book! How did we get onto me? We’re meant to be talking about you.’ Apologetic, she started turning the pages.
         
 
         He said, ‘You’re much more interesting.’
 
         She looked up. ‘Are you using your cop training on me? Some incredibly subtle technique?’
         
 
         ‘What you mean?’
 
         ‘Well, I feel I might just dissolve and confess things to you. I’ve already told you I have a weird paranoia about being followed.’
         
 
         He said seriously, ‘Roza. As a cop, an ex-cop, I can tell you this: don’t confess anything to anyone. I’m a stranger. How do you know you can trust me? You got to protect yourself.’
         
 
         ‘Should I not trust you?’
 
         ‘No. I don’t mean that. You can, actually. I’m only saying, you got to be careful in life. And in your position, don’t get free with any confessing.’
         
 
         She sighed. ‘I’ve got to be careful.’
 
         ‘I should know. Bitter experience. People twist things. People pretend you can trust them and then, bang.’
         
 
         ‘Ray? Did you ever do anything wrong? Were any of the accusations true?’
 
         ‘No. I thought you’d accepted that if you’re helping with my book.’
         
 
         ‘Hmm. I do really. I do. But Ray?’
 
         ‘Yeah.’
 
         ‘This conversation has made me so paranoid that I don’t know how I’m going to get up and walk out of the park.’
         
 
         ‘I used to go out the back way around home, when they were all after me. Over the neighbours’ fence, down through the gardens. Park in the next street.’ He gave her a considering look. He said, ‘Probably those geese. They’re not real. They’re surveillance geese.’
         
 
         Roza laughed out loud, then covered her mouth with her hand.
 
         He added, ‘The CIA trained a surveillance cat once. They had it wired and miked. Its tail was the antenna. They let it go in a park to spy on someone, and it ran straight onto the road and got squashed by a car.’
         
 
          
         ‘No!’
 
         ‘It’s true. Look it up. It cost them millions.’
 
         Ray’s wife had got up and wandered across the park. Now she came close, tossing her coffee cup in the bin. ‘You nearly finished, Ray? I need to get to work.’
         
 
         Roza said, smiling, ‘We’re finished.’
 
         They went to the car. Sharon Marden took the manuscript, shook Roza’s hand and drove away. Ray stared bleakly after her.
         
 
         ‘Where are you going now?’ Roza asked.
 
         ‘I went to the gym earlier. Now I’m going to run home.’ He picked up a piece of gravel and tossed it against a tree. ‘I can’t get used to being unemployed.’
         
 
         ‘Can’t you get a new job, a different one?’
 
         ‘With my baggage. It’s not easy.’
 
         Roza said, ‘Anyway, I’d better go.’ She added with an artificial laugh, ‘By the way, all that about being followed. I hope you don’t think I’m mad. I was only joking.’
         
 
         He looked at her. ‘I don’t think you were joking. If you’ve got some reason to worry, just be careful.’
         
 
         ‘What reason would I have?’
 
         ‘How should I know? I don’t know your secrets.’
 
         ‘I don’t have any secrets!’
 
         ‘No. Okay.’
 
         She added, ‘Except that nobody knows I’ve met you. You could keep that quiet for me, because it’s delicate at work, and then there’s the election, which makes things …’
         
 
         ‘Yeah. Does your husband know you’ve met me?’
 
         ‘No. Okay? No.’
         
 
         ‘I understand.’
 
         ‘You can ring me at work if you want to. Say it’s Bruce calling. Ron. Whatever.’
         
 
          
         He said, ‘More important, stay away from unusual things.’
 
         ‘What do you mean, unusual things?’ She stared at him with her charged eyes. He rubbed his hand over his face, laughed lightly and said, ‘I don’t know. Anything compromising. Drugs …’
         
 
         She drew back. ‘Drugs? What are you talking about?’
 
         He put up his hands. ‘Nothing.’
 
         She said, ‘How can you say such a thing? What an amazing thing to say.’ She dug her keys into the palm of her hand. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t have come here.’
         
 
         ‘Look Roza, I’m grateful. I’m only … wishing you well.’
 
         ‘Why would you even say such a thing?’
 
         ‘No reason. It’s the only thing I could think of you should stay away from. I could have added, I dunno, shoplifting. I just meant, go well. Take care.’
         
 
         She smiled, but her eyes were troubled, dangerous. ‘Good luck with your book.’ She walked away.
         
 
         ‘Goodbye Roza,’ he said thoughtfully.
 
         
                

         
 
         He picked up another piece of gravel and weighed it in his hand. Roza Hallwright. Well, well. Mrs Roza Hallwright.
         
 
         He skimmed the gravel at a tree, then leaned his palms against the trunk, doing a few stretches. He turned it over in his mind. The way she’d reared up at his warning. Her sudden anger. Those searchlight eyes, the feverish, intelligent face. She looked like a woman on the brink of something. And her reaction to the hint he’d thrown out. Interesting. You pick their possible weak spot, you give it a try. He’d hit it. You say ‘drugs’ she practically has a nervous breakdown. Well. Rich jet-set type. Wife of a bigwig. Wife of the. She was probably addicted to valium. But there was something in her eyes, what was that look? As if she was seeing more than what was in front of them, or reacting to more than ordinary data. Like you were seeing a parallel universe reflected, right there in her eyes.
         
 
         He would run home now and look through the manuscript, which Sharon would have dropped off on her way to work. He stretched, feeling the burn deep in his muscles. He started to run slowly, warming up.
         
 
         Exercise was his drug. It was the only way he’d got through the tough times. Running to the gym, working out and jogging home: this straightened out his head. If he hadn’t been able to get hard exercise he would have killed himself by now, or become a two hundred kilo junkie, or given in to anger.
         
 
         He’d thought a lot about anger since he’d been falsely accused of rape. The experts said rape was all about power, but this didn’t seem quite right to Ray. If he imagined his way into it he saw it as a crime of anger. If sex and exercise were anger management, then rape was a form of losing control — to anger. Violence and sex — it would certainly blow off a bit of steam. He smiled wryly to himself. Strange thoughts. All the things you couldn’t say.
         
 
         He speeded up. From the bus stop, a man and woman watched the big, muscular figure run by, his cap pulled down low over his scowling face, his body steaming. The man took a photograph of him.
         
 
         The water sprayed up from puddles under his feet and the air was full of tiny fractured rainbows. He powered on through the rain, ran home.
         
 
         He’d forgotten to say to her: fingers crossed. Fingers crossed. He wanted her husband to win the election: this would rid the country of the politically correct arseholes who’d set up the police inquiry and ruined his career. He thought, let’s hope nothing happens to compromise Hallwright. Missus was right to feel paranoid if she had anything to hide.
         
 
         Sharon hadn’t noticed anything unusual about ‘Sue’ — he rang her for a quick debrief — nor had she recognised her as Mrs Hallwright. He decided not to tell his wife what he’d found out. He usually told her everything, but the discovery was so unexpected and exotic, and Roza herself was so attractive and strange, that he wanted to keep the knowledge to himself.
         

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            fourteen

         
 
         Slowly, and with a horrible smile, Ed Miles finishes the last of his pie. The convoy is stopped briefly in a layby outside town, while David’s people call ahead. David is to walk the main street, to speak at a retirement village, and afterwards, to eat lunch in a café in the main square. The café staff are expecting them, and have promised to act surprised. To act natural.
         
 
         You show you’re accessible, is the thing. You mingle with the people. The media are behind in their bus, waiting to catch the moment they walk into the retirement village, the speech, and then the scene in the café as they order their humble repast: pies, or fish and chips, tea in a metal pot. There will be a shot of David beaming as he squeezes the plastic tomato full of sauce, as he mingles with star-struck locals and talks about opportunity, the politics of aspiration, and the unused potential in this great country of ours. The police are behind in their tinted van, but trouble isn’t expected. It’s a small, sleepy town with a National majority. And David’s popularity is through the roof.
         
 
         David has woken with a toothache. At 9.30 a.m. he took two Panadol. His head feels light and fuzzy and somewhere outside his body the pain queues at the barrier, impatient to get in.
         
 
          
         Lunch is not far off, so why is Ed eating a pie? Ed has shown a talent for continuous eating, for finding food between their all too frequent meals. Clearly he’s nipped along to the petrol station while David was on the phone; now he comes close, and leans down to the open window. David identifies steak and kidney. His stomach registers a small protest.
         
 
         He squints into the light, touching the sore side of his face, testing the ache. He says to Ed, ‘How d’you stay so skinny, mate?’
         
 
         ‘It’s a gift. You want me to get you one?’
 
         ‘No.’ David sighs. There have been so many lunches, morning teas, afternoon teas; people go to all that trouble and it’s rude to refuse. He shifts in his seat, feeling the uncomfortable pressure of his belt. His stomach is in ruins.
         
 
         The young man who’s videoing the campaign diary for the website is not filming now, but gazing dreamily out at the landscape, his hands folded over the camera. On the plain the tussock blows in the wind, and the mountains rise above the brown land, their slopes crossed by soft black shadows. Now the young cameraman leans forward. ‘The grass, blowing like that. It looks like suede,’ he says.
         
 
         David looks out. The suede landscape. There is a sound, like the sea, in his ears.
         
 
         They have been filming the campaign diary on the road. The young man does the filming from the back seat, with David in the front passenger seat, turning around to make his commentary. Ed sits in the back, eating and making phone calls. The idea is: you’re not grand. You don’t lurk in the back of some limousine. You sit in front and turn around, and tell it like it is. ‘Here we are, crossing the Hauraki Plains.’ ‘Just a few thoughts as we enter the Desert Road.’ The broadcasts are uploaded onto the internet as soon as they’re filmed. He finds them excruciating to watch — he imagines Roza’s critical eye — but they’re easy to do once you get into the rhythm. Apparently they’re popular: they get thousands of hits. ‘Driving round this great country of ours, speaking to people along the way, we only get more energised, more excited about our campaign. There are some great ideas, and great people out there, just waiting for their potential to be tapped. And I’m going to be talking a lot about that: potential. We’re about to visit a retirement community called The Hub. And I just want to express a few thoughts about our exciting programme for the elderly in this country. I think we’ve got some ideas that’ll really wake people up. After that, we’ll be off to find the best place for a quick lunch around here. And I for one have sure worked up an appetite!’
         
 
         Out on the edge of the highway, Ed has started on a jumbo sausage roll. The wind crosses the brown land, the wind crosses …
         
 
         David says moodily, ‘Look at him eating. How does he do it? The man’s a stick insect.’
         
 
         ‘Metabolism,’ the cameraman says.
 
         Now Dianne is out on the road edge, stretching her legs, talking on the phone. The wind crosses the brown land, and he hears it, mixed with the shush shush of blood in his ears. The heat of sun through glass sends him into a reverie. Brown study, he thinks. In the brown land. Thoughts of Roza. He has dreamed about her twice since he went on the road. He thinks of the way she notices when he mispronounces a word. The flash of quick laughter, like a bird crossing a window and disappearing, leaving the pane blank again, then the look of indulgence, warmth. She thinks he doesn’t notice. She has no idea how much he notices. Roza is clever, but he has reserves she can’t imagine. She has no idea how much cleverer he is.
         
 
         He thinks of what he knows. That she and Lampton have some kind of connection. That they spoke on the balcony at the Ellisons, and at one point touched hands. That Karen Lampton knows nothing of this. That Roza and Lampton were brought together experimentally at the house, and that they talked in the hall when they thought no one was listening. That Roza has renewed her friendship with Tamara Goldwater, and has not mentioned this to anyone, but that Tamara Goldwater is not being so discreet. That Roza has edited a manuscript for the disgraced police officer Ray Marden and has met him in the domain, even though his book has been turned down by the publisher she works for. That she is stepping outside the framework, making mistakes, leaving footprints in the wrong parts of town.
         
 
         Graeme and Trish are right: Roza is the wild card. They are so close to winning the election, only a disaster can bring them down now. There can be no mistakes, no public relations messes. Roza is the wild card.
         
 
         They discussed whether he should pressure her to come on the road. Better not, they decided. She doesn’t want to. It suits her to be where she is. It suits the children. But they must be on guard. She must be contained, she must be sure to go to her AA meetings; there must be no confrontation, no questions, nothing that will cause a blow-up now. When they discussed this, agreed to it, he turned away and a feeling shook him, so strong he had to pause. It was the same when he heard about the discussion on the balcony. The touching of hands. He controlled himself. There has to be control, or they will not get through. Sometimes you have to wait, be patient, watch. Take your time. He knows about waiting, he knows about control. He remembers his uncle, the wheezing grey-faced wreck, chasing him around the garden with the wooden spoon. He remembers watching him try to get his breath and thinking, aged nine, It’s only a matter of time. I need not even wait very long. And sure enough the day came when he rattled home early from school in the back of the old van, his cousins sobbing because their dad had died.
         
 
         Ed’s been back on the phone, and now he waves to Dianne, swings open the door, jumps in. ‘We’re on. We’re good to go. All right, mate?’ He slaps David’s shoulder. ‘Off we go. Wal-Mort here we come.’
         
 
         The convoy pulls out into the road. David watches dust blow up over the plain. He frowns over his notes, and then has to sit out a moment of nausea. It’s no good; he can’t read in the car.
         
 
         The small town awaits them, a huddle of low buildings and corrugated iron roofs under a sky that’s full of strange cloud formations: great wispy figures, like cartoon ghouls, heads slanted, arms outstretched. On the outskirts they swing through the gates of the retirement home, a compound around which are arranged long concrete buildings, like motel blocks. There’s a crowd gathered next to a wooden summer house or rotunda, a mass of wheelchairs, walkers, bent and bobbing grey heads, tottering figures supported by staff, all craning and jigging expectantly. The media bus pulls in and parks by the dusty flowerbed. You have to wait for the media. You don’t get going without the media. Otherwise, obviously, what’s the point? Above, the clouds are all fancy dress; the clouds are robes, sleeves, scarves.
         
 
         David sits bowed over his notes until the driver, Ant, nips round and opens the door. David steps out, limps forward and is introduced by one of his people, Doug. Ed and Dianne hover outside the official group, on the phone. The manager, a busty, competent woman with red cheeks, welcomes David and presents him to inmates and staff. He shakes papery old hands, sends them into whispery laughter with his jokes. Above the rooftops the cloud is a giant mouth, howling. He thinks of ghosts drawn in steam on a mirror. All around him the old heads bob. It comes to him: these people were individuals. Now they’re lost in the collective identity: old person. Why is it that the older people are, the less easy it is for the young to distinguish them? For a moment, he feels sad. He takes the arm of an old woman, gallantly guiding her forward. She’s wearing a crocheted poncho, a woollen hat. The cameraman comes around the flowerbed, angling in, as David bends to her wrinkled ear, and whispers into her hearing aid. Her smile seems to halve the mass of her face, as if the flesh is being sucked into the toothless hole, and inside it the tongue is strangely mobile, fluttering.
         
 
         ‘I knew your father,’ she says. She pats his arm, swallows, pants up at him.
         
 
         He nods. ‘Did you? Lovely.’
 
         Slowly, heads bent together, they walk inside. 

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            fifteen

         
 
         Simon opened his eyes and groped for the clock. He crept from the bedroom. From the window in the hall he saw the moon, so clear he could make out the grey, pitted surface. He leaned against the windowsill. The lawn stretched away to the dark wall of the hedge. He watched the cat, picking its way through the dew. 
         
 
         He had a shower, dressed, entered the kitchen and stopped short. Karen was bending over, peering into the cupboard under the sink. She straightened up, glanced at him distractedly, took a can of flyspray and squirted it along the wainscot.
         
 
         ‘Ants,’ she said.
 
         It was Thursday. Thursday morning usually brought crisis to the Lampton household. Thursday was the day the cleaner came. If you’d asked Simon, he would have said the cleaner was definitely more trouble than he was worth. His imminent arrival drove Karen into a frenzy. She did everything but stride through the house clashing saucepan lids. The source of tension in the household of a Thursday, was Karen’s insistence that they all clean up, for the cleaner.
         
 
         Simon sighed and turned on the kettle. He felt fragile, having spent part of the night awake. Outside, the sun was rising, and the garden now glowed with delicate light. Karen had bounded upstairs, holding the flyspray; now came the sounds of struggle, as she dragged the children from sleep. Drowsy oaths, the odd indignant shout as she threw curtains open, brutally yanked at blinds and swept clothes and books out of the way.
         
 
         ‘Get on with it,’ she commanded, and came downstairs again. The kettle hummed to its climax and clicked off.
         
 
         The children descended, in the usual disarray. Simon reached for a teabag and wondered at his family’s capacity — was it so in all families? — to have the same argument, on the same subject, without variation, every week. Could they not learn from last Thursday’s spat or dingdong or barney, and move on? No, they could not. They were all too tired. They were all too pissed off.
         
 
         Elke sat against the window, her hair a golden brown bird’s nest. She dipped a spoon in her cereal, eyes closed. Marcus picked his toast apart and wiped milk onto his collar. Claire, her hair tied back severely, stared severely at her siblings. A sore, red pimple had come up on her cheek, stark against the pale skin. Her face and body expressed anger. Her skin was angry. She looked at Karen and crunched an apple with a vicious yank of her neck, as though killing it. Even her eating was angry.
         
 
         Simon sat down carefully. Perhaps, if he moved very quietly, none of them would go off …
         
 
         But Claire began, in the usual way. ‘Why do we have to tidy up? For the cleaner? Isn’t that his job?’
         
 
         Karen crossed her arms impressively. Her enunciation was crisp, ‘I have told you before. His job is to clean. He does not tidy. And he does not have to be confronted by your incredible squalor.’
         
 
         ‘What’s he for then? Why doesn’t he tidy? What’s the point of him?’
         
 
         ‘I’ve told you before …’
 
         This would go on for some time. It would end in one of a number of ways: shouting, slamming doors, flouncing, occasionally (once in a blue moon) tearful reconciliation. Simon glided silently to the toaster.
         
 
         ‘What does he do in here? Just sit around and watch TV? What do you pay him for? Why can’t we get a real cleaner?’
         
 
         Privately (very privately) Simon was inclined to agree with the children. What was it exactly that Hombre did, apart from throw the house into an uproar every Thursday? The problem was, Karen was so house-proud she couldn’t bear anyone to see the place a mess. She behaved as if the cleaner were a health inspector or a real estate agent, and lived in fear that he would come upon some excruciating disgrace: a stained sheet, an unflushed toilet. That he would emerge from the bedroom, scandalised, holding a pair of Simon’s discarded underpants between finger and thumb. And so she routed them all out of bed and made them spruce the place up.
         
 
         Hombre was from the Philippines, a sleepy, louche, camp young man who fluttered his eyelashes and tittered behind his hand when amused — and he was often amused by the Lamptons. He sometimes brought his family along, his mum or dad, his glamorous sisters. His dad sat out on the deck and munched corncobs while Hombre hummed his way across the floors, bowed under his backpack vacuum cleaner. Karen was always threatening to fire him. She said, ‘He comes late. He doesn’t dust properly.’
         
 
         Simon thought, He probably doesn’t think he needs to. He probably thinks this is the easiest gig in town.
         
 
         Claire’s fingers played over the pimple on her cheek. ‘Why do you do it all for him? What’s the point? Why are you so …?’
         
 
         And so it went on, until Karen put her hands up to her temples and shouted, ‘Just get on with it. I’ve got so much to do. Do you know how much I’ve got to do?’
         
 
         The moon had faded to a pale coin, up there in the bright blue. Briefly, Simon considered what he had to do. A list of surgicalprocedures in the morning, followed by an afternoon clinic.
         
 
         He contemplated his children, their size and health and vitality. Sometimes just looking at them gave him relief. Life was chaos and the self was a poor wreck, the self was shamed and compromised and corrupt, but just look at them, with their shining eyes. There was one thing he’d never doubted: he loved being a father, their father. His Claire, his Elke, his Marcus.
         
 
         Claire’s voice went high. Something had got to her, while he was dreaming there over the toaster. She banged her cup on the table andstormed across the room.
         
 
         ‘You’re a fucking cunt,’ she said.
 
         ‘Claire!’
 
         ‘How rude,’ Elke said, looking brightly at Karen.
 
         Marcus wiped his nose on his sleeve.
 
         ‘You’re a cunt too.’ Claire turned on Elke.
 
         ‘Hmm,’ Elke said, and ran her finger around her bowl. She hummed.
         
 
         Karen said, ‘She’s used that word again. Can you believe it. In our home. In our own home. She’s not coming in my car. She’s not coming in my car. She can walk. In the rain.’
         
 
         Claire said with a terrible smile, ‘Oh good one, brainless. In the rain. Look out there. At the sun.’
         
 
         Simon shouted at her, ‘Enough!’ They all jumped.
 
         ‘She’s not coming in my car. She’s not coming in my car. She’s not coming in my car.’
         
 
         They got up, dispersed. Claire went up, came down, carrying a hockey stick. Upstairs, Karen moved furiously through the rooms. Twenty minutes later they were all out on the front steps and Karen was bundling Elke and Marcus into her car.
         
 
         Without looking at Claire she drew Simon aside and hissed, ‘Why don’t you defend me? You just let her …’ She shook her head, bitter.
         
 
         The car droned off up the road at high revs, in first gear.
 
         But how do you do that, defend one against the other when you love them both? He loved Karen. She had married him; she had saved him from himself. And Claire. His own girl …
         
 
         In the garage he watched his daughter violently zipping up her schoolbag. She straightened, holding the hockey stick like a spear. Despite the unseasonably warm weather she’d looped a frayed woolly scarf around her neck. Her hair (his frizzy hair) stuck up in its parody pony-tail, like an explosion of Steelo pads. She was crying silently, tears running down her pimply cheeks.
         
 
         He said gently, ‘You grow out of it. The rage. It sort of leaves you.’
         
 
         ‘All she cares about …’
 
         ‘Come on, Claire. Come on, darling.’
 
         ‘All she cares about is the fucking house, the fucking money, the fucking National Party. And fucking Trish. And the fucking Hallwrights. She is the most inane, suburban bitch.’
         
 
         ‘Come on. Stop. Get in the car.’
 
         ‘She thinks she’s got politics. All she’s got is money and … and… fascism.’
         
 
         ‘Claire! All this swearing. Do you want to walk?’
 
         She got in the car. He backed out of the driveway.
 
         She gnawed her fingernails. ‘The rage leaves you. What sort of crap is that?’
         
 
         ‘You get more steady. It gets easier to be happy when you grow up. At the moment you’re all, you know, hormones.’
         
 
         She said furiously, ‘I am not all hormones. I’m perfectly rational. I’ll never be like her. I’ll never live like she does.’
         
 
         ‘But you change when you grow up. Everything changes.’
 
          
         ‘I’m not changing. I’m not settling for some bullshit suburban mummy life, all fundraising and the PTA and sucking up to the Ellisons and thinking you’re flash because you went to St Cuthbert’s.’
         
 
         ‘You go to St Cuthbert’s.’ He looked sideways at her. ‘Where’s all this come from?’
         
 
         Claire’s expression changed. She looked pious, tragic. ‘I despise my mother’s values. Consequently, she hates me. It’s … a fact of life.’
         
 
         He laughed. ‘God, Claire, darling, she loves you, she adores you, ever since you were born. She’s a good mother. Don’t be so spoiled and ungrateful.’
         
 
         ‘No. We’re too different. She loves Elke and Marcus. She loves Elke because Elke is … Elke.’
         
 
         He said, squinting into the low sun, ‘Couldn’t you love Elke, just a bit? You’re so savage with us all. Can’t you give people a bit of leeway?’
         
 
         She looked surprised. ‘I do love Elke. Or, I wish I was like her. She’s so secret and beautiful. And I’m so …’ She dropped her head, wiped her eyes.
         
 
         He squeezed her arm. ‘Secret?’ he repeated. ‘You mean secretive.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know. No, not secretive, not like sneaky. She just keeps everything inside, you know. She’s cool.’
         
 
         There was a silence.
 
         She sniffed. ‘When Mum got Elke, she realised there were greener pastures.’
         
 
         ‘What? Greener pastures?’
 
         ‘She realised not all girls were like me. Some are like Elke — nice, easy. So she stopped thinking it was all her, and decided it was my fault she hated me so much. That I was a horror that had been foisted upon her.’
         
 
          
         Simon grappled with this. It had to be denied, and yet, as with everything Claire came out with, there was a grain of truth in it. But the way she obsessed, channelled everything into her own rage. He said, ‘Christ, Claire, stop. You’re just inventing all this.’
         
 
         Unexpectedly, she smiled. ‘So, you stop feeling angry.’
 
         ‘What? Oh yeah. In life. You calm down.’
 
         She stared out the window. ‘But why is that a good thing? You settle down, stop caring about things, bury yourself in the ’burbs. Pretty soon you’re just one of them.’
         
 
         ‘One of who — whom?’
 
         ‘Mum. Trish.’
 
         He said sharply, ‘Give it a rest, Claire.’
 
         ‘Racist. Conformist. Fascist. Obsessed with money …’
 
         A bus cut in front of them. Simon stamped on the brake and turned on her. ‘What is it with you? Have you got Asperger’s or something? Why do you have to harangue the world to death? People are doing their best. Usually for you. While you lounge around, complaining.’
         
 
         They pulled over outside school, and he waited while she sobbed into his shoulder. She said drearily, ‘I don’t hate you.’
         
 
         ‘I know. I know. Everything’s all right. Everything’s all right.  Here, darling, dry your face.’
         
 
         He watched while she threaded her way through the crowd, her hockey stick on her shoulder, ragged scarf trailing down her back. All those milling girls, their bright eyes, their terrible energy. Pity the poor teachers.
         
 
         He started the car. He was running late, because of having to drop off Claire. Because it was Thursday.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         By the end of the morning he’d nearly made up the time, but he was twenty minutes late for his clinic. Sweeping into his parking space, he clipped a concrete pillar, and barely stopped to check the chalky scrape on the bumper. The waiting room was full and when he checked the files he saw that Roza was booked as the last patient.
         
 
         He forced himself to concentrate on each woman who came in. It was a skill he had, to appear relaxed and absorbed in their problems, and yet subtly to process them through. Some were hard to move, and he got the full range that afternoon, from impossibly chatty new mothers to a woman so paralysed by anxiety over the most minor symptoms that he felt like referring her to a shrink. There were ways of quelling, of hinting, but some were too fixated to respond, and the minutes dragged by, until finally he slapped his hands on his thighs, jumped from his chair and said, ‘Thank you for giving me such a full picture. We’re really going to get this sorted out now, aren’t we.’
         
 
         And she would have to rise, unwillingly, and he would waft her towards the door, looking over her shoulder, looking beyond.
         
 
         He was carrying an infant in a car seat through the waiting room when the glass doors shivered open and Roza walked in. The patient said cosily, ‘Thanks Simon.’ Or, ‘Thenks Soimon.’
         
 
         Roza had approached the counter. He heard her give her name.
 
         The woman held out her hand. He had a moment of blankness, stared, as she gestured at the car seat.
         
 
         ‘Oh yes, sorry.’ He handed the baby over, saw the woman’s shoulder sag under the weight of the reinforced plastic chair. The child itself, premature, would weigh almost nothing. It looked up at him with puzzled eyes as it was borne away, its tiny forehead wrinkled with the effort of sight, sensation. Simon followed the baby’s eyes and felt, like his recent patient, paralysed with nerves.
         
 
         The receptionist said, ‘Mrs Hallwright. Sure, have a seat.’
 
         It took an effort to turn, to check the files in their tray on the counter and to see that there were still two patients to go.
         
 
         Without looking at her he crossed the room and entered his office. Softly, he closed the door. Now he tried to direct all his quelling and soothing skills — onto himself. And found himself to be resistant. Nervousness didn’t happen to him often, not the way it had back in his youth, when life had presented itself as a series of exquisite embarrassments, when he was still forming the shell over what was wrong with him, what was strange.
         
 
         He arranged the files on his desk, put his head in his hands and took a breath — in then out, slowly. He opened the door and called the next woman in.
         
 
         When he’d dealt with the second to last patient and ushered her out, he retired to his room to prepare himself, and as he emerged again, resolute and artificially smiling, he found Roza up at the desk looking agitated. Clarice was saying, ‘Just writing up his notes. I’m sure he won’t be … Oh. Here he is.’
         
 
         Roza turned. Her face was contorted into a smile as false as his own, and so pale it seemed drained, almost haggard. There was a faint squeak in her voice. ‘I don’t think I can do it now. It’s too late.’
         
 
         Clarice looked at Simon. ‘I can look at scheduling another day?’
 
         He came forward. ‘Sorry I’m late. I had some complications in theatre this morning, and it’s just gone on from there.’
         
 
         Roza said, ‘I really can’t now. The time …’ She gave a panicky half-laugh and gestured at the door.
         
 
         Simon came closer. ‘I’d hate you to have to make another appointment.’
         
 
         He was suddenly very clear about this. For a moment he’d felt relieved that she was backing off — he wouldn’t have to face her. But no, he wasn’t going through another minute wondering what she wanted.
         
 
         Roza hesitated.
 
         He said, ‘Right. Clarice, perhaps you could see if Denis has an appointment in the next few days.’
         
 
          
         He turned smoothly to Roza, ‘Denis Weintraub, one of my partners. He might have a slot for you tomorrow, Ms …?’
         
 
         Roza blinked, as though he’d slapped her. She smoothed her hair distractedly. ‘No,’ she muttered. ‘It’s all right. It’ll be fine.’
         
 
         ‘Are you sure? It’s no problem to …’
 
         ‘Yes, no, yes.’
         
 
         He ushered her in, glancing at Clarice, who gave him her special poker-faced look that expressed, by the holding of the gaze, solidarity. He raised his eyebrows at her, went in and shut the door.
         
 
         ‘Have a seat.’ He was able to look at Roza calmly. By forcing the issue, he had regained control.
         
 
         She sat with her handbag primly on her knees, holding the handle with both hands. She was agitated, dark under the eyes, and he felt a kind of amazement at the sight of her in the familiar, clinical order of his consulting room, so beautiful and frazzled, so harried out of her mind.
         
 
         ‘Why send me to your partner?’ she said angrily, turning her eyes on him. ‘I came to see you.’
         
 
         He didn’t reply.
 
         ‘Well?’ she demanded.
 
         ‘Tell me what you want, Roza. Tell me what this is all about.’
 
         ‘But why …?’ She paused, biting her lip. She put her handbag on the floor, then reached over and straightened some papers on his desk, her movements quick and nervous. She glanced up, saw him looking at her hands, and blushed.
         
 
         He said, with a hint of iron, ‘Roza, the receptionist’s out there. We can’t take too long. What is it you want to tell me? Do you have a problem I can help you with? Some symptoms? Something you’re worried about? Why are we here?’
         
 
         She looked stunned by his tone, then angry. She sat mute, glaring.
         
 
          
         ‘Roza, this is my work. You can’t just sit here.’
 
         Her voice went high. ‘All right. All right. Give me a minute.’
         
 
         He tilted his chair back and put his fingers to his forehead. He said, ‘I’m sorry. This is making me rather nervous, for some reason. Just … take a minute. Sure.’
         
 
         She said, ‘I can’t do this.’
 
         He let his chair fall forward. ‘Do what?’ he said roughly. ‘Do what?’
         
 
         She put out her hands, as if to fend something off. Her fingers shook. Her mouth turned down, tears welled. He stood up, came around the desk. He wondered whether she was going to collapse.
         
 
         But she waved him away, took a tissue from the box on his desk. She wiped her face and blew her nose, shaking her head, muttering, holding him at bay with one hand raised.
         
 
         ‘What are you saying? What’s that?’ he said, leaning down.
 
         ‘Sorry … Just so mad … I’ve been out of my mind … All right now … I’m so sorry …’ She spoke in a high, fluty, artificial voice.
         
 
         He waited, utterly perplexed.
 
         She got up, smoothed down her clothes and hair, picked up her handbag and put it on her shoulder. ‘There. All better.’ She looked at him, smiling, and he was struck by the desolation in her eyes.
         
 
         ‘Goodbye, Simon.’
 
         ‘Roza …’
 
         ‘I wanted to tell you …’ She gasped, like someone jumping into cold water. ‘I wanted to tell you that Elke … your Elke, is my daughter.’
         
 
         She drew in sharp breaths and couldn’t breathe out. Her expression was panicky.
         
 
         ‘I am Elke’s real mother. I had her adopted out.’
 
         Simon had the same rush he’d felt when he was told his mother had died. His body thrilled with excitement. And then the sense that he was on the brink of a sudden, heartbreaking drop — that the crash, when it came, would be shocking.
         
 
         The body reeled, but on some level the brain went on with its work. He stared at Roza, oblivious for a moment to her distress, and felt his mind turn, with a kind of wonder, to the implications of what she’d said. They were so numerous and complicated — the possible scenarios, the light it cast on his feelings for Roza, what it said about his role as Elke’s father — that he could barely begin to untangle them.
         
 
         He didn’t doubt that what she’d told him was true. It fitted so exactly into the problem he’d been puzzling over for weeks that it came less as a surprise than a logical solution, an answer he might have arrived at himself if he’d been given more time.
         
 
         Two emotions fought it out in his mind. He was strongly attracted to her. She was the mother of his child. He recoiled from her, because it struck him immediately that she might take his child away. He loved her, because he loved Elke. He had fallen in love with her because she resembled Elke. But what did this say about his love for Elke?
         
 
         He suddenly became aware of her. She was still drawing in tight little breaths, as if she couldn’t exhale properly.
         
 
         He went close, took her hands between his, rubbed them, patted her shoulder and said automatically what he would have said to Claire: ‘Don’t worry, it’s fine, we’ll sort it out, take a deep breath, there, see, you’ll be all right.’
         
 
         She made an effort. Her breathing slowed, grew deeper.
 
         When he was sure she wasn’t going to faint or panic and run out, he drew his chair next to hers, and tried to order his thoughts.
         
 
         ‘The first thing is, we can’t discuss this here. You and I and Karen and David are going to have to meet.’
         
 
         She clutched his arm. ‘No. No. You can’t tell anyone. David doesn’t know.’
         
 
          
         He said, amazed, ‘But why not? In this day and age. You must have had her very young, but there’s no shame.’
         
 
         She said rapidly, licking her dry lips, ‘The shame is that I gave her up. In this day and age. When I didn’t need to because it’s this day and age. And then I didn’t tell David when we first met, and after a while I’d kept the secret so long it seemed impossible to tell him — it would have looked like I’d been deceiving him. He won’t be able to forgive either fact — that I gave her up and that I didn’t tell him.’
         
 
         ‘He will be able to forgive both those things. Of course he will. It must have been years before you met him.’
         
 
         ‘No. No.’
 
         ‘Why didn’t you tell him?’
 
         She hesitated, bent her head. She said, ‘I’m telling you all this in confidence, in private, you understand?’
         
 
         ‘Of course,’ he said impatiently.
 
         ‘I’m … an alcoholic.’
 
         He let out a short laugh. ‘I knew that.’
         
 
         She snapped, ‘How did you know?’
 
         ‘Well okay, I didn’t know really, but it crossed my mind. You don’t drink. Lots of people who don’t drink are alcoholic. Teetotallers are quite rare. Alcoholics are common. But what’s that got to do with telling David?’
         
 
         The feeling went out of her face. She said bleakly, ‘I was, y’know, “recovered” when I met him. Everything depended on not looking back. I’d made a completely new self. I thought, If I look back, I’ll start to drink again. I couldn’t talk about anything in the past, couldn’t think about it. And he didn’t want to look back either — he was escaping from the past too, the death of his wife.’ She said, her expression appalled, ‘He married a fake. An invented person.’
         
 
         Simon stared at her.
 
          
         ‘See, denying the past was part of inventing the new self. The longer I stuck to it, the more I became the new self. I left the old one behind.’
         
 
         She was fiddling compulsively with the strap of her handbag. He looked at her slim hands. Elke’s fingers. Her breath was metallic and sour, as if she had a fever. She ran on, almost gabbling, ‘Now, there’s the election — think of what it’s going to be like if he wins — and he wants us to have a baby. And somehow, I’ve started to feel the new self peeling away, and the old one’s still there underneath. It never went away. It’s come out.’ She drew in a breath. ‘I’m so frightened I don’t know what to do.’
         
 
         She screwed her head around and looked at him. Her expression was bleak. Her anxiety had started to infect him; he was trapped in a situation where everything was false, but necessarily so, because what lay beneath was too difficult to face.
         
 
         The thought of Mereana came like a stab of neuralgia.
 
         She whispered, ‘I want the fake self back. I want to be happy.’
 
         He rapped out, suddenly angry, ‘What about Elke? Isn’t she important?’
         
 
         She turned on him, her eyes wide. ‘You’re not, you’re not going to force me into anything.’
         
 
         ‘She’s your child. She has a right to know.’
 
         ‘Don’t talk to me about rights! What use am I to her now? She’s got you and Karen. She can’t meet me now, not when I’m trapped this way. How can you suggest it? I’m not in a state to talk to her, to tell her. I can’t. I can’t. It’s impossible. Not now.’ She twisted the leather strap in her hands.
         
 
         He looked at the door and motioned to her to be quiet. They listened.
         
 
         He said heavily, ‘What do you want me to do?’
 
         ‘Help me,’ she said, imploring.
 
          
         ‘How?’
 
         ‘I had to tell you. I had to tell someone.’
 
         ‘But what do you want?’ His voice was harsh.
         
 
         ‘I want you to keep it a secret. From everyone.’ She held up her hands, trying to quell his protest. ‘And then, please listen, please, as soon as the election’s over and I’ve got control of myself, I’ll tell David and Elke and Karen.’
         
 
         He made an angry gesture with his hands.
 
         ‘Please, Simon. Please,’ she begged. ‘Haven’t you ever been in a situation where you’ve had to lie, pretend you’re someone other than you are, just to get through? No, I suppose you haven’t,’ she added, with a sad, bitter little smile. ‘Well, I have to pretend for a bit longer, just to get through the election, because I’m not like you — a good guy, honest and straightforward. I’m a fake. A liar, a cheat, a drunk. That’s why you’ve got my daughter and I haven’t. You deserve her.’ She bent forward, her shoulders shaking, then wiped away tears, raised her eyes. ‘I met her.’
         
 
         ‘You met her.’
 
         ‘I followed you one day to school. I talked to her.’
 
         He stood up. ‘For Christ’s sake. She’s just a young girl. How could you? You can’t play games.’
         
 
         ‘What do you mean games? She didn’t know who I was. She’s mine. I look at her and see that she’s mine. You have no idea of the pain. You have no idea how much pain.’
         
 
         ‘Maybe I do.’
 
         She said, ‘There’s the election too. I don’t want to sound dramatic, but if any of this comes out now, it could mess things up for David. Not because anyone else would care but because he would. But it’s more than that — I’m trying to keep on an even keel and not drink, and I can’t do that and face Elke at the same time. And now I’ve started to be afraid that people are nervous about me — his people. Party people. I’m afraid they’re watching me.’
         
 
         The phone on the desk suddenly shrilled, and their eyes locked. The words rang in his head. She’s mine.
         
 
         She whispered, ‘Please.’
 
         He gestured at her to be quiet and picked up the phone.
 
         Clarice said, ‘You needing an interruption?’
 
         ‘Oh, hi Clarice. Yes, no problem. Just put the lab results on the file.’ This, in the code they used for dealing with difficult patients, meant: All okay. The phone call was also Clarice’s way of signalling that she’d like to go home now, thanks.
         
 
         He put the phone down. ‘Why tell me? Why only me?’
 
         ‘Because I’m going out of my mind. Because I met you, and there was this feeling between us. It wasn’t just me noticing you — you paid attention to me, like you’d sensed we were connected. I thought you would understand — only you.’ Her expression was eager, hungry. ‘We had a connection. I didn’t just imagine it, did I? You didn’t know, and yet …’
         
 
         His eyes prickled. Only you.
         
 
         He said, ‘We did have a connection. Now I know why.’
 
         She studied his face. Her expression changed. ‘You love Elke.’
 
         ‘Yes I do.’ He looked away.
 
         ‘Then I love you,’ she said.
 
         He felt tears coming, and fought against them, looking out the window and saying, distantly, with a great effort, ‘We have to get out of here. We’ll have to meet somewhere else.’
         
 
         ‘I can’t. What if someone sees?’
 
         He said, brutal, ‘Roza, if you want me to help you we’ve got to talk some more. And not here. It’s impossible here. I want you to ring my cellphone twenty minutes after you’ve left here, and we’ll arrange to meet. There’s no other way.’
         
 
         ‘Can’t you just …’
 
          
         ‘No. I can’t “just” do anything. You ask too much. All this is too much.’ He tried to keep his voice down. ‘Now I’m going to open the door, and usher you out, and if you make any kind of fuss I’ll kill you. Okay?’
         
 
         ‘Okay.’ She smiled through her distress, and he saw pure Elke — how she could suddenly brighten at the point of crisis, and look, though tearstained and bedraggled, expectant and even slightly wicked, as if she’d been crying with only half her mind, while another secret Elke was standing aside, watching.
         
 
         He squeezed her arm.
 
         ‘Ready?’ They inspected each other briefly and nodded. Like lovers, he thought. Conspirators.
         
 
         They walked into the waiting room, where Clarice was poised, a file in one hand and a coffee cup in the other, both props, since she’d finished her work efficiently half an hour ago.
         
 
         ‘Thanks very much,’ Roza said, in a breathless voice. She left.
 
         He thought of making an excuse to go out after her, but didn’t want to alert Clarice to anything unusual, so he only said, ‘I’ll write this up. You take off now, I’ll see you tomorrow.’
         
 
         Clarice said, ‘Is she related to David Hallwright?’
 
         He didn’t look at her. ‘She’s the wife, I believe. Nice woman. Didn’t like being kept waiting, though, did she.’
         
 
         ‘Well, toodle-oo,’ Clarice said. She shouldered her bag and clicked off out the door.
         
 
         He picked up Roza’s blank file. He would have to make notes, so invented some very vague symptoms and possible minor problems, followed by emphatic question marks. He replaced the file, took the stairs down to the car park two at a time, drove out and parked in the Domain, turning on the Concert Programme in an effort to order his thoughts. But as he waited his anxiety grew until he couldn’t sit any longer. He got out of the car and walked over the hill, down towards the soccer fields.
         
 
         There were too many questions. He regretted that he hadn’t got Roza’s mobile number, but of course she wouldn’t want that — wouldn’t want him calling. She’d said people were worried about her, watching her. It was just possible, he supposed: they were on the brink of an election and she was in a very public position. It was also possible she was mad. If she was mad, what would that do for David Hallwright? Simon leaned against a tree and put his head in his hands.
         
 
         It was too difficult to think about Elke. He tried to consider the problem from other angles. This was the thing to do; to look at it from a long way off and assess it like an abstract question. He tried, he tried. But all avenues led to pain.
         
 
         His phone rang. She said, ‘It’s Roza.’
 
         He stared at the line of windblown trees, clenched his fist, lifted his thumb and said, ‘When we first met, did you know Elke lived with Karen and me?’
         
 
         ‘Yes. I’d found out a long time before. I’d left it alone — it was something distant, something I knew in theory. But then we were introduced at the National Party dinner, the night you were mugged, remember? And ever since then I’ve been trying to carry on as normal and I can’t.’
         
 
         He extended his index finger from his balled fist. ‘Does anyone else know?’
         
 
         ‘No. No. Only us …’ Her voice trailed off.
 
         ‘Roza?’
 
         ‘I found out from a … it doesn’t matter. A sort of investigator. But no one’s going to tell.’
         
 
         He extended his middle finger. Three. ‘Did you give Elke any idea of who you were when you talked to her?’
         
 
         ‘No, none at all.’ She was crying again.
 
          
         He abandoned his mental list of questions and paced across the grass. ‘Roza, this isn’t feasible. We can’t talk properly unless we meet. We can’t sort it out over the phone.’
         
 
         She said urgently, ‘I have to go. I’ll try to think how we can meet. Please, just let me work it out. Please. Soon.’
         
 
         ‘Roza. Wait. No.’
 
         She had hung up. He turned back towards the car, wanting to shake her until her teeth rattled. He wanted her here, right here, right now. He suddenly wondered whether he’d shouted at her, but there was no one around to hear in the empty park, in the weekday afternoon, as he toiled back up the grassy hill.   
         
 
         He couldn’t calm down, couldn’t imagine going home in this state. His clinic had ended late, but he remembered that Karen had talked about taking all three children to an event at the girls’ school that evening, and would be late back herself. It seemed as though the decision had been made for him: there was nothing else to be done but to get in the car and speed out south to Mereana’s.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         He drove along the street, slamming on the brakes as a small child veered out from the kerb. An even smaller toddler stood at an open gate wearing a nappy and a T-shirt. The obvious neglect made him angry. These people. Where were the parents? They would be inside, in front of the TV, stoned, as their children tottered about on the road. He realised he was grinding his teeth, and knew he shouldn’t have come out here in this frame of mind, but anxiety drove him forward. He parked and knocked on her door, and his mind was blank, black.
         
 
         Mereana called out. ‘Who is it?’
 
         ‘It’s me.’
 
         She opened the door and her face split into a smile. ‘Simon!’
 
         He pushed in past her and chucked himself down on the couch.
 
          
         She said, ‘What’s wrong with you?’
 
         ‘I’ve had some bad news. You got a beer or something?’
 
         She looked at him, slowly putting her hands on her hips.
 
         He tried to moderate his tone. ‘Sorry to come by unannounced, but can you spare a beer? I’ve had a very bad day.’
         
 
         There was a brief silence. Mereana circled him.
 
         ‘Unannounced? Since when did you ever announce?’
         
 
         He stared. What was she doing? She was striking a pose out of TV. She was doing the thing black women do in the movies when they’re about to kick ass — a kind of hand on hip, finger-wagging routine, mocking and dangerous. Some sassy, sideways waggle of the head as she went on, ‘Sure, you didn’t call, no you’re not in my diary, no I don’t have you pencilled in. But hell, have a beer. No sweat.’ Wrenching a can out of the fridge, she tossed it at him, hard, and he caught it just in front of his face.
         
 
         She watched, flouncing, and he felt a corresponding self rise in him, one that might just slap her in the mouth and yell at her to cook some eggs, bitch.
         
 
         He swilled down cold beer, drinking fast so it would hit him.
 
         She opened a beer for herself and said, spitefully, provokingly, ‘Well. It must have been a very bad day.’
         
 
         Sour with irritation and tension, he caught her wrist and pulled her down beside him. And who was this strange other self? Not kind, considerate Simon Lampton, the one the ladies all trusted as ‘nice’ and ‘considerate’ and ‘open’; this was some low and mean type who crumpled the beer can loutishly and grabbed her other wrist in a hurting grip. His grasp made her wince; she twisted her arm against his gouging fingers, but he held her; their eyes locked and there was lust and something angry between them, as if each wanted the other to suffer and to pay, but for what? For what?
         
 
         She said slowly, ‘You only come here when something’s gone wrong. When you can’t take it home and unload it on your wife. You come out here instead.’
         
 
         He said, ‘Yeah. That’s right.’
 
         ‘You come out here so you can fuck me.’
 
         ‘Yeah. That’s right.’ His breathing was harsh. He felt like an animal, heedless and amoral, and had the sense of his pupils dilating, his face growing slack.
         
 
         She swivelled her leg over so she was sitting astride his lap, facing him. Leaning down, grinding into his crotch, she picked up her beer can and took a swig.
         
 
         The light pressure on his groin became unbearable, and he rocked himself up off the soft old couch, tipping her sideways. He dragged her up and pushed her against the wall, his mouth on hers, tasting beer on her lips. How small she was against his chest as she squirmed and pushed against him, sliding along the wall, grabbing his hand and towing him towards the bedroom.
         
 
         At one point, lying on the bed, he turned his head and saw the reflection in the aquarium, Mereana sitting up straight on top of him, ghostly in the glass, cool skin, flying hair amid flashes of gold and feathery green, all sunk in the swirls and ripples, watery spangles and silver stars. His splayed hands grasping her hips, his white face turned to the side. His mouth open in an O of surprise. His dark shock of wavy hair, the pearls that were his eyes.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         She said, ‘Stay the night. Stay.’
 
         ‘I can’t.’
 
         He put on his clothes. The room was lit up with golden light from the low sun. The shadows were growing dark at the edge of the field and Mereana sat in a last shaft of yellow light, the dust motes revolving above her.
         
 
         He put on his clothes, stood at the kitchen bench and drank a glass of water, thinking about her sitting on his lap. You only come  out here to fuck me. And he’d said, his voice thick with desire, Yeah.  That’s right.
         
 
         Now the anger and desire were gone, and he was sorry and sad, and just as lost as ever. If you were a different person from one moment to the next, then how could you ever sort anything out? A childish protest, that — something Claire might come out with. Or Elke. He sighed.
         
 
         A movement caught his eye and he turned to see a jagged patch of light moving across the sitting-room wall. It danced, traced spirals, then drew a long straight line.
         
 
         He watched, puzzled, as the bright shape made its way over the furniture, then began to move against the wall in quick loops and curls that could have been writing. Simon opened the back door, waded through the long grass around the side of the house, and drew up short at the sight of the crazy neighbour, the Nelf, standing at Mereana’s sitting-room window, angling a small mirror to the sun and sending the beam of light through to the wall inside. His expression was intent, fixed and inward. He saw Simon and went still, the hand with the mirror raised in the air. Deliberately, his eyes fixed on Simon, like a movie villain lowering his gun, he brought the hand down and held the mirror in front of him.
         
 
         Simon stared back, his skin prickling. The man’s face was eerie up close; it was more canine than elfin, like one of those dogs that are all long, questing, pointy muzzle.
         
 
         The man raised his chin, looking sideways at Simon. ‘Eh boss.’
 
         ‘What are you doing?’
 
         The man shrugged, began to edge away, still looking sideways,circling.
         
 
         It was very quiet in the field. A car droned far away.
 
         Simon said, hearing the witless squeak in his voice, ‘What were you doing?’ His tone — so indignant, so respectable — carried an assumption: that he was dealing with normality. But there was nothing normal in that feral, cunning, misaligned face.
         
 
         ‘What are you doing?’ the man asked.
         
 
         A good question, Simon thought. A very good question. He stepped back — a mistake. The man marked his retreat, briefly grinned and came nearer.
         
 
         ‘I’m visiting the person who lives here. And just wondering why you’re peering in her window.’
         
 
         There began to be the distant sound of a plane coming in. Simon looked at the horizon, and a tiny insect flew into his eye. He squinted, rubbing away the tears. ‘I don’t imagine you want the police.’
         
 
         The man laughed softly. ‘The pigs. The rapists. No one wants them. You want them here?’
         
 
         ‘Look. You can’t go staring in people’s windows. People’s private …’
         
 
         He suddenly wondered how much the man had seen. Was he looking in the window while he and Mereana were on the bed?
         
 
         The man read his mind. His eyes lit up. ‘Yeah, I seen you together. I seen it all.’
         
 
         ‘Right. I’m calling the cops.’
 
         ‘Sure. Whatever. Good for you. But your girlfriend in there, she’s my friend too.’
         
 
         He walked away across the field. Turning, he made a threatening signal with his hand, a clenched fist, thumb and little finger extended. The sudden fury in the gesture alarmed Simon and he hurried back inside.
         
 
         Mereana was coming out if the bathroom, drying her hair with a towel.
         
 
         He said, ‘That nutcase from next door was looking in that window there. He had his little mirror, shining it on the wall.’
         
 
          
         She said vaguely, ‘Oh? Bruno?’
 
         ‘The Nelf, as you call him. He was right outside, looking in the window. But get this: he said he’d seen us. On the bed.’
         
 
         ‘How could he of?’
 
         ‘He must have looked through the bedroom window.’
 
         She bent down and looked in the fridge. ‘He’s harmless.’ She took out a can of beer.
         
 
         ‘Harmless? How can you say that? He’s a menace, a peeping Tom.’
         
 
         ‘What am I going to do about it?’ She faced him calmly, peeling the ring tab off the beer can.
         
 
         He hesitated. ‘You could ring the police.’
 
         She laughed. ‘What are they going to do? Tell him off? He’s a bit beyond that.’
         
 
         ‘Well then, you need to move. Find a place where you’re not by yourself, where you’re not isolated.’
         
 
         ‘I told you, I’m from the country. I like space.’
 
         ‘But this is the city. It’s full of nutters.’
 
         She shrugged. ‘So’s the country.’
 
         He paced, took the can off her, sipped it and gave it back. ‘After I confronted him he was angry. I can’t explain … He made a sort of gang gesture. It suggested violence, it worried me. You’ll have to move. You can go to a motel. I’ll pay for it. We’ll take whatever stuff you need tonight, and then you find a flat tomorrow. Or however long it takes.’
         
 
         ‘What?’
         
 
         ‘Mereana. I think this man is potentially dangerous.’
 
         ‘Bruno? Nah. Don’t worry. He’s fine.’
 
         He raised his voice. ‘You’re not being realistic. Your bloody back door doesn’t even lock properly. There’s no one close enough to get here quick if you scream. You live by yourself. And you’ve got a mad, violent gang member peering in the windows.’
         
 
         Slowly, deliberately, she put down the can. ‘Oh, I’m very realistic. I’ve lived here for a year. You pop in every now and then for a quick fuck. That’s how much you know about what happens around here. Then you decide I should move out of my house, in one evening, because you think I should? Because of my neighbour? Because of that poor idiot? That is a fucking fantasy.’
         
 
         ‘You’re not being reasonable.’
 
         ‘Okay, if I’m in this “great danger”, why don’t you stay the night? Hole up on the front porch with a shotgun on your knees.’
         
 
         ‘You know I can’t stay the night. I can pay for a motel, though.’
 
         She laughed and slammed the can down on the bench.
 
         He said, ‘I can only do what I can do. Mereana, please. I don’t like leaving you here.’
         
 
         ‘You’ll get over it. You’ve done it before.’ She went into the bedroom and put on her clothes.
         
 
         He rubbed his stinging eyes. ‘Christ. What a day.’
 
         She came out, wearing a white shirt and tight black skirt, and pulled her black tights off the back of the chair where they’d been drying. He watched her put them on, rolling them up over her slender legs. It struck him how orderly she was, and it touched him, it pierced his heart. Her clothes were neat, her laundry was always laid out in fresh piles; the house was tiny and shabby but clean. In the cupboards her tins of food were set in neat rows, labels facing forward. His trips out here were wildness and recklessness to him, but her life, to her, was tidy and organised. It made her seem less alien and then more so, as if she lived in a parallel universe, like his own but utterly different.
         
 
         She said, ‘You leave me here all the time. And next time you turn up, here I’ll be, right as rain, fresh as a daisy, ready for action.’
         
 
         Her contempt stung him.
 
          
         She sat on the couch putting on her shoes. He leaned against the bedroom door, his eyes on the aquarium. ‘Will you at least ring my cellphone if you change your mind?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t have your number.’
 
         ‘Well, I’ll give it to you,’ he said. ‘Where’s your phone?’ He picked it up and keyed his number into her contacts while she watched, a faint smile curling her upper lip.
         
 
         He tossed the phone to her. ‘Right, I’ve got to go. Will you promise to wedge something against that back door tonight?’
         
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘No. Okay. Great.’ His shoulders slumped. Suddenly he was desperately tired. His injured arm burned and prickled and he said, ‘I’ve got such problems. Family problems.’
         
 
         ‘Oh yes? Like being unfaithful to your wife?’
 
         ‘More than that, I’ve got kids. With my kids.’
 
         ‘Right.’ Her expression changed, went empty. She said, turning away, ‘I’ve got to go too. I’ve got things to do.’
         
 
         ‘It’s because I’ve got these problems that I’ve …’ He stopped, helpless. ‘I’ve lost control,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a family.’
         
 
         He stared at her, with a sudden clear perception of what he’d just asked her to do. To move into a motel he would pay for. There would be the search for a new flat; the hiding of money withdrawals from Karen to pay for the motel; more and more subterfuge. How could he protect her, look after her really, without destroying everything else?
         
 
         She read his mind. Her voice was dull, flat, ‘So now you’re going to tell me you won’t be coming back.’
         
 
         He seized on this with relief. ‘Right, I won’t come back. That’s the proper thing to do, isn’t it? I’m just making things unhappy for you. It’s all wrong.’
         
 
         She wouldn’t answer.
 
          
         He pressed on, ‘It’s my fault. But we’re both adults. You’re twenty-eight — and that’s another thing, I’m too old for you, and married, and you deserve someone your own age. We’ve been together, and now we’ve got to stop. Do you understand, I’m sick of lying. My life’s turned into a madhouse.’
         
 
         She looked stricken, casting her eyes around the small, shabby, sunlit room, as if to confirm that this was what she would be left with after he had gone.
         
 
         It was beyond him to explain that something had changed. He cared about her too much now. His feelings threatened everything.
         
 
         ‘I’ll go now, Mereana. This solves things. We’d only hurt each other if we carried on.’
         
 
         ‘Stay for a bit longer.’
 
         ‘I’ve got to go. I’m sorry.’
 
         But she followed him to the door, and as he turned she sagged against him. His whole body surged with frustration — the weight, the burden of her — and he pushed her away. ‘I can’t.’
         
 
         She sank slowly down onto the front step, hooking her arms over her knees, sitting very upright and still, watching him go.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Simon walked on tiptoe into his son’s bedroom. Marcus lay on his back, his arms neatly across the duvet. The blinds were open and the moon had risen, bright and dramatically full. Simon stooped to smooth the quilt, pushing away the unpleasant thought that the narrow bed and its motionless occupant, lit by the quiet, sombre moonlight, were faintly reminiscent of a coffin. The boy slept deeply although, bending close, Simon saw that his son’s eyes were moving beneath the smooth, tiny-veined lids as they followed the things (what fantastic things?) of which he was dreaming. The moon cast a cold sheen over the trees. In the aquarium the fish drifted, darted and flicked their tails, and the bubbles billowed and streamed. 
         
 
          
         Simon looked out at the moon, the surface dusted with soot, pitted with holes, the dirty, dead, blasted spacedesert, airless across the airless void. He put his hand on the window. He was cold as ice inside.
         
 
         South across the city, she might be slumped on the doorstep still, the field behind her, eyes turned up to the airless black. Out there behind her, all the way to the warehouse, the field in darkness. Guilt and sadness made the night ominous; some nonsense rhyme ran around in his head, shadows on shadows, black within black that night he would wake in the dark and see her face does anything move, does something look back? He would wake in the night and see her eyes, and the image wouldn’t leave him because Mereana was buried, a dream corpse, deep in the south of his mind.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         And Elke shouting.
 
         ‘Change it back. Change it back.’
         
 
         In the upstairs sitting room, Elke was seated furiously in front of the computer. ‘Claire’s changed the settings all round. She’s put parental blocks on everything so I can’t use it.’
         
 
         Claire smiled and inspected her bitten fingernails
 
         ‘Claire, what have you done? Blocks?’
 
         ‘Nothing.’
 
         ‘She’s blocked all these sites so I can’t do my homework.’
 
         ‘Claire, fix it up.’
 
         ‘Fix what up?’
 
         ‘Christ. The thing, whatever. The parental blocks.’
 
         But Claire stalked past him into her bedroom. Elke followed and started rattling the knob, kicking the door.
         
 
         ‘LK. Elke. Stop.’
 
         ‘I can’t do my homework.’
 
         He said, ‘Stop kicking. I can’t be bothered. You kids. You can use my computer. Just don’t take too long, because I need it tonight too.’
         
 
         Elke followed him into his study and he turned on the computer, put his arms around her and buried his face in her hair. He felt as if he couldn’t let her go.
         
 
         But he was being a nuisance, and she wasn’t going to put up with any more delays. Shoving him, she said, ‘You’re squashing me. Move over. Move over.’
         
 
         She pushed him aside, sat in front of the screen and began to type rapidly. Always ready to marvel at his children’s proficiency with computers, their skills so vastly superior to his own, he pulled up a chair beside her. She gave him no more than a tolerant, sideways glance, working on as websites flashed up and she cut and pasted, printed out, and sent documents to her school email address. He sat back and watched, his hands behind his head, while she cut chunks out of some on-line research paper (Was this not wholesale plagiarism? he asked, but she told him to shut up). Then he leaned on the desk with his head on his arms, and his thoughts drifted, turned dream-like and strange.
         
 
         She was packing up her things, stretching. Driving herself across the wooden floor on his wheeled chair, she bent to turn off the printer, then shot back to the desk. She jumped up and the chair spun around, as though bewildered by the speed of her departure. Simon put his knuckles on the desk and felt the tiny creak in his knees as he got up.
         
 
         He turned off the lamp and they looked at the moonlit sky, so unusually clear that there were not only stars but visible swathes of the jumbled matter that makes up the Milky Way. The shaggy pohutukawa trees cast monstrous shadows along the empty street. The neighbour’s dog crossed the deck to the west of the house, its paws clicking on the wood. It jumped off the deck and nosed along the fence, a swift black shape. It began to dig in the flowerbed.
         
 
         It was very quiet. The dog suddenly raised its head, listened, then bent its nose to the ground again. They watched. The garden was altered by shadows; the moonlight made shapes unfamiliar. Simon put his arms around Elke. With his face against her tangled hair he couldn’t speak; his eyes filled, he felt unreal, separated from himself. Looking into the future he flinched away, wanted only the moment, the dark, the silence.
         
 
         He whispered, ‘You’ve got so tall.’
 
         The black dog ran at a shadow, some trick of the moonlight, pounced then stilled itself and slunk away as though ashamed, but another shadow caught its eye, and it tensed and lowered itself, creeping through the stirring dark.
         
 
         A long silence.
 
         And then, ‘You should go to bed now, Dad.’
 
         ‘I’ve got work to do.’
 
         ‘Okay.’
 
         ‘LK you know I …’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Nothing. Off you go.’
 
         She gave Claire’s door a good kick as she passed, and her sister’s voice came back, a muffled curse. Simon leaned out into the hall.
         
 
         Goodnight, girls. Goodnight, sweet girls!
 
         Fuck you, Claire! No Elke, fuck you!
 
         The voices stopped, silence unfolded through the house. Gently, he closed the study door and turned on the lamp. He began to write in his night book.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            sixteen

         

         The sound of the car fading away. Mereana watching a trail of ants marching in single file along the cracked concrete step. The sun is going down behind the houses, long shadows are crossing the yard, the air begins to cool and she can hear all around her the grass stirring, and something rustling in the bush by the fence, and the drip drip of a tap, and now faintly from across the field, music.
         

         Flocks of birds swoop over the house, making their last patterns in the air before settling in the trees. Time passes, the sky gradually loses its fiery colour and fades to a delicate greenish glow, a star appears, and another, and the single street light flickers on at the end of the row of houses.
         

         She gets up slowly and stretches, her head on one side, listening for the music. It stops and then starts again, louder. There is a yellow square of window shining light across the grass.
         

         She walks towards it. 

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            seventeen

         
 
         Tamara said, ‘Honestly, there’s no need.’
 
         ‘I insist,’ Roza said, pushing the money towards her.
 
         Tamara tucked the money into her purse, allowing a dramatic little pause before opening a kitchen cupboard and taking a plastic envelope out of a casserole dish. She held it up, between long, painted fingernails.
         
 
         Roza hovered and at last said, tremulously, ‘It’s just to see me through.’
         
 
         ‘I know.’
 
         ‘You’re the only one I can trust. When the election’s over, I’ll stop.’
         
 
         ‘I know, darling. We all need a bit of help sometimes.’
 
         Roza laughed. ‘My hands are shaking.’
 
         ‘You’re a bundle of nerves, poor you. Go and sit outside, we’ll have a coffee.’
         
 
         Dismissed, Roza took her eyes off the envelope and trailed out to the table by the pool, leaning back in her chair and closing her eyes while Tamara made the coffee. She listened to the slop slop of the pool pump and tried to slow her heart to the same easy rhythm.
         
 
         Tamara bustled out and set a tray on the table. Inside the house a bell chimed, sending her into a small mime of surprise. ‘Shit. Just a minute.’ She gave Roza an odd smile.
         
 
         Roza waited for Tam to get rid of whoever was at the door. It was peaceful and quiet in the yard. She was calming down.
         
 
         Hearing voices, she opened her eyes and sat up to see Tam with two women.
         
 
         ‘Roza, this is Nicki Ewart and Jan Holmes. Nicki and Jan, Roza Hallwright. Here, sit down, have a coffee.’
         
 
         Tam was all casual chattiness, but she was watching Roza for a reaction. Was it a little challenge? Roza wondered whether Tam had staged this, whether it was her way of saying: Come here as often as you like, but why should I keep it a secret? Are you ashamed to be friends with me? It was obvious she was enjoying introducing her friends to the wife of the Hallwright.
         
 
         Roza felt cornered, but it would be fatal to show it. She steeled herself to act nice. But she was angry, and it took all her nerve to smile and join in. She was scared too. If Tam caught a hint of Roza’s displeasure, she would go into one of her famous black sulks and probably ban Roza from her house.
         
 
         Luckily the woman called Nicki was ebullient and funny, at ease and keen to talk. She started telling a story about her husband. Roza picked up her coffee. Her hands were steady. She met Tam’s eye and gave her a look of comradely warmth. Tam met it with a long, cool stare. Roza’s anger flared again. She looked down, faintly smiling.
         
 
         Nicki was saying, ‘John goes, “I’ve got a lump on my chest. Feel it. I’ve got cancer and I’m going to die.” I felt it, and I said, “Wee-eell there is a sort of lump there I suppose.” So I drive him to the doctor, right, and wait outside, and after a while he comes out in an absolute rage. Furious. I said, “How did it go?” And he told me, “The GP had a look at the lump, gave it a feel and said, ‘Well John, that’s your sternum’.”’ 
         
 
          
         They all laughed. Roza focused on Nicki’s eyes, which were strikingly blue. She tried to concentrate on the woman’s face, to screen out Tam, whose gaze was trained on her. She knew Tam’s capacity for rage and resentment. At this moment Tam looked like her mum, who’d had such an English working-class chip on her shoulder that all dealings with her were a minefield.
         
 
         Tam laughed, showing her perfect, whitened teeth. Roza wanted to fly at her and slap her. She nearly made the mistake of checking her watch; instead she said, ‘Tam, shall I make another thing of coffee?’
         
 
         ‘Mmm,’ Tam said.
 
         In the kitchen, Roza looked at her reflection in the glass. The thing to do was to stay as long as she could and pretend she was enjoying herself. She wished she could get into the envelope Tam had just shown her, but she didn’t dare. She made the coffee, but then felt, in a moment of disgust, that there was no point because Tam wasn’t fooled: she knew Roza was covering up her anger and discomfort and she was enjoying watching her struggle. But she couldn’t walk out. She needed Tam. Tam knew it.
         
 
         She went out with the coffee and tried to join in the conversation, which was full of anecdotes about dopey husbands and badly behaved kids. Nicki had a child at Tam’s son’s daycare; Jan was the wife of Tam’s husband’s business partner. Roza sipped her coffee, willing herself to relax. She breathed in, breathed out. It was getting easier.
         
 
         Nicki said, ‘So, Roza. It’s interesting times for you, what with the election and all.’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Roza. ‘Interesting.’ She was steadied by the fact that she liked this friend of Tam. There was nothing in the woman’s face except casual, intelligent interest.
         
 
         ‘What do you do?’ Roza asked, to deflect attention.
 
         Nicki said, ‘I’m a journalist. I freelance.’ She named a couple of papers, and a magazine where she had a monthly column.
         
 
         Roza reached for her sunglasses and put them on. ‘I’ve seen your name on things. Yes, I remember now.’ She smiled absently, her lips trembling. She didn’t want to hit Tam now, she wanted to fucking strangle her. And she was frightened again. A journalist? Tam’s behaviour now seemed less a possible challenge than an all-out assault.
         
 
         Roza leaned forward and said rapidly, ‘So, you’ve got kids. I’ve got stepchildren and I’m glad I only work part time. Freelancing must be good. You can do a few civilised things during the day, have coffee.’ She hesitated. She wanted to find out for sure whether or not the two women had been invited.
         
 
         ‘You can have coffee whenever you like …’ She broke off, lamely, losing her way. She didn’t dare look at Tam.
         
 
         Tam said sweetly, ‘Roza’s going to be having a very interesting life in the next few months.’
         
 
         Roza said, ‘Actually I have my job, I look after the kids, I’m very focused on my own projects.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, so you won’t notice if your husband becomes the prime minister.’
         
 
         Laughter. Roza blushed and looked down, smiling in confusion. A kingfisher landed on the fence and eyed her.
         
 
         ‘Well, it’s not all about me,’ Roza said to the kingfisher. There was more laughter. She watched the rings of light dancing against the fence. The laughter swooped around her. A palm tree grew next to the fence; its fronds cut buttery green slashes in the sky. The kingfisher turned and she looked into the round, flat, black eye — no light no depth in it. The fronds of the palm tree were like knives. The bird watched, cocking its head. The women were watching her too, and the water gurgled like laughter in the pool pump, and the air was thick and humid and caught in her throat. The moment grew more intense; she felt she would have to get up and walk away. But Tam dropped her heavy cigarette lighter, which hit a saucer, breaking off the edge. Roza felt the noise in her body, in her nerves. It made a brightness around her, a silver shimmer in the air.
         
 
         ‘Whoops,’ Tam said, picking up the pieces.
 
         The bird spread its wings and flew up into the air. Roza blinked.
         
 
         Nicki said, ‘It’s good you’ve got your own job. That’s better than just being the royal wife. Given your husband’s position, though, I’m wondering, when you’re at work, do you feel that …?’
         
 
         Roza said sharply, ‘Have you brought your notebook?’
 
         Their hands flew to their mouths. They laughed. Roza drew back. Why this fear of laughter? It made her think of knives.
         
 
         Nicki said, ‘Hey. Sorry. This is just a coffee. Purely social. No notebook.’
         
 
         ‘No, I was only joking,’ Roza said graciously. ‘Yes, I love having my own job — in publishing. I wouldn’t ever want to give it up. A woman’s got to have her own life.’
         
 
         General approval. Nods, smiles. Roza suddenly looked straight at Tam. Her panic had flown away. Tam had been sitting hunched, watching as though fascinated, her lips parted. Startled by the directness of Roza’s look, she straightened up.
         
 
         Nicki said, ‘It’s a bit of a problem being a journalist. You can’t ask a question without people thinking you’re going to write down the answer.’
         
 
         ‘But you’re not going to,’ Jan said.
 
         ‘No, no. I mean, when Tam mentioned Roza would be here this morning I was interested, sure, but you’ve got to keep work separate. Otherwise you’d end up with no friends!’
         
 
         Roza caught Tam’s eye. She was thinking fuck you and Tam could tell, but Roza didn’t care now she was almost back in control. She said, ‘Really, I was joking. Ask whatever you like. Only I’m pretty ordinary and boring. I’ve got a bit of a reputation for keeping out of the politics, y’know, burying myself in my own stuff.’
         
 
         She tried to strike a confiding tone. It sounded right and she glanced up to gauge their reaction. It was harder talking to women than to men. With men, Roza acted naturally and didn’t worry about how she’d be perceived; with women she felt there was a code she didn’t naturally know, and she sometimes got it wrong. She got on well with Tam because she was armoured and tough, and treated Roza like a dopey sister who didn’t understand the world.
         
 
         But Nicki was talking again. ‘Do you think so, Roza?’
 
         ‘I’m not sure …?’ Roza said, blushing.
 
         Tamara laughed.
 
         Roza screwed up her eyes and dug her nails into her palm, trying to think of something neutral to say, but the conversation drifted, changed, found its way back to mundane things.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Roza made sure she stayed until the others had left, and then longer after that. She helped Tamara clear the table.
         
 
         ‘What you think of them?’
 
         ‘Nice,’ Roza said. Her voice was too high, unnatural. She looked away. All she’d done was have coffee with three ordinary women, and it had been torture!
         
 
         She said carefully, ‘The journalist …’
 
         ‘Yeah, Nicki. Did you like her?’ Tam smiled.
 
         ‘Lovely. Although I rather avoid journalists at the moment.’ Roza was suddenly angry again. ‘Considering my position, and what you and I have been up to …’
         
 
         Tam turned, a combative glint in her eye. Roza thought, here it comes. She does want a fight. And I don’t, I don’t. I want to be able to come back here. 
         
 
          
         Tam said in a sugary voice, ‘Do you want me to make sure none of my friends come over while you’re here?’
         
 
         ‘No, don’t be silly.’
 
         Tam folded her arms. ‘Do you tell anyone you come here? Do you tell David?’
         
 
         Roza murmured, ‘I think of it as a secret place. Where you and I can be free.’
         
 
         ‘A secret place.’ Tam tossed a cloth into the sink. ‘Your dirty little secret, I suppose.’
         
 
         ‘Why should I tell people? Is that what you care about? Why do you want people to know I come here?’
         
 
         Tam hesitated.
 
         ‘Is that all you care about?’ Roza repeated angrily. ‘You want people to know. Why? So you can say you’re a friend of mine?’
         
 
         Tam flinched. She said coldly, ‘Don’t flatter yourself.’
 
         ‘I don’t flatter myself. That’s the point. I fucking don’t. I just want to be left alone,’ Roza shouted.
         
 
         There was a silence. Tam’s dog scrabbled at the French window.
         
 
         ‘You want to be alone. Be my guest,’ Tam said. ‘Close the gate on your way out.’
         
 
         Roza recoiled. Tam, her face set in a lumpy, stubborn scowl, pointed at the door.
         
 
         Controlling herself, clenching and unclenching her fists, Roza came forward, breathing quickly.
         
 
         She said softly, ‘Tam, please. Don’t be like this. You’ve been so nice, so understanding. I’ve told you I’m on edge all the time. You can’t be surprised if I’m nervous. Think of what you and I have been doing. Who I’m married to! And the election coming up. It’s not games any more. It’s not like when we were kids and everything was a laugh. I meant I want to be alone with you. Just at the moment. But I know that’s unreasonable. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Will you forgive me?’
         
 
         Tam opened her mouth to speak. Roza’s eyes filled. She squeezed them shut and the tears spilled. ‘I just want us to stay friends,’ she said. ‘I liked meeting … your friends today.’ She had forgotten their names. ‘They were so nice.’
         
 
         The dog managed to push open the door and burst into the room, making high-pitched noises, squirming and turning with excitement.
         
 
         ‘Get off, you,’ Tam said, heaving him out of the way. She said, not looking at Roza, ‘Let’s forget it. I think you’re being extremely paranoid, that’s all.’
         
 
         Roza brightened. Her eyes shone and she heaved a big, quavery sigh. ‘I know. I’m really sorry.’
         
 
         ‘And I don’t appreciate you shouting at me like that.’
 
         Roza looked at her without expression. ‘No. Sorry. Bad of me.’
 
         Tam pursed her lips. ‘Seeing some other people would do you good. You need to relax. I know it would do you good, Roza.’ She lingered pompously on Roza’s name. Her smile was censorious.
         
 
         Roza stared for a second, then shivered all over. ‘Brrr,’ she said.
 
         With a grin, she threw her arms around Tam.
 
         ‘T,’ she said. ‘I’ve just had a brilliant idea. How about a change of scene? Next time we feel like a bit of private recreation, why don’t you come over to my place?’
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Roza kissed Tam on the cheek. She waved and drove away fast, licking her dry lips and grinding her teeth together with a little squeaky sound. Just before leaving, in Tam’s bathroom, she’d used some of the contents of the envelope, and her anxiety had melted away, vanished into the silvery-bright air. Now she laughed. Brilliant. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? Control the environment. Don’t come here; get Tam over, chez nous. She’ll like seeing the house. Then she can’t create any problems. Then she can’t mess with me. Roza narrowed her eyes, hating Tam. The way she’d said, ‘I don’t appreciate you shouting at me.’ Bitch. Power-crazed bint.
         
 
         A car tooted as Roza sped wildly into the next lane. Sometimes she loved the controlled aggression of driving.
         
 
         She’d been completely paralysed by confessing to Simon. It hadn’t taken a load off her mind as she’d anticipated; it had made her terrified. She had seen the way Simon’s mind had started working: he was a practical man, he’d immediately started to work on a solution. She should have foreseen this. After all, he was Elke’s father, responsible, conscientious. And understanding this had filled her with shame. He had started wondering what was best for Elke while she was only thinking of herself.
         
 
         But now she thought, I’m the mother but I’m not the parent. I gave her away. Legally. It isn’t my job to find a solution. There was something wrong with this, but her feelings were pushed far away now, beyond the silver barrier. Everything was changed by the magic contents of the plastic packet; now, fortified, she felt she could see her way forward, do whatever she liked, without worrying about Simon, or Tam, or anyone.
         
 
         The radio was advertising a leaders’ debate, due to take place that week. David would be back in town, and she would have to work out how to fit in a visit from Tam, when no one was around except Jung Ha. They needed total privacy. And then it occurred to her: what about the police? They’d been coming over unannounced in the last two weeks, with their site plans and their schedules. Still, she could work things out; she and Tam could deal with it. She felt a rush of amusement at the potential for slapstick: Roza and Tam slinking through the house, the diplomatic protection squad on their tail. It was all marvellously possible. 
         
 
          
         In this mood she breezed into work and spent time on her computer, rapidly clearing emails.
         
 
         Her phone rang. A man said, ‘Hi. It’s Ron.’
 
         ‘Ron?’
 
         ‘Well, not really. It’s Ray. Ray Marden.’
 
         ‘Oh Ray, how’s it going?’ she said loudly.
 
         There was a silence. She went on typing an email, holding the phone against her cheek.
         
 
         He said, ‘I don’t want to intrude.’
 
         ‘It’s fine.’ Her fingers flew over the keys.
 
         ‘I’ve been through the notes you’ve made. I’m … it was good of you. It’s useful.’
         
 
         Roza laughed. ‘No problem,’ she said carelessly, finishing the email and clicking on send. But she dropped the phone; it slithered down under her desk. She hauled it up by the tangled wire. ‘Shit. Ray, you there? Dropped the phone.’
         
 
         He said, ‘If I had a couple of extra questions, how could I …?’
 
         ‘Fire away.’
 
         ‘I’ve got quite a few. I don’t want to take up your time. Could I post them to you?’
         
 
         Roza leaned back in her seat and gazed out the window. It was another unseasonably mild and luminous day. The sun appeared from behind a cloud and angled in, warming her through the glass. She stretched, yawned, watching a seagull as it flew past the window and swooped up, riding the wind, turning and turning in the air. A feeling welled up in her, so reckless and happy …
         
 
         ‘Why don’t we have lunch?’ she said.
 
         ‘Lunch. Is that a good idea?’
 
         ‘Why not? You and I have lunch. So what? What is this, a police state?’ She laughed, watching the seagull turning in the bright air. Police state. It was exquisitely funny. In the distance she could see the harbour, sparkling with points of light. She felt marvellous.
         
 
         ‘Mrs … Roza. Are you sure about what you’re saying?’
 
         ‘Don’t be such a cop.’ She laughed. ‘Do you eat lunch? Do you lunch?’ She wanted to shout with laughter. ‘Let’s just go crazy and …’ She lowered her voice, ‘do lunch.’
         
 
         Cheryl walked slowly past the door. Roza screwed up her face.
 
         Ray said, ‘Are you all right?’
 
         ‘Ray, I am wonderful. I am sick of slinking around like I’ve committed a crime. I would like to do lunch, and I want you to come.’
 
         He didn’t say anything.
 
         Cheryl walked past the door again. She looked in.
 
         ‘Hello?’ Roza said into the phone. ‘You there?’
 
         He hesitated, then said quietly, ‘I could meet you at that kiosk again. No one goes there except tourists. But …’
         
 
         ‘Now?’ Roza said. She reached under the desk for her bag.
 
         ‘In half an hour. Only …’
 
         ‘What?’ Roza had her eye on Cheryl. She directed the word at her, but Cheryl didn’t move.
         
 
         Ray said, ‘Only my wife won’t be there. She’s working, at a conference.’
         
 
         ‘Well, why does that matter? I’m not going to eat you. We’re not going to eat each other.’ She laughed.
         
 
         ‘Christ,’ he said.
 
         ‘Stop worrying. We’ll buy a roll. We’ll eat it. We’ll chat about stuff. In private.’ Roza’s eyes were on Cheryl.
         
 
         ‘See you in half an hour,’ he said, and hung up.
 
         Roza slammed down the phone. ‘What’s up?’ she said.
 
         Cheryl leaned against the door and folded her arms.
 
         ‘Well?’ Roza looked through her bag, irritated. Cheryl was getting in the way of her mood. She licked her dry lips. Make-up spilled onto the desk; she scrabbled to pick it up. 
         
 
          
         Cheryl said sweetly, ‘You just sent me an email? Ten minutes ago? Saying we needed to discuss, oh, I don’t know, about five different things?’
         
 
         Roza looked blank. ‘Oh. God. Sorry, I forgot.’ As she searched for her lipstick she could see Cheryl reflected in the window, still not moving. Roza turned, with a rush of anger. ‘What?’ she said.
         
 
         Cheryl threw up her hands. ‘I thought you wanted to discuss …’
 
         ‘I don’t. I forgot. I’ve got something to do.’
 
         ‘Right. Have a nice lunch.’ Cheryl turned on her heel and walked out.
         
 
         Roza looked at herself in the glass. Her eyes were large and intense, her hair stood out from her head. She radiated feeling, she was electric. Beyond her reflection the seagull wheeled and dived. The sun streamed in and warm air rippled up the glass. She had a sensation of intense physical luxury, a reckless, swooning feeling. She was free. Anything was possible; everything was beautiful. She was ready to meet the world; she defied it; she was exhilarated.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         She sat on a wall outside the glasshouses, under a tall cypress tree. The palms sent strange curved shadows across the grass, spirals of darkness. She sipped a sugary fizzy drink; it was all she could stomach. A party of school children got out of a bus on the hill and was herded up the slope towards the museum. The air was still and the sun warmed her, and she liked the spicy smell of the cypress and the harsh quacking from the duck pond; everything was registering in eye and ear and skin — no mind. No mind, she thought. All body, no mind.
         
 
         Ray came up the slope carrying a manila folder. He was wearing dark glasses and a peaked cap.
         
 
         Roza leaned back against the cypress, crushing a bit of leaf in her hand. 
         
 
          
         ‘Love your disguise,’ she said, grinning. He looked so ridiculous.
         
 
         He lowered the glasses, studying her over the top of them. His mouth turned up in a pained sort of smile, but his eyes were troubled.
         
 
         Roza got up and looked around. ‘Let’s go in there,’ she pointed. ‘I love the old glasshouses.’
         
 
         They entered the hushed, musty, humid air of the first glasshouse. Light streamed down through the speckled panes as they passed under vast lush pots of hanging plants to the courtyard beyond. Ray followed her to the fish pond, where she stood looking at the lily pads, their coloured flowers trailing across the green water. Plump goldfish cruised lazily, flicking their tails and rising to catch little insects that skated jerkily across the surface. The courtyard was quiet and peaceful in the lemony sunlight. They were alone.
         
 
         Roza lifted her eyes to the blue sky. The words went round in her head. All body. No mind. She drifted away from the pond to sit down on a wooden seat, and Ray paused at a slight distance, wary and undecided.
         
 
         ‘Sit down,’ she said. ‘Don’t look so worried.’
 
         He sat next to her, resting his folder on his knees. ‘Last time we met you were the worried one.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t care any more,’ Roza said. ‘Today I just want to do what I like.’
         
 
         ‘I had the idea I could mail you some questions. I don’t want to impose, make a problem for you.’
         
 
         ‘You don’t need to post anything. Just ring me and we’ll meet. Any time.’
         
 
         He cleared his throat. ‘Mrs Hallwright. Last time we met we discussed the reasons why it maybe wasn’t such a good idea for you to meet me. Do you remember?’ 
         
 
          
         Roza sighed. ‘I don’t care about that. I’m too happy.’ She turned her face up and half-closed her eyes. ‘When you look at the sky, do you see millions of particles, rising and falling in your eyes?’
         
 
         He laughed, exasperated. ‘Christ,’ he said. He looked closely at her.
         
 
         ‘Look up,’ she said. ‘It’s so amazingly blue. What a beautiful sky. It’s like enamel.’
         
 
         He tipped back his cap and squinted up at the sky. They sat side by side, their feet stretched out. A breeze came down over the glasshouse roof and swarmed across the surface of the pond, breaking it into ripples.
         
 
         Roza said in a faraway voice, ‘I feel so good today. You know where I’d like to be? I’d like to be lying on the burning black sand far away. Lying on the sand under the sky, no one for miles, just the great desert of dunes.’ She glanced at him and said in a high voice, ‘It’s always a surprise to me who I like — and I like you. In fact I always liked you, or I wouldn’t have helped you.’ Her voice trailed off strangely.
         
 
         He’d straightened up and was staring, shaking his head.
 
         She said intently, ‘I’d like to be lying on a hot black dune, to be there and nowhere else. No mind, only body. To go back there, back where everything began, before everything was lost.’
         
 
         He put up his hands. ‘Roza,’ he said. ‘Mrs Hallwright.’
 
         ‘To go back to what I lost.’
 
         ‘Roza, what are you … ?’
 
         She gasped. ‘No one knows what I lost.’
 
         She turned to him. Her eyes were desolate, the pupils large and black. She opened her mouth and screwed up her face in a silent howl; the words came out in a whispered scream, ‘Oh my God.’ She bent over, clutching her stomach.
         
 
         He grabbed her arm, aghast.
 
         ‘You don’t know what I lost,’ she repeated. Agitated, she attempted to rise and he gripped her arm instinctively, trying to quell her.
         
 
         She looked at him. Tears spilled. ‘I want to go back there. Back to the black sand and kill myself.’
         
 
         ‘Roza, what the hell is this? What are you talking about? What have you lost?’
         
 
         She laughed, a strange, spiteful little chuckle. ‘Your face. It’s hilarious. You should see the look on your face. I lost what’s most important. No, worse — I gave it away. I’m the living dead.’ 
         

         Ray looked around. The courtyard was still empty. He needed to get up and leave straight away, but what might she do, wander around the Domain, go off, mention his name? For a moment he was furious with the crazy bitch. He needed to control this, get them both somewhere private.
         
 
         She was looking at the pond with horror. The giant goldfish swam in slow circles, their scales gleaming dully in the murky water.
         
 
         She said in a faint voice, ‘There was a wall of silver. I was happy. It was so beautiful. But a black hole opened up, and I fell through.’
         
 
         Ray didn’t move.
 
         She said, ‘Ray, this is the crisis of my life.’
 
         A goldfish flashed its shining scales. Trails of bubbles. The flowers turning on the surface of the pond.
         
 
         She said, ‘I helped you. Will you help me?’
 
         ‘What can I do?’
 
         ‘We need to get out of here,’ she said. ‘There’s a man standing behind the wire, and he’s looking straight at us.’
         
 
         
                

         
 
         He told her what to do. He looked into her eyes trying to gauge how much she was taking in. He looked into the parallel universe, there inside her eyes. She said, ‘I hate the geese. I don’t want to walk near the geese.’
         
 
          
         Ray pinched the bridge of his nose with two fingers.
 
         ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry.’
 
         His voice was strained. ‘Go around the geese.’
         
 
         ‘Oh God, Ray,’ she laughed, and then swayed. He caught her arm and thought, She can’t drive. So what are we going to do about her car? He thought for a second. ‘Go around the geese, across the grass and I’ll pick you up on the road behind the hospital.’
         
 
         ‘Okay. No.’ She wrung her hands. ‘Can’t we walk together?’
 
         ‘I’ll go and get the car, and you go over there and wait. Can you do that?’
         
 
         ‘Yes. No.’
 
         He looked at her carefully. Her face had traces of tears, but suddenly, in the midst of her crisis, she was laughing. He thought about packing her off across the park, driving away, never having any contact again. He groaned.
         
 
         ‘Right. Your crisis is my crisis,’ he said simply. ‘We go to your car. I’ll drive you home.’
         
 
         The man behind the wire hadn’t moved.
 
         
                

         
 
         They walked together. Ray couldn’t see anyone following. They reached her car and he slid into the driver’s seat, pleased to note the tinted windows.
         
 
         ‘You got a cellphone?’ he said.
 
         She nodded. She licked her lips. Her face was pasty.
 
         ‘Ring your work and tell them you’re sick.’
 
         She rang and spoke to someone. Her voice was high, but her tone was light, almost natural. He thought about leaving her to drive herself. But what if she had an accident on the way home? If she drew attention to herself, injured herself, any inquiry might lead to him. Was this paranoid? But they had been seen together. He might be questioned, blamed, there could be scandal. Journalists would go crazy, make up stories. It was like being stuck in a web — every way he turned he was more tightly caught.
         
 
         She put her phone away and said, subdued, ‘I’m all right now. I’ll go home.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t think you should drive,’ he said flatly.
 
         She raised her chin, giving him a challenging, antagonistic look. ‘I’m a good driver.’
         
 
         He let out a short laugh. ‘I’m sure you are. Under normal circumstances.’
 
         ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she said evasively. ‘I’ve been upset, that’s all. I’m all right now.’
         
 
         ‘Oh come on. Stop the bullshit.’
 
         ‘What bullshit?’ She began pulling on the door handle but her hand slid off and she yelped with pain.
         
 
         ‘What have you been taking?’
 
         ‘Nothing.’
 
         ‘Roza. I’m police. Ex-police. You can’t bullshit me.’
 
         She drew herself up. ‘How dare you.’
 
         He smacked the steering wheel. ‘How dare I? How dare you? You know the risk I took coming here today. And you repay me by acting like a madwoman, in public. You know my reputation’s wrecked and you want to get me in more trouble.’
         
 
         She retorted, ‘You asked for more help with your manuscript. You wanted something from me.’
         
 
         He paused, then said heavily, ‘I only agreed to meet you today because I could tell there was something wrong with you. On the phone. I was … I don’t know … concerned.’
         
 
         ‘So you came to help me.’
         
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Despite all your troubles. Despite the possible consequences of us being seen.’ 
         
 
         
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘You didn’t need to come.’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘Well. Don’t blame me then.’
 
         He laughed. ‘You’re unbelievable. Fucking unbelievable.’
 
         She was staring straight ahead. Her mouth twitched. She turned and glared, then her expression softened and she said, ‘You’re right, of course. I’m sorry.’
         
 
         He said quietly, ‘Roza, what were you talking about before? What did you lose?’
         
 
         She looked away. ‘I had a baby when I was sixteen and I gave her up for adoption. And I started drinking because of it.’ She turned to him. ‘My husband knows I’m a recovering alcoholic, but he doesn’t know about the child. It’s my secret.’
         
 
         He held up his hands to stop her. ‘No. I told you not to confess things. You shouldn’t, to anyone.’
         
 
         ‘Well, I’ve told you. Too late.’
 
         ‘Have you told anyone else?’
 
         He saw her hesitate. ‘No,’ she said.
 
         ‘Well, don’t. Get yourself better, and keep your mouth shut. You’ve got to look after yourself.’
         
 
         She muttered something.
 
         ‘You haven’t been drinking today, have you?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘It’s something else.’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         There was a long silence. Ray sat, polishing the steering wheel with the heel of his big hand. Finally he said, ‘Christ. You’ve got to keep it together. The election.’
         
 
         He thought about Hallwright. The poor bastard. No one knew he had this little complexity to deal with. The missus in the park with Ray Marden, Mr Persona Non Grata. And she off her face. Going bananas.
         
 
         Another silence.
 
         He said, ‘There’s nothing wrong with having had a baby at sixteen. Not these days. Why couldn’t you just tell him? No one’s going to care about it.’
         
 
         ‘But I didn’t tell him when we met — I left it too late to tell. It’s complicated. He’ll think I should have kept it,’ she added.
         
 
         Ray digested this. ‘The election — I want your husband to win. Your secret’s not the problem, it’s this.’ He made a sweeping gesture. ‘You, me, all this.’
         
 
         ‘My cracking up,’ she said. She sounded so desolate.
 
         ‘You’re not cracking up. You’re going to be fine. It’ll be all right.’
 
         She said emptily, ‘You want him to win.’
 
         ‘Don’t you?’
 
         ‘Yes. It’s what he wants. I have to keep it together so he can win.’
 
         He said sharply, ‘That sounds like self-pity.’
 
         ‘It is. It is. I’m disgraceful. I’m so ashamed. But couldn’t you tell me it’s not just about him. Couldn’t you say we’re friends?’
         
 
         He frowned, looked away. ‘You go to meetings? AA and that? What you need to do is go home, rest, get better, then go to a meeting. Right? Keep yourself sober. And no more confessions, to anyone. I’m not going to let you down, but others might. I’m telling you this for your own good, your own safety. And your husband’s. You get it?’
         
 
         ‘Okay.’
 
         She turned down the mirror and looked at her eyes, fixing her make-up.
         
 
         He looked around the empty, sunlit park. The tinted glass made the grass look sepia.
         
 
         Trying to steady her voice, she said, ‘Ray? Do you think you could drive me home? The house is off Sherlock Avenue.’ 
         
 
         
         He made a face. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Why not? Let’s you and me arrive at the future prime minister’s house. Let’s roll up with a brass band.’
         
 
         Roza laughed and seemed finally to be pulling herself together. ‘I’m sorry, Ray.’
         
 
         He started the engine and swung the big car out onto the road, driving with excessive caution. They took a few detours, avoiding the central city and sticking to smaller suburban streets.
         
 
         She was thinking along the same lines. ‘What would people think if they saw you and me in the car together? Isn’t it strange? We’re not doing anything wrong, and yet people would make such a fuss.’
         
 
         Fuss isn’t the word, he thought.
 
         ‘Sometimes I want to get away from all that, to be free.’
 
         He turned into the top of Sherlock Avenue, a quiet street lined with huge, plush houses. He parked and said severely, ‘You’re not free. You’re in this with your husband. He needs you to not let him down.’
         
 
         Her voice trembled. ‘You don’t think much of me.’
 
         ‘People are depending on you. Your husband. The … nation. You can’t let them down. I’ve told you what you need to do. Leave the car here. I’ll walk back to mine. Go home, rest, then head straight to a meeting.’
         
 
         She laughed. ‘The nation,’ she repeated. ‘The nation.’
         
 
         She looked at him and he had the sudden sense that he could see the self disappearing in her eyes, falling back and away, into black. A whole universe in there. His nerves prickled; he got a cold feeling. He put out his hand instinctively, wanting to catch her. The thought came to him: she is falling out of her own mind.
         
 
         ‘You said you wanted a friend,’ he said. ‘Roza. You can think of me as your friend. ’ He touched her arm. She was very still. ‘You’ve got to keep going,’ he said. He squeezed her elbow then released her, adding, ‘You’ve got to keep up your front, because …’ he tried to think of a way to put it, ‘if you’re down, people will go for you. People can be cruel.’
         
 
         She stared out into the sepia world beyond the glass.
 
         He added, ‘You’ve got to bear in mind, though, I’m not the kind of friend you’re supposed to have. Not someone in your position.’
         
 
         ‘That’s a pity, though, isn’t it.’ Her voice was infinitely sad.
 
         ‘That’s life … Mrs Hallwright.’
 
         ‘You’re right.’
 
         ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Okay.’
 
         ‘Thank you, Ray.’
 
         She nodded to him, and they got out of the car. As he watched her walk away, the knowledge that he mustn’t see her settled on him like a weight; he knew he would always be watching her now, following her progress, wondering. He started humming that old Police song — every move you make, I’ll be …
         
 
         A car drove slowly by, shadows sliding over the glass, and now Ray was backing away, scowling into the sun, an odd, incongruous figure in his shades, the cap pulled down low over his face. He tucked the folder under his arm and started his trek back towards the Domain.
         

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            eighteen

         
 
         Election day was wild and warm and steamy, with low black rain clouds storming in from the west and purple sheet lightning glaring fitfully over the city. Simon got up and stood at the window: more strange weather; the storms, the unseasonal warmth. The light was dim and soft. Outside the garden glowed with an unnatural, metallic sheen.
         
 
         They ate breakfast in silence. Up in their rooms, the girls slept on. Simon and Karen dragged Marcus out of bed, stuffed some toast into him and walked to the local primary school. People were already queuing at the hall, clutching their windblown umbrellas. It was a blue ribbon suburb; there was an atmosphere of excitement, anticipated triumph. Exit polls had David Hallwright winning by a landslide.
         
 
         They voted side by side. Simon glanced at Karen, with the guilty feeling that he was possibly about to cheat her, and the uneasy sense that she knew him too well and would guess, even if he lied. Marcus, fortunately, had gone to Karen’s booth to watch her vote, and now she was explaining loudly to the boy why she had ticked each box and what it would mean. She was talking as if he were much younger than he was; really she was just enjoying telling those around her how she’d voted. 
         
 
          
         ‘I know what MMP is,’ Marcus said scornfully, and drifted away.
 
         The sky had partly cleared and a beam of light came in through the high windows and shone on the wooden floor. His pen hovered over the paper. In this electorate, if you were a National supporter, you were supposed to give your party vote to National and your candidate vote to the far right ACT Party contender, who would prop up a National coalition government.
         
 
         Karen finished and stepped out of her booth, turning towards him with a slight frown. Why was he taking so long?
         
 
         He ticked the box for Labour, and the box for the National MP. He paused, unnerved by what he’d done, and by Karen’s penetrating stare. He felt a twitch of nausea and self-disgust. If this was what he was voting, then what had he been doing until now? He heard himself saying, about his donation to Hallwright’s party, ‘I’ve given all this money to the prick.’
         
 
         He folded up the paper and stepped out of the booth.
 
         ‘Done,’ he said breezily, and marched to the box, stuffing in the folded sheet before Karen could grab it from him and look at it. It was a meaningless vote in this safe seat. It wouldn’t change a thing. And yet it meant something to him; he felt cracked, flawed, all wrong, as though he had weakened himself, threatened his own solidity. But perhaps he wanted to threaten it? He had a comical thought: Mother would be pleased. She’d been a loyal Labour Party member, had believed in social welfare, state schools, a fair distribution of wealth. Simon smiled crookedly to himself. A sudden pain started above his eye.
         
 
         Karen had met some friends who’d given her a big blue rosette. It was pinned on her breast like a flattened cabbage, frilly edged, synthetic blue. Simon looked away. He said, ‘Shall we go then?’
         
 
         ‘No no. We’ll wait for the Hallwrights.’
 
         They stood about. Simon, moody and uncomfortable, disliking the triumphal atmosphere, shied away from Karen’s glaring blue ribbon and the noisy women who bobbed about the hall, marshalling the voters. Karen sensed his unwillingness and frowned, warning him to behave. He wandered outside and sat on a wall under a canvas awning, where the school PTA had set up a barbecue and were selling sausages. Everywhere there was clubby good cheer, banter, a sense of collective virtue. He waited in the sun.
         
 
         A crowd gathered at the edge of the school playground. He recognised journalists. TV crews had been setting up; now they moved towards the gate. Karen rushed out, her face flushed. ‘They’re coming.’
         
 
         He sat on the wall with his arms folded and watched the Hallwrights walking slowly towards him, surrounded by cameras and microphones. Their arms were linked. Roza wore a long coat and boots. Hallwright was in jeans, a denim shirt and a casual jacket. Roza’s face was frozen in a dreamy smile. Hallwright put a protective arm across her, warning the journalists back. They were flanked by two large men with wires in their ears and their arms out, creating space. They passed and Roza noticed Simon. For a moment, seeing him there, her expression took on the charged solemnity of someone suppressing laughter. She waved, looking like a prisoner being carried through the streets, the hungry mob around her. They swept inside.
         
 
         ‘Come on,’ Karen said, grabbing Simon’s arm and dragging him back in. They squeezed into the crowded hall, watching the Hallwrights enter their cardboard booths and bend to the task. Roza caught Simon’s eye over the top of the booth; again there was a hint of laughter, apologetic laughter perhaps, just contained. David signalled to her, and they walked to the ballot box. Gallantly, he motioned to Roza to go first and she slid her vote in. Then David held up his paper and stuffed it in, to the click and flash of cameras. The crowd clapped. 
         
 
          
         The Hallwrights moved out slowly, to a burst of cheers and applause. A gust of rain blew across the asphalt, and someone held an umbrella over Roza’s head. Simon looked up and saw a rain cloud edged with burning silver. Auckland weather: rainshine, stormlight. The drops whirled in the air, and the canvas awnings heaved in the wind. The sun, when it broke through, was hot, and steam came up off the asphalt, blowing quickly this way and that. David Hallwright shook hands, moving along the crowd; Simon saw Marcus laughing and pumping David’s hand in the front row while a journalist angled round for the photo, and then the couple was ushered back towards the school gates.
         
 
         Karen stood excitedly beside Simon, clapping. Blue-ribboned, shining-eyed.
 
         
                

         
 
         An hour later, Trish and Roza stood in the Lamptons’ sitting room.
 
         ‘Roza’s been sick,’ Trish was saying. ‘Three days off work. I’ve been popping in as often as I can. I’ve been going between patients actually — Graeme’s just getting better too.’
         
 
         Karen was wearing a dress like a frock coat, with an arrangement of buckles. She had taken Roza’s jacket from her and folded it over her arm. Standing beside Roza, who was at least a head taller, she looked like a little footman. She blushed furiously and said, ‘Sit down, I’ll get you a coffee.’
         
 
         ‘Could I just have water?’ Roza smiled.
 
         Simon said, ‘I’ll make the coffee.’ He took the coats and ushered the women towards seats with a show of courteousness and care, pierced by the sight of Karen bobbing around Roza, so eager and vulnerable. He couldn’t bring himself to look at Roza. Unease, anger even, made him turn away. How could she come here? Was she playing games?
         
 
         Trish said, in her uncanny way, as if she could hear Simon’s thoughts, ‘I persuaded Roza to come out for an airing. Her place is a madhouse this morning with all the party people. She’s much better, and I thought it would do her good. A nice, easy little do before the main event.’
         
 
         ‘Ye-es,’ Karen said on an indrawn breath, an exact imitation of Trish.
         
 
         Simon found a bottle of sparkling water, and made a pot of coffee. Coming back in with his dutiful tray he was able, covertly, to examine Roza. She was pale, her face drawn and her skin slightly roughened, as though from strain or lack of sleep. Her hair was pulled back severely, emphasising her elegant neck and slender, nervous shoulders. There was something theatrical about her appearance: tragic heroine, penitent, sufferer. She was dressed in black, which was very elegant but seemed rather inappropriate for the day. Surely it should have been blue? When she looked up he quailed inwardly — her eyes were burning. Feeling her intensity, he glanced at Trish, at her flushed, plump face and tiny eyes, and marvelled at her serenity; she had a jewelled hand clamped on Roza’s sleeve and was chatting non-stop. It was remarkable that old Trish could get about with this unpredictable powerhouse of a woman and remain so complacent and unmoved. But perhaps the hand on Roza’s sleeve signified something: restraint, control. Had she been detailed to take Roza out, get her occupied, out of the way? Under her cosy manner, Trish was shrewd. She was hard as nails.
         
 
         Karen was beside herself with nerves but this was only because of Roza’s status. She was unimaginative, insensitive to Roza’s peculiar strangeness and power. And Roza was turning on the charm, leaning close and appearing to be enchanted with every fawning platitude. Simon felt himself divided between fascination and a wrenching loyalty to his beloved, innocent Karen. 
         
 
          
         Karen said something pompous and patronising. Roza sat back and smiled — ‘Ah. Yes.’ Simon winced, bored and irritated by his wife’s manner.
         
 
         He couldn’t take his eyes off Roza. The thought came to him: she has the power to hurt us, to do us harm. He remembered what Roza had said about Elke. She’s mine.
         
 
         ‘What’ve you got lined up this morning, Trish?’ he asked, sloshing coffee into her cup.
         
 
         Trish narrowed her eyes. ‘Just the quickest little meeting, thanking some of my party women. Then Roza’s got to rush back to David, of course. Why don’t you come along?’
         
 
         ‘I’ve got too much work.’
 
         ‘Of course you have. You’ll probably turn on the sports as soon as we leave. Simon’s very naughty about my work,’ she said to Roza. ‘It’s lucky I love him so.’
         
 
         ‘We don’t want him coming along. Complaining every minute,’ Karen said.
         
 
         Simon looked at her.
 
         Trish said contentedly, ‘It’s funny to think, tonight Roza will be the prime minister’s wife.’ She squeezed Roza’s arm.
         
 
         ‘Touch wood,’ Karen said.
 
         ‘Hello girls,’ Trish said.
 
         Claire walked in and dumped her bag on the floor. Elke stood leaning against the door. Both girls had been at the swimming pool. Elke’s head was wrapped in a blue towel and her hair straggled down her temples in wet curls, the freckles standing out on her pale, sharp little face. She was in tight jeans that clung to her very slender legs, and a light blue jersey. She played with a chain around her neck and looked expressionlessly at the adults.
         
 
         Claire, in wrecked denim skirt, deliberately holey stockings and trailing woollen scarf, clumped in her boots towards the kitchen. 
         
 
          
         Karen cleared her throat. ‘Girls, say hello. This is Roza Hallwright.’
         
 
         Roza got up out of her seat. Simon squeezed his temples with his fingers. He had the sudden, dangerous sense of tears.
         
 
         Claire slouched forward. Karen gave her a warning look, but Claire surprised them all by being polite. No snarl or irony, no political statements; she only said, ‘Hello, I’m Claire,’ and shook Roza’s hand. She said sardonically, ‘Hi Trish’ and looked at Karen as if to say, Happy now? Watching his daughter as she hovered uncertainly in the doorway, her hands on her hips and even, wonder of wonders, attempting a shy smile, Simon thought, perhaps Roza has the power to tame wild animals.
         
 
         Karen’s voice lightened. ‘And this is Elke.’ Pride and warmth now, where there’d only been restraint, warning and irritation with Claire.
         
 
         Elke elbowed herself off the door and stood up straight. Simon felt anger, fear, grief, the threat of tears again. He prayed Trish wasn’t looking at him. Anger won out — how could Roza do this?
         
 
         But there was none of the Fury in Roza’s face now. Her expression was powerful but not harsh; the feeling swelled in her eyes, she put her hand to her mouth. All her love seemed to go towards the girl, and yet she managed to offer her hand and say, almost naturally, ‘Hello, I’m Roza. I ran into you once at your school.’
         
 
         Elke stared. ‘Oh. I remember.’ She put a hand up to the turban wobbling on her head, unwrapped it and shook out her wet hair. Roza’s eyes never left Elke. She said, ‘What lovely girls.’
         
 
         ‘They’re mostly lovely,’ Karen said. ‘We have our moments, ha ha.’ She picked a thread off her sleeve and sniffed complacently.
         
 
         Roza glanced at Simon, her eyelids fluttering. She turned back to Elke.
         
 
         Simon was aware of Claire standing awkwardly to the side, ignored. He saw her observing this strange woman’s fascination with her pretty sister, saw her raise her chin, determined not to show she cared. She suffered for her clever, ungainly plainness; she burned at her mother’s indifference, and the world’s.
         
 
         He said harshly, ‘Who wants another coffee?’
 
         Roza glanced at him, startled. Claire stumped off into the kitchen. Roza turned back to find that Elke had gone, vanishing silently around the door.
         
 
         Simon sat rigid, tuning out of the conversation. He realised what Roza had done to him. She had forever divided him from Karen. What could he do, when the secret of Elke came out? He would have to pretend he hadn’t known. If it hadn’t been for Roza’s forcefulness, he would have told Karen as soon as Roza had confessed, and he and Karen would have dealt with the problem together. Now, would he be able to pretend he hadn’t known? Would Roza tell Karen that he’d known? He’d seen the way Roza looked at Elke. She wasn’t going to go away. She would take Elke from them and break Karen’s heart. And his. Because there was something ungovernable about Elke; it was one of the reasons he loved her — she was theirs and she wasn’t. She was their little stranger; she had a secret, unknowable quality, as if she could suddenly fly away. And she might fly away if she discovered Roza, who was so much more like her than Karen and Simon.
         
 
         But Roza’s heart was broken too. She looked shattered, almost crazed. His sympathy switched to her, and he marvelled again at Karen and Trish — how could they not feel the air vibrating with pain?
         
 
         He went out to the kitchen where Claire was making a sandwich. She whispered, ‘What’s wrong with Mrs Hallwright?’
         
 
         ‘Nothing. What do you mean?’
 
         ‘She looks weird.’ 
 
          
         ‘I don’t know. She’s had the flu or something. Anyway, today’s The Day. ’
         
 
         ‘Mum looks like she wants to kneel at her feet,’ Claire said sourly.
         
 
         He laughed and hugged her. ‘You’re such a sweetheart. You’re such a clever girl. I love you to death.’
         
 
         ‘Get off,’ she whispered.
 
         ‘Sorry.’ He hugged her again.
 
         ‘God, Dad. Pull yourself together.’ She patted his shoulder. ‘You’re going mad,’ she said fondly.
         
 
         The women had stood up, and Karen was fetching the coats.
 
         Trish ushered Roza forward, consulting her watch. ‘We want to time this nicely. We want Roza to come in when everyone’s already sitting, but not too late.’
         
 
         ‘Good idea,’ Karen said, so obviously relishing the idea of a grand entrance alongside the future prime minister’s wife that Trish, catching Simon’s eye, laughed indulgently. ‘Yes, it’s all good fun, politics. Come on, ladies. Simon, are you sure you won’t come? No? Of course not. Well, goodbye darling. Mwah. Don’t work too hard. Goodbye girls,’ she called.
         
 
         Claire stood at the kitchen door, malevolently eating. Roza said goodbye to her, looking around and beyond. But Elke had vanished upstairs.
         
 
         Simon saw the women to the door.
 
         Trish stepped out, pulling her scarf around her neck. ‘Brr, it’s cold. Do up your coat, Roza. You’ve got to keep warm when you’ve been ill. Ooh look, it’s the police.’
         
 
         A squad car had pulled into the drive and a uniformed cop got out, carrying a notebook. He came towards them.
         
 
         Simon stood still. He thought, Mereana. He had a vision of her, slumped on her doorstep, the black field behind her. 
         
 
         
         Trish looked inquiringly at Simon and when he said nothing she turned to the policeman, asking, ‘How can we help you?’
         
 
         The cop said, ‘You had some thefts and vandalism along your street last night. Probably local kids. You see or hear anything?’
         
 
         The thought of Mereana had so unnerved Simon that he couldn’t speak.
         
 
         There was a strained pause.
 
         Karen said, ‘We didn’t hear anything. Sorry. Simon, did you? Simon?’
         
 
         ‘No. Nothing.’
 
         ‘Check. No problem. Have a good day.’ The cop walked away.
 
         You three go ahead then,’ Simon managed to say. Karen took Roza’s arm and they set off down the drive.
         
 
         Trish said, ‘Simon?’
 
         He turned his troubled eyes on her.
 
         ‘You take care,’ she said.
 
         He looked into her shrewd, puffy face. Her eyes shone like little black stones.
         
 
         ‘Take care, Simon,’ she repeated.
 
         She squeezed his arm, and walked after the other two.
 
         Simon closed the door softly and leaned against the wall, feeling the tiny, insistent thud of his heart. He remembered the feeling he’d had at Mereana’s house, that he’d stepped outside his life; that nothing could touch him and no one could find him. That weightless, peaceful sensation — and the bright silence, and the sense of having passed into another world. He thought, I could go back once, just to check. Then he thought: Don’t go back. Never go back.
         
 
         He turned on his computer and tried to concentrate on a conference paper, but he was alert to every tiny sound, the ticking clock, the neighbours talking in their drive, the mad cheeping of a thrush in the hedge. Being cooped up in the house started to seem unbearable.
         
 
          
         Simon bounded upstairs to Claire’s room. ‘Claire? I’ve gotta go in to the hospital. It won’t take too long. Can you hold the fort, look after Marcus?’
         
 
         She looked up from the computer on which she was unravelling an impossibly long mathematical equation. Her terribly observant gaze rested on him, and he made himself slouch against the door frame, as though nothing could possibly be less important, but those clear eyes bored into him, and there was a silence until she said, ‘Hmm. Whatever.’
         
 
         ‘I won’t be long.’ He was out of there, whisking past Elke and Marcus, who had their whole heads in the fridge, backing the car out with a slight squeal of tyres, and heading south towards the airport, past polling stations and the stumps of party hoardings that had been taken down for election day, and cars decorated with party ribbons. In South Auckland he queued around the aftermath of a car crash, a parked ambulance, people standing about wringing hands and craning to see. He caught a glimpse of a man on the ground, a paramedic kneeling and pumping on the chest. He averted his eyes, drummed his hands on the wheel, debated with himself, before pulling over with a curse. He ran back thirty metres, pushed through the crowd saying breathlessly, ‘I’m a doctor,’ but the paramedic had leaned back on his haunches and was pulling off the bloody rubber gloves, and Simon, invited to confirm his opinion, agreed there was no use in carrying on. He jogged back to his car.
         
 
         Finally he was standing outside the domestic terminal. Taxi drivers paced outside the doors, talking and smoking. There was the roar of jet engines and a plane crossed below the level of the building, trailing its hot, rippling slipstream. A group of air hostesses crossed the road talking loudly. Warm rain blew in gusts across the flat plain beyond the terminal, and a rainbow made the grass shine. He squared his shoulders and went forward. The glass doors shivered open, and he entered the heat and noise and crowds.
         
 
         There was a queue at the café. He waited. A big woman was taking orders; another was bobbing efficiently behind the coffee machine. He caught the eye of the coffee maker. ‘Is Mereana here?’
         
 
         The woman emptied coffee grounds, banged two cups down on the machine. ‘Mereana? She don’t work here no more.’
         
 
         Simon hesitated. ‘When … when did she stop?’
 
         ‘I dunno. Not long ago. She just never came in one day. Must of shot through, up north maybe.’
         
 
         ‘Did anyone try to find out?’
 
         ‘Yeah. But she was just gone, eh. She never answered her phone. We never heard from her.’ She shrugged and went on making coffee.
         
 
         He turned, to go but veered back. ‘Can I ask … What’s her surname?’
         
 
         The woman kept her eyes on the machine. She poured milk froth out of a metal jug, stirring rapidly. ‘Surname …’ She leaned across to the other woman. ‘What’s Mereana’s last name?’
         
 
         ‘Who is asking?’
 
         Simon smiled weakly. ‘I am.’ He looked around, sensing others in the queue listening.
         
 
         The big woman looked derisive. She put a hand on her massive hip. ‘Her surname, my dear,’ she said, in an exaggeratedly girlish voice. She broke off, laughing. ‘What is it? Oh yes, it’s Kostas. With a K. Lovely Mereana Kostas.’
         
 
         ‘And where did she go?’
 
         ‘Just like she said.’ The big woman jerked her thumb at the other. ‘She jus decide not to come in one day.’ She looked him over with sour humour. ‘You want order coffee?’
         
 
         ‘No,’ he said, and walked away. 

         
         He drove straight to her house and walked along the edge of the field. The little houses stood flimsy and ramshackle against the sky. He listened to the faraway drone of cars. A plane on the edge of the horizon. The mild wind blowing in the grass, whistling through cracks in the iron fence.
         
 
         He thought, Mereana Kostas, with a K. A Greek name. Was thatwhere she’d got her green eyes?
         
 
         The field stretched away to the warehouse, the grass rippling in the wind. There was no one on the road, no one in the yards, only far-away sounds and the harsh breathing in his ears. The plane flew through strips of cloud; he watched it appearing and disappearing like a tiny fish in the shallows. Mereana’s gate was blowing on its hinges, making a small repetitive squeak. He went to the porch and knocked, but there was no sound inside, no sign of life. He knocked again, waited and called out. The gate made its eek eek sound.
         
 
         He went around the back, and called and knocked again, and finally put his shoulder against the back door and pushed. The catch gave way easily and he fell into the kitchen, listening to the musty silence.
         
 
         ‘Mereana?’
 
         There was a slew of magazines across the floor, as if they’d slithered off a shelf and spread out in a long line. Two kitchen cupboards were open, revealing tins and packages of food. On the kitchen shelf a clock ticked. He opened the fridge and found beer cans, jars, a packet of cheese. There was a new smell, of damp and dust, of rooms that were uncared for, unoccupied.
         
 
         He crossed to the bedroom, calling out, and the sound of his voice unnerved him. The bed was fully made up with sheets and Mereana’s thin cotton duvet. He found two shirts hanging in the cupboard, some shoes in the bottom of it, and clothes in the chest of drawers. But something was wrong, different. He turned to the aquarium. It was dead. ‘Oh,’ he whispered, stooping and squinting, seeing his own great anxious forehead bobbing in the reflection. The water was still, dark and lifeless, the pump and light switched off. He peered into the green sludge, trying to see what it contained, but there was a rank smell, the weed floated greyly on the surface, and he couldn’t see what might be lying on the bottom, among the furred green stones.
         
 
         He opened drawers, searched through the wardrobe. Had she left, taking what was important, or was this all she owned? All he could do was sit uselessly on the bed and look at his reflection in the dead green water of the fish tank. She had gone — the state of the aquarium told him that. The silence began to oppress him. He tried to calm himself; he should search properly, try to work out what had happened, but every time he looked at the fish tank he got a faint sense of horror.
         
 
         He went out the back door. Above him the sky was boiling with clouds, and across the waving grass the warehouse roof gleamed dully. He closed the back door and went back to his car, hesitated, then walked along the road.
         
 
         Outside the neighbour’s house the corrugated iron sunflower hung by one nail. Steeling himself, he crossed the small lawn and knocked on the door.
         
 
         He heard sounds inside. The Nelf opened his door slowly and looked at Simon, sideways out of the dog-like face. He lounged against the door, his hands pushed into the elastic band of his baggy grey track pants; a heavy black leather jacket was draped over his sloping shoulders and his feet were crammed into ancient boots with no laces. A dank, sweet smell came off him. His face was covered with fine wrinkles and his long hair was knotted on top of his head.
         
 
         Simon said, ‘I’m looking for your neighbour.’ He pointed at her house. ‘Mereana.’ 
         
 
          
         Silence. The man looked at Simon.
 
         Simon persisted, although he wanted to back away. ‘Mereana Kostas. Where is she?’
         
 
         ‘She’s gone.’
 
         ‘Where?’
 
         The man shrugged. ‘She shot through.’
 
         ‘When did you last see her?’
 
         The Nelf scratched his chin with fingernails that were thick, yellow and stained. ‘Dunno. She just gone.’ He brightened, smiled. ‘But if anyone comes looking for her, I’ll send them your way, bro!’
         
 
         Simon stared into the man’s crooked eyes.
 
         The Nelf’s grin spread wider, revealing gaps in his rotten teeth. ‘Anyone comes asking, her family, people, pigs, whatever, I’ll send them straight to you. You know how? Cos I seen your number plate. I’ve got it written down, bro. I’ll say, Mereana? Well, her friend used to come over, her special friend in his big flash car. And I’ll say: this is his plates: EJT899.’
         
 
         Simon opened his mouth. He couldn’t speak.
 
         The man started to grin delightedly. ‘That’s your number, bro. EJT899. Got it printed in my brain. Come to think of it, bro, if I look in my phone, I might even have a photo of you and your car.’
         
 
         Simon backed away, with the childish impulse to block his ears. The Nelf shouted something, hurling the words after him, but Simon had heard enough, and jogged out the gate and back along the road to his car. Driving out, he nearly hit the tottering toddler in his drooping nappy, foraging along the roadside while an older boy followed, swishing a stick. Simon braked; the tiny child was lifting a Coke bottle to his mouth, sucking from it, his chin stained and wet.
         
 
         He leaned out the window and asked the boy, ‘Do you know Mereana Kostas?’
         
 
         The boy gripped the T-shirt of the struggling toddler; with the other hand he brandished his stick, as though to ward Simon off.
         
 
         ‘No,’ he said.
 
         Simon clawed twenty dollars out of his wallet and thrust it at the boy. ‘Take it. Buy the baby some lunch.’
         
 
         The boy held back. The toddler, furious at being restrained, set up a wail.
         
 
         ‘Take it.’ Simon crumpled up the money and tossed it out, but it was a plastic, washable note and wouldn’t stay screwed up. Instead it unfurled and fluttered down, coming to rest on the very tips of the long grass stalks.
         
 
         ‘It’s yours,’ Simon said, and drove slowly away.
 
         
                

         
 
         The house was quiet when he got back. The girls were in their rooms; Marcus was kicking a football on the lawn. Simon sat staring at his reflection in the rain-streaked windows. He remembered the empty silence in Mereana’s house, the smell of damp and dust, the untouched food. He thought of the made bed. If she’d moved out, surely she would have taken her bed linen. But perhaps they were cheap old sheets, no great loss. Perhaps the clothes and shoes she’d left were no use to her any more. He tried to rationalise it. People like that move on all the time. They have very little to keep them in one place. They move jobs and don’t own houses; they don’t have many possessions at all, and they’re careless about what they do own. They make quick decisions, leave a bit of mess behind. They disappear.
         
 
         She valued the aquarium, though.
 
         The image came to him: Mereana’s face. Mereana laughing, sad, angry. People like that. People like that can disappear, and who will come looking? Family, if they’re lucky. Friends. Or no one. Unless they turn up dead.
         
 
         He walked through the house. He looked in at Marcus’s aquarium, the bright square of light, the coloured fish hovering over the pristine stones. He thought of the foul, spoiled water in Mereana’s tank, its rank smell and the scum of furry green mould. He took a pinch of fish food and dropped it into Marcus’s tank, watching the flakes drift on the surface until the fish swam up and flicked their tails, making the food sink like coloured rain.
         
 
         Why should he think anything had happened to her? It was pure melodrama. She had moved on. The Nelf had threatened him, but who was the Nelf to threaten? He was a misfit, a freak and outcast. No one would believe a word he said.
         
 
         He heard a car pull up outside, Karen and Trish clicking up the drive on their heels, Trish’s shrill voice and then a mirthful shriek, as if she’d tripped.
         
 
         Elke appeared in the hall. Her hair was tangled and her eyes were reddened by pool chlorine.
         
 
         ‘What’s going on?’ she said.
 
         ‘Nothing.’
 
         ‘Something’s going to happen,’ she said.
 
         His shoulder ached as he put his arm around her. ‘What do you mean?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know. Where did you go before?’
 
         ‘The hospital.’
 
         She looked closely at him. ‘The hospital,’ she repeated. ‘Then why are you sad?’
         
 
         He thought, if I do nothing, I will never see Mereana again. I will never hear of her again. Unless she turns up dead. He knew what he ought to do. He ought to go looking for her. There must be a landlord for the little house, although the answer there would probably be the same — the tenant is gone, who knows, who cares where. He could, theoretically, ask the police to look for her. He could, theoretically, tell them the matter was delicate, that he didn’t want his wife to know. 
         
 
          
         He had a vivid picture of her house. She had painted the furniture and walls, had set up her aquarium in her room, keeping it clean and bright. She’d gone to her job each day, worked hard, done her shopping on the way home, set her food on the shelves in neat lines. He saw her clothes drying on a chair in front of the heater, the bed neatly made, the blinds pulled up to let in the stripes of sun. Mereana lying on her couch in the sunlight, dreaming lazily, resting her bare feet on the back of the chair, or brooding over the daughter she’d lost, or breaking into a smile full of improbable hope. Or crouched in his car, banging her fist against her chest. She’d said she was lonely; she’d said sometimes she couldn’t stand people near her. She’d shouted at him, cursed him, clung to him. And now she was gone, the little house musty and abandoned, the aquarium dark and dead. There was nothing to draw her back. She was rootless, transient, powerless.
         
 
         He looked out over his suburb, at the big, solid villas and the green sections stretching away towards the side of the mountain. He walked downstairs and through his house. Everything was in its place, nothing cheap or impermanent. His kitchen: freshly renovated. His furniture: tasteful. Bookshelves: crammed. Solid property, solid wealth; all this he had built around himself, shored up against his past. He had left his old self behind.
         
 
         Now, glancing up, he saw Elke sitting on the stairs. She was grinning wickedly, imitating Trish. Looking at her, he felt the blood swarming under his skin. He thought of the city around him like a vast warren, and Mereana losing her grip on the tiny piece of space she’d made for herself. He saw her dead in the long grass, her face turned up to the sky, the grass growing around her and the ground claiming her, pulling her into itself.
         
 
         But at the sight of Elke something stirred in him; it was like the antagonism Roza had provoked in him with her challenging stare, and he knew that he wouldn’t ask the police where Mereana had gone, wouldn’t ask anyone.
         
 
         He thought of what Karen had said at the Hallwrights’ that night: These people are animals. He’d been sickened by her smug privilege, her complacent cruelty.
         
 
         He saw his and Karen’s world, and all the elements in it that were shallow and competitive, cruel and indifferent, and he thought: I am ready for that world. I will not lose. I will not go back.
         
 
         Karen and Trish were coming in the front door. Karen was all smiles, holding Trish’s handbag. He faced them.
         
 
         ‘Where’s Roza?’ he asked.
 
         ‘She’s back with David now. They’re going to have lunch, and then wait for the evening. I’m going to collect Graeme and join them … ooh ow.’ Trish limped past him down the hall, hanging onto the arm of a thin little man, his face all lined with smoker’s wrinkles. ‘Ooh, nearly there, Ted,’ she said, as he lowered her off his arm and she sank grunting onto a sofa, massaging her ankle. ‘I tripped over some sort of flowerpot, darling. Done me ankle. Had to get Ted to hold me up.’
         
 
         Elke came downstairs. Under the light her hair glowed with reddish points. The room was full of soft shadows, and Simon saw many reflections of himself move across the surface of a polished lamp. Outside in the garden the dreamy rain fell.
         
 
         Drawing up a chair, he gently raised Trish’s foot and rested it on a cushion while he felt her ankle. ‘Does it hurt here? Here? Just bruised, I’d say.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you, doctor,’ she said, settling back against the plump sofa.
         
 
         He fixed his face into a smile. ‘The sun’s just about over the yardarm. And today’s the Big Day. Let me make you a nice anaesthetic. One for the road, Ted?’ he said to Trish’s driver. ‘Have a seat, mate.’ The little man nodded and perched gingerly on the edge of a chair.
         
 
         Simon went to the drinks cabinet and drew out four polished glasses. Two glasses lightly touched with a crystalline ping. They listened.
         
 
         He looked at Trish. But we are all animals, he thought.
 
         
                

         
 
         Up in the master bedroom, Roza was brushing her hair. She stared out with a fixed expression. In the courtyard below the cars were lined up and a policeman had been stationed at the gate to monitor the people who’d been walking curiously up and down the street all morning, slowing to peer in through the fence.
         
 
         Behind her David said, ‘Roza, stop doing that and listen.’
 
         She turned, holding the brush.
 
         He took it from her and tossed it on the bed. He said formally, ‘This is it now, Roza.’
  
         A flash of laughter crossed her face. ‘Yes, it is.’
         
 
         He came close. ‘We’re in this together. I need to rely on you.’
 
         She met his gaze, and her expression was tender, mocking. ‘You can.’
         
 
         ‘No, I really need to rely on you. This isn’t a game, Roza.’ His voice deepened, ‘I’m going to be the prime minister.’
         
 
         ‘Yes. You are.’
         
 
         He gripped her elbow and put his forehead against hers. ‘Don’t give me your coy little laugh and your bullshit. Do you think you can patronise me?’
         
 
         She pulled away from him. ‘Get off. You’re hurting me. I know what’s going on. I’m going to be the prime minister’s wife. Yes, you can rely on me.’
         
 
         ‘Things have got to change, Roza.’
 
         ‘Stop saying my name like that. Roza. Roza,’ she imitated him.
         
 
          
         He made an effort to control himself, walking deliberately to the bedroom door and closing it, and advancing on her again. ‘Things have got to change. You’ve been meeting this ex-policeman, this Marden. I know you met him through your work, I know you’ve just given him some editing advice. But you can’t do it any more. You cannot be seen or publicly associated with that person.’
         
 
         She waved her hand dismissively.
 
         ‘And you can’t see Tamara Goldwater.’
 
         Roza rounded on him, looking frightened.
 
         Now he had her attention, and he allowed an ominous little pause to play out before adding, ‘Do you know what that creature has been saying about you?’
         
 
         She seemed to shrink into herself, balling her fists together under her chin and muttering, ‘I don’t care about her.’
         
 
         ‘Well, you should. She’s not discreet. Roza, you’ve got to understand we need each other now. You’ve got to help me.’
         
 
         There was a short silence. Her face was suddenly bitter. ‘If I created some scandal, if I disgraced you, shocked you, you would divorce me.’
         
 
         He stared at her. ‘No.’
 
         ‘No?’ she laughed, pacing, biting her nails.
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘But your …’ She stopped and picked up the brush, playing nervously with it, pressing the bristles hard into her forearm.
         
 
         He looked extraordinarily tired. Turning up his palms he said,
 
         ‘If you damage me, if you ruin me politically, well …’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Well, we’re very rich, darling. It’s not like I need the salary. I’d find something else to do.’
         
 
         Roza sank down on the bed and shook her head. ‘I don’t believe it.’ She chucked the brush across the room. ‘I don’t believe you.’
         
 
          
         He sat beside her. ‘I love you more than anything. Can’t you tell? I put up with everything.’
         
 
         She screwed her head around, looked at him with a strange, intent expression. ‘You put up with everything?’
         
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         They sat side by side. ‘You wouldn’t divorce me?’
 
         His voice was heavy, exhausted. ‘Well, I can’t keep you prisoner here if you want to leave. But I don’t want you to.’ He turned to her. ‘I can’t live without you.’
         
 
         She thought for a moment. ‘Even if I told you something strange or shocking.’
         
 
         ‘No matter what. You’re constantly strange and shocking.’
         
 
         Roza fell back on the bed. ‘Ohh.’ Her laughter was wild. She sat up again, abruptly. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.
         
 
         ‘There’s no need to say sorry.’ He put his arm around her. ‘I mean it. I can’t live without you. I’d die. I’d have to take the children with me. It’d be a bloodbath.’ He grinned; he always made a joke when he was serious.
         
 
         Roza looked into his eyes, searching his expression, and he met her stare, felt the hunger in it.
         
 
         She said, ‘People have been spying on me. Trish Ellison.’
 
         He shrugged. ‘Don’t worry about the Ellisons. They’re a necessary evil.’
         
 
         She gasped, laughed. ‘A necessary evil? That’s rich. They’ve got you to where you are.’
         
 
         ‘Well, yeah. But I’ve got them to this point too. And it’s us that matters. Us two.’
         
 
         She looked at him. ‘What a strange thing. Us two.’
 
         He said gently, ‘Shall we go down and face lunch? Us two, and fifty of our closest friends?’
         
 
         ‘Yes.’ She got up and went to the mirror, putting on make-up and fixing her hair while he sat on the bed and watched, and when she was ready they looked at themselves in the glass with an almost embarrassed wariness and pleasure as if they’d only just recently met, and she said, ‘Well, that’s a ridiculous-looking couple,’ and he put his arms around her, kissing her satirically on the cheek. He stepped back and gestured towards the door. ‘At least you look lovely. Now, shall we get on with it?’
         
 
         ‘Ready when you are.’ She wiggled her toes into a pair of stilettos that added to her imposing height, and he followed her, limping down the stairs.
         
 
         He watched her as she crossed the room to greet the group gathered out by the pool. He saw her talk and laugh, put a graceful hand up to hold back her hair as she bent to listen to Graeme, who was sitting in a chair with a rug over his knees; he watched her shake her head as wine was offered, clap her hands and smile when someone made a joke and the group all laughed with a slightly edgy heartiness. He saw how the men were strongly attracted to her but wary and cautious, how the women eyed her covertly, checking every inch of her tall, lithe figure and her costly outfit, how they hated her a little and were ready to pounce on any scrap of gossip about her, yet yearned to be close and to claim her friendship.
         
 
         He watched her from across the room as they assembled for the lunch, which was slightly chaotic, with Jung Ha marshalling the staff and an undignified scramble for the buffet food. Roza drank water and picked at her food. Trish sat next to her, a fond hand on Roza’s arm, patting and stroking her.
         
 
         Roza flirted and joked with the man sitting next to her. Her pallor and her air of wry, frozen amusement had gone, and she rolled up her sleeves and put her elbow on the table, resting her chin on her hand. As David walked past the table, on his way to a cigar outside, he raised his eyebrows at her, comradely, and she flushed and looked down, smiling.
         
 
         Trish put down her glass. She caught David’s eye. A look passed between them.
         
 
         Trish gave David a tiny, barely perceptible nod.
 
         
                

         
 
         That evening they left the house in a large convoy. There was a crowd at the gate waiting to see them pull out, and as they drove through it Roza and David waved and then turned and said at the same time, wryly smiling, ‘The royal wave.’ They drove at a stately pace along a causeway and Roza looked at the city lights shining on the dark, brimming water of an estuary. She felt that their lives were ending, that it was the end of their old selves. She had resisted the idea of change, had wanted everything to stay the same, but now a fatalistic calm came over her and she felt as though she were letting go, allowing something momentous to happen to herself; it was, she thought, looking at the dark water beyond the lights, like being swept out there towards the sea, ceasing the struggle and letting the currents take her where they would. There was something exhilarating in the letting go. She wondered how David felt. After tonight, would he become a stranger? No, she thought, he would be no more strange than he already was — everyone was a stranger, even loved ones — he would simply be altered, and she would only have to add to her present idea of him. He had seemed to her, just in the last few hours, to have become calmer and steelier, and yet a furious energy radiated in his blue eyes, and she thought suddenly, But I can be equal to it. I can be equal to that power.
         
 
         She remembered wondering whether marrying him had been just a way of surviving. What she’d always wanted was to be sure he wouldn’t leave her. She wanted to know they would be together forever; she would have roped him to her if she could — and wasn’t that love? Now they would truly be bound together, and she could face the future without worrying and hiding and subterfuge, and he would have to accept whatever facts she presented him with. In the darkness of the car, Roza smiled.
         
 
         At the electorate headquarters they sat through the hours, watching the results coming in on the TV screens. The room was filled with blue balloons, the light was garish and the cheers went up in waves. Safe seats were falling. It was a landslide, a rout. Halfway through the evening it was clear that David’s party had won; the only question now was by how much. Roza sat with the children, drinking lemonade and watching David as he moved around the room. She’d had a hairdresser come to the house in the afternoon, she was wearing a designer outfit and she looked more glamorous than she had for weeks. Her expression was dreamy and faraway. Trish’s face had turned red with excitement and her hair stood up in blonde corkscrews. Graeme gasped and hacked beside her, a lock of grey hair falling over one eye, rising after each coughing fit with the same indomitable, gap-toothed grin.
         
 
         At one point David sat down next to Roza, took a sip of her lemonade and squeezed her hand. A significant result was announced and the crowd in the room turned to them and cheered. Roza looked at a wall of hot, beaming faces. She saw open mouths, mad hair, wild eyes. The sound roared in her ears. She moved close to David, clutching his arm and he turned, concerned, saying something she couldn’t hear; he looked at her, expecting to see panic — she was holding his arm so tightly he could feel her nails — but what he saw made him pause, surprised. She was smiling, and her expression was one of anarchic delight.
         
 
         ‘You’ve done it,’ she said to him, and her eyes burned. She looked ferocious.
         
 
         David blinked. He stood and acknowledged the cheers, then glanced down at Roza and put out his hand, and she stood up too. The cheers intensified. Roza turned slowly, scanning the faces, and slowly put her hand up to her hair. In her beauty, in the way she appeared on the brink of an explosion of feeling, in the radiant way she acknowledged the crowd, drawing energy from it like a drug, David found something almost frightening. At the same time he was exhilarated — he’d done it, and look at Roza Hallwright, his wife, just look at her.
         
 
         It wasn’t long before he was ushered into a quiet room to take the call. He acknowledged the prime minister’s concession, exchanged pleasantries, put down the phone and winked at Graeme. They went to the door, and Graeme stepped aside with a flourish to let David pass.
         
 
         Outside in the hall, pandemonium. The cheering, red-faced revellers, stumbling among the squeaky balloons.
         
 
         
                

         
 
         Roza and David went into a side room and stood looking at each other. Her expression was electric. ‘You’ve done it,’ she said again. ‘You’ll be prime minister, and for a long time — maybe three terms.’
         
 
         ‘We’ve both done it,’ he said, but she held up her hand and rushed on. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve made any of it difficult for you but it’s all changed now. I’ll be with you, I’ll help you, and I see now, I see how we’re in it together. We’re locked together — everything I do affects you. And there are things I want, things I have to have, if we’re going to succeed. I want so many things. I want to be a mother. Not just a stepmother, a mother. And a good one.’
         
 
         ‘A mother,’ he repeated. They stared at each other and both smiled, as if at some savage private joke.
         
 
         Trish appeared with a theatrical little scream. ‘Roza, there you are, I’ve been looking for you everywhere, darling. Are you exhausted? Are you quivering with nerves? Come and sit with me while we wait for the cars.’
         
 
         Roza turned.
 
         
         ‘Thank you for all your help, Trish,’ she said. ‘David and I are very grateful. We’ll be out in a minute.’
         
 
         Trish opened her mouth. She looked at David, appealing to him, but he only raised his eyebrows at Roza, and turned indifferent eyes on Trish. Roza came forward. Her face was a mask.
         
 
         ‘Thank you, Trish,’ she said, and closed the door in her face.

         
                

         
 
         They were due to leave for the City Convention Centre, where David would make his victory speech. The cars were lined up, and they waited for the signal from the big men in suits with wires in their ears before moving out into the courtyard. The wind had got up and the bushes at the edge of the asphalt tossed and tossed as the big car cruised out, and Roza felt a deep agitation and excitement welling up, as though she were emerging into the light after some long, dark, anxious vigil. Beside her David talked into his phone, tracing a line across the seat back with his forefinger. He said, ‘Obviously. I’m going to tell them all the things they want to hear.’
         
 
         Roza, dreaming, far away in her own thoughts, didn’t listen but watched the streets flash by until they reached the edge of the central city, and now the convoy was slowed by crowds and cars, there were shouts, blasts of car horns, and as they got nearer to the convention centre they were suddenly surrounded by people clapping and pointing and even, as the space got narrower, banging on the doors and waving placards; there were flashbulbs and a camera crew spilling off the pavement into their path. Roza straightened up, was that? — yes it was, Ray Marden, standing on the kerb, and Roza caught his eye and was going to put her hand against the glass but stopped herself as the light outside exploded around her with white camera flashes. And then they were through, and passing down into an underground car park, where they waited until all of the convoy had arrived.
         
 
         The children had ridden with Graeme and Trish; now they came across looking subdued and faintly terrified, in their best clothes. They walked up the stairs and stopped at a door, from behind which they could hear the roar of voices; there was a quick regrouping by the security men and the door was pushed open and the sound became deafening as they moved through the crowd that surged forward alarmingly, forcing the security men to link arms around them and push them through, Izzy frightened and clinging to David’s arm and young Michael looking amazed as the streamers rained down, covering their shoulders, and the balloons went up and blew crazily over their heads and loud music thumped from a bank of speakers around the stage. It seemed as if they would never get through, but finally they were making their way up the steps and onto the stage, David standing at the podium and Roza, Izzy and Michael lined up behind him, each pulling the streamers off shoulders and sleeves and gazing, stunned and wondering, into the glare of a hundred blazing white lights.
         

         
                

         
 
         Simon and Karen and the three children stood in the front row and listened to David Hallwright’s speech. Karen whooped and cheered and clapped. At Hallwright’s first sentence the crowd had gone berserk. The noise was deafening, and Simon barely heard the speech: it was the usual mangled phrasing and garbled words, but injected now with hoarse triumph. Simon couldn’t take his eyes off Roza. She stood behind Hallwright, her hands on the shoulders of his two children, and seemed to absorb the applause, her eyes shining, her expression radiant. She was calm and elegant but her eyes were exultant, burning. She squared her shoulders and tossed back her hair. She looked down, caught Simon’s eye and inclined her head gracefully. Simon stared while beside him Karen bounced up and down, letting out thrilled shrieks.
         
 
         The speech ended and the crowd surged forward. There was a long moment when the Lampton family was caught up in the crush and couldn’t move, but gradually the crowd started to break up and they were able to move towards the Hallwrights, dragged by Karen, who had an iron grip on Marcus and Elke and was determined to offer her congratulations. Hallwright stood in a pool of bright television lights. All around him the blue balloons were popping.
         
 
         Karen reached the group around Hallwright and began to wait to get through, but it was impossible, of course; he was surrounded by those big security men and would be occupied for hours with journalists and with his people, and she would have to wait for the after-party that would take place later on one of the floors above, for which David and Roza Hallwright had sent the Lampton family passes, along with a handwritten personal note; Karen had it propped up on the mantelpiece and returned to it several times a day, to open and read it to herself, as though to make sure it was real.
         

         
                

         
 
         Simon stood before a vast plate glass window, looking out at the city spread below him and beyond it the black water of the harbour, glittering here and there with reflected light. It was three o’clock in the morning, and the sky was crossed with long delicate skeins of black cloud. The waning moon seemed to turn its white forehead towards the sea, making Simon feel, dizzily, that the whole sky was tilting, and the cars flowed over the harbour bridge in streams of wriggling light. He was sipping a glass of wine, one of many; he had lost count. The party had been in full triumphal swing for hours, and showed no sign of slowing down. There was an elderly band that had started off sedate but had now moved into creaky rock’n’roll covers, and various overheated party people were making spectacles of themselves on the dance floor.
         
 
         The Hallwrights had been for some time in the corner furthest from the band, and there was the usual queue that pretended not to be a queue waiting to see and congratulate them. He had tried half-heartedly to get in, but had given up after a couple of attempts, and had returned to the window. The various children and teenagers had formed their own circle on a group of chairs in another corner, and were conferring and flirting over their soft drinks, although one little pair, a boy and a girl, had fallen asleep together on a couch, their mouths stained with something bright orange and their hair speckled with glitter.
         
 
         He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned, ‘Roza. Congratulations,’ he said.
 
         She offered her cheek and he leaned forward. In her heels she was nearly as tall as he was.
         
 
         ‘He’s done it,’ she said.
 
         ‘We knew he would. Although,’ he said, surprising himself, ‘I voted Labour.’
         
 
         She was unmoved. ‘You told me you would, remember?’ She added, sardonically, ‘Anyway, it doesn’t mean much, since you’re here.’
         
 
         He was stung by her tone, but she was right. Here he was. And he’d given so much money …
         
 
         She said, ‘Why should I care if you said you were going to vote Labour? It made me like you — you were different from all these people.’ She gestured carelessly at the room. ‘I always liked you, and now, you’re part of … the people I love.’
         
 
         ‘The people you love,’ he repeated. ‘Roza …’
 
         He thought, I loved you before I met you.
 
         She said, ‘Everything’s going to change. I came to tell you I’ve made a decision. I’m going to speak to Karen, about Elke.’
         
 
         He dipped his head, bracing himself. ‘We’ll have to think about this. How to manage.’
         
 
         ‘I want to do something now.’
 
         
         He grabbed her wrist. ‘Now? No.’
 
         The feeling swelled in her eyes. She moved close to him and said rapidly, ‘We have to face up to it. And when we do we’ll always be connected. We’ll have each other.’
         
 
         He had her firmly by the wrist. ‘You need to think about it. You can’t say anything now. Elke is part of our family. Karen will be …’
         
 
         She broke in, ‘If you and I act together you’ll always have Elke. You’ll never lose her. I told you, as soon as the election was over, I’d be able to do something. Look at Karen. We’ve won. And now I’m going to give her more.’
         
 
         He could see it seemed to her completely logical: she’d promised it would come out after the election, and now here they were and she was elated, as if David’s win had made everything possible and she could have anything she wanted.
         
 
         He said, ‘What are you going to do to us?’
 
         They were surrounded by people, it was hot, the band was pumping out music, the noise in the room was jangling and loud. She spoke in his ear; he was close to her cheek, her face, her hair. He listened, and every time she pulled away he gripped her wrist harder but she kept talking and eventually he stopped protesting and just listened and then, quite suddenly, she pulled free.
         
 
         He saw her reach Karen, saw Karen turn and stand on tiptoe to kiss Roza, beaming, congratulating, flattered to be singled out, and Roza’s pale face as she bent and began to talk rapidly in Karen’s ear.
         
 
         Karen’s expression went glazed. Roza carried on talking; she was consumed with energy, she was the Fury again, the beauty with the pitiless eyes. Karen stepped back, smiling vaguely. Roza advanced on her, still talking. Karen listened, nodding automatically, then Roza moved away, and Karen began pushing through the crowd towards Simon.
         
 
         He came to meet her. 
 
         
         ‘I suppose we’d better go,’ she said.
 
         ‘What did Roza say?’
 
         She gave him a patronising look. She hesitated.
 
         ‘Oh, nothing,’ she said.
 
         ‘Karen!’
 
         She raised her eyes. ‘Nothing to do with you. She’s invited me to their house, that’s all. She’s got some proposal, an idea. As soon as we can get together.’ She hid an excited smile behind her hand.
         
 
         With difficulty they rounded up the children, quelled the girls’ arguing and moved to the door. The music pulsed around them; as they passed the dance floor they were bumped and buffeted by the crowd. Karen had Marcus by one hand and an arm around Elke’s shoulder. Simon took Claire by the elbow and towed her through the crush of bodies.
         
 
         He thought of himself the moment before, holding Roza’s wrist, Roza talking then pulling away. He thought of the things she’d said to him and how he’d leaned close to her cheek and her hair, and closed his eyes and felt her body almost touching his, and how he’d listened to what she was telling him, to all the things he wanted to hear.
         
 
         And he wished, and would always wish, that he’d held onto her, that he hadn’t allowed himself to let go.
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