
Introducing—

WANDA
a

tale told by an Idiot,
Full of Sound and Fury
Signifying Nothing ...

BUT HEY—it’s got it all: booze, sex, violence, 
lust, the pangs of unrequited love, men 
running around with guns, jealousy, singing 
telegrams, the Commander ... even Mrs 
Beaton’s unrivalled recipes, and little tweeter 
things you blow with a feather on the end 
that go squeak ...
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Prologue

Tennyson! 

Why is it always blasted Tennyson? 

“He heard the deep behind him, and a cry before—” 

The only cry here at this time will be coming from me. Actually 
I’m tending more towards gibber than cry—

“His own thought drove him, like a goad—” 

Memo to self: if  ever I get away from here, look up goad. 
Suddenly it’s become important to know what a goad is, for some 
reason I keep thinking of  small horny things with hair.

In the deep behind me nothing stirs. 

Nothing disturbs the sunlit morning tranquility of  the woods 
but the rasping blast of  my desperately muffled breath … is 
wooded silence good or bad when a man with a song in his heart, 
enigmatic smile on his lips, and loaded gun in his hand is searching 
for you?

My own gun barrel droops. Oops, I must remember to keep it 
up. Safety thingie in — or is that out? Damn. Of  all the stupid 
things I’ve done lately this really takes the cake. If  my blasted cat 
hadn’t been so insistent I’d never have gotten out of  bed (memo: 
next time let Pu make his own breakfast).

Somewhere in the trees behind me a sparrow falls and I’m 
aware of  it. Goody, omnipotent now as well as stupid. Or should 
that be omniscient? Moot point, my attention is taken by a 
movement in the bushes behind me — hah, you don’t catch a Wanda 
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that easily … I spin and raise the barrel of  my gun just as my legs 
slip out from under and I slide silently screaming down three 
metres of  muddy bank butt-first into richly aromatic goo. Cows 
have forded this creek recently, how nice.

Somewhere overhead my unseen adversary chuckles. His noisy 
confidence doesn’t augur well for my prospects, I suspect that I 
now have just moments before he comes down to finish me off. My 
own weapon lies where it fell at the top of  the bank — marvellous, 
Wanda, now he has two, well done.

Inches from my toes a dark head breaks the surface. 

For a long moment a slimy face stares into mine, then the eel 
departs as quietly as he came, leaving me to ponder how the hell I 
got into this mess …
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ENTER WANDA

I’m Wanda. My surname, for which I’ve already suffered 
quite enough dates back to the Vikings and is pronounced 
something like ‘Loost’. 

Appearance?

Man-bait, dammit. Gorgeous long black hair, creamy complexion 
to die for and eyes so dark I’ve often been compared to Helen of  
Troy and once to rissoles in the snow (by a dyslexic chef); slender, 
graceful — the whole bit.

I hail from the wrong end of  town. The end where middle class 
makes its final transition to hinterlands of  weary clapboard, and 
deceased cars lie flat on their backs. Wooden spoon country. 

To the initiated this will explain why I so desperately want out; 
I’ve done wooden spoon, now I ache for the taste of  silver. Not the 
“three bedrooms, two point five Rottweilers and a kid” that 
represents the pinnacle of  social ambition in our suburb. I want—
no, I yearn … no, dammit, I burn, desperately, for more. Much 
more.

And I’ll get it. 

I’m educated, to a degree. Oops, delete degree. I transited the 
school system, taken in wide-eyed and innocent at age five and 
spat out a decade later with the freebie certificate and expert in 
avoiding ambush-gropes. Especially at high school.

It was at high school that I acquired my abiding love of  books. 
I adore books, I’m passionate about books, the bigger the better 

CONTENTS! Page 6



(it’s amazing how Websters from shoulder height can shift a 
footballer’s priorities from cute little Wanda to his own foot).

When I left high school I considered the options (few) for my 
future (bleak) and made the (cold, easy, rational) decision to 
capitalise on my few assets. Okay, I have sex appeal and I know it 
— sue me.

I’m going to marry wealth. 

Great wealth. Whoever said that money can’t buy happiness 
never lived in my childhood — and if  it can’t, at least the monied 
can be miserable in comfort.

Just for now I keep body and soul together by representing real 
estate on the prosperous North Shore where I rent a unit in a 
backwater Close in the upmarket Bays area. Commissions on sales 
are bigger here, and the hunting much better for a raven-haired 
little opportunist.

Unfortunately the competition is fiercer, too. Some ladies use 
every asset at their disposal to lay a listing, clinch a commission or 
screw a sale. And I do mean every asset.

*    *    *

 There’s something wrong. 

The office of  Sha Kee’s Real Estate should be buzzing with the 
sound of  people chasing their buck. Instead all is silence except for 
the haphazard peck peck peck of  Raewyn’s keyboard.
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I flip my sunglasses up to their alternate perch and step inside. 
Other than Raewyn Parkinson expanding her time to fill the work 
available, the place is empty.

Quick glance left, all cubicles are vacant. Phones are on auto, 
screen-saving images dance endless circles. I fire a glance into Sha 
Kee’s office, there’s nobody home. Scan right, no-one at the copy 
machine, a bad sign. There’s always a line of  twitching people, just 
slightly smaller than the line for the coffee machine.

Raewyn looks up with an illicit ciggie dangling from her hard-
case lips (Sha Kee doesn’t allow smoking). She has mouse-short 
hair styled by a maniac with a razor (or by a maniac with a mower, 
I never like to ask). She also has grey eyes that rarely blink, a black 
belt in aikido and a Doctorate from the University of  Hard 
Knocks. No-one knows where Sha Kee found her but since being 
with us she’s bloomed. 

And now she’s giving me that ‘Why are you here, why aren’t 
you out selling’ look. Again.

I step inside and flash her my ‘Gee, I’m pleased to see you, 
aren’t you pleased to see me?’ smile. 

She doesn’t buy it. 

The ciggie bounces up and down. 

‘Why aren’t you at The Point with the others?’

Raewyn has this thing about sales staff, she thinks they should 
be out pushing property somewhere, not loafing in the office. 
That’s her job. She also fields incoming phone calls and types the 
contracts. She keeps the coffee going too, the place wouldn’t 
function without her.
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‘The Point—?’

‘Mansion. Sonia passed the word on, didn’t she?’

That explains a whole heap. Whatever’s going on, if  Sonia 
were meant to pass the word we can be reasonably certain (at least 
two hundred percent) that it will happen without me.

Sonia has swirling long blonde hair, big blue eyes, a figure to 
kill for and painted fingernails that drive men nuts. She is the 
embodiment of  baby-faced innocence with a vulturine nature of  
pure essence of  blistergall. She has an unblinking eye for the main 
chance and never misses a trick. She drives a Bigfoot 4WD (“Men 
just freak when they see this huge wagon drive up, the door opens 
and itsy-bitsy little me pops out”) with all mod cons including a 
double bed and cocktail bar. She’s small enough to arouse men’s 
protective instincts but needs as much protection from life as a 
rabid pit bull on a boneless-chicken farm. Sonia is the top-gun 
sales lady, ultra sharp; and she regards me as some kind of  mental 
aberration on the part of  Sha Kee that will one day be rectified. 
Her driving ambition is to get me rectified.

‘I see—’ the ciggie bounces thoughtfully, ‘—the Mansion. Call 
came in half  an hour ago. Owner wants to sell so he’s called a 
competitive listing. All the agencies are up there right now. You’d 
better hustle if  you want to be in with a chance.’

The Mansion is every real estate person’s dream. It’s stuck by 
itself  on the end of  Kismet Point, surrounded on three sides by 
sea, overlooking the Bays from a vantage atop unclimbable cliffs. 
The building is mostly glass and very private. We’re looking at 
millions, here, with an ultra juicy commission for whoever sells the 
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place. Just listing it buys a whole new outfit and several wild nights 
on the town.

Dream on, Wanda. The cream of  the Shore’s agencies will be 
up there right now chasing and drooling. Competitive means that 
only one agency picks the plum and the whole of  Sha Kee’s is 
already hot on the scent. Hell, every agent in the Bays will be up 
there already or homing in.

*     *     *
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MANSION

My bright red ancient Mk ll Jaguar (the Brute) howls back 
from warp-speed to join the tail end of  a long line of  parked 
Beamers, Mercs, Rovers, an imported Italian Fairmilia and a 
goodly selection of  wheels from the Shore’s classier showrooms. 
There’s nowhere left to park in the driveway so I zip onto the 
beautifully manicured lawn and swerve into the shade under a 
leafy tree. 

No-one will object. 

The tyre marks hardly show and I only lightly clipped the park-
bench seat. Anyway, it was a dumb place to leave a bench seat. I 
make a mental note to stand it back up again later, after I find it, 
in the meantime I must rush.

Sonia’s Bigfoot 4WD, I note as I race along the drive, is almost 
on the Mansion’s front steps. First here, lucky her. Fortunately the 
huge wooden doors have been left ajar but I still get the feeling of  
being watched by unseen eyes as I skitter across the highly polished 
marble floor.

It takes precious seconds to stand the little wooden table back 
up after sliding at least ten yards across the atrium on a rug that 
no-one had the foresight to nail down. Whoa, Wanda, time out — 
breathe. 

Gasp gasp

Well done, now you may panic.

There’s a voice holding court somewhere off  to my right. 
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Oh, goody. If  they’re this close then maybe I haven’t missed 
much, my fashionable heels slide for traction as I go into overdrive.

The door opens onto a gorgeous tiled patio — who in his right 
blasted mind would polish blasted terracotta tiles — a Siamese cat 
watches without a word as I slide gracefully into one of  a pair of  
huge potted palms in huger terracotta pots on a waist-high 
balustrade. Newton’s laws kick in — or is it the Law of  
Conservation of  Momentum? Moot point, I stop dead but the 
palm takes up my initial velocity and disappears in my original 
direction.

Oops.

After several heartbeats there’s a loud crash below. 

I take time out, only slightly winded and with both hands 
holding the balustrade to look up, this view alone is worth murder. 
Far out to sea distant white fluffs of  cumulus ride the warm ocean 
breezes above masses of  wine-dark waters punctuated with the 
sparkle of  waves as they toss diamonds to the wheeling gulls. (I just 
adore real estate.)

Closer at hand a multitude of  gasps is overridden by the crisp 
tones of  an educated man’s beautifully modulated voice, barely 
pausing in its dynamic delivery. Down there, below my line of  
sight, someone who’s just had a Near-Death-Experience is boldly 
continuing where no man has gone before.

And what a voice — rowf !

Shivers chase up and down my spine. Something primeval stirs 
me deep inside, a warm feeling diffuses through my lower 
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stomach. I must sight the owner of  these tones, my bell is being 
rung and I like the sound. I scent rich.

I relax my grip on the parapet and sidle along to where the cat 
is watching in silence. A nonchalant animal, he doesn’t mind one 
bit and peers down my blouse as I lean over him to peek through 
the foliage of  the now singular potted palm.

It’s a scene from Gone With The Wind down there. 

Never in the field of  human real estate has so luxurious a 
private patio been graced by so many different hues of  blazer. The 
scarlet of  Sha Kee Real Estate forms a phalanx at centre with Sha 
Kee’s sloe eyes riveted on something just beyond my vision. 
Beyond her I see the bright blue blazers of  Hawke’s Realty milling 
around Donald Hawke; further out the breeze-catching form-
clinging floaty filmy pink dresses of  Aphro’s Properties cluster 
round Serena like butterflies. Scattered among the many blotches 
of  colour are a few nondescripts in mufti, the independents. All in 
all a good turnout. 

How do I join?

Absently I scrunch the cat’s ears, he purrs, his head comes 
round and surveys all of  which he is currently monarch. He’s the 
coldest feline with the harshest fur I’ve ever fondled and noisy 
arthritis but I guess Siamese are like that.  My own Pu is of  the 
independent-ginger variety. His purr can be deafening and his 
flatulence once dropped a duck in mid quack but he’s all mine. I 
adore him. And he’s a lot warmer than this beast.

I move back the way I came and down some stairs in time to 
join the tail end of  a gathering of  utterly focussed real estate 
people. You can feel the daggers being sharpened. Sonia is there, 
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drooling at full throttle, her red jacket almost in the groin of  the 
man currently holding centre stage on some steps with one elegant 
shoe planted on a large piece of  a recently deceased terracotta pot.

And what a man. 

Tall, dark, slim, elegant in an understated grey business suit 
with a maroon tie; he’s effortlessly describing the property in tones 
precisely pitched. His clear grey eyes reflect the suit, his voice is 
like resonating echoes of  Brahm’s Lullaby laced with undertones 
of  1812; redolent of  summer honey, throbbing bee song and rising 
sap.

The level gaze sweeps back and forth across the spellbound 
host, now it sweeps over me, passes — stops, flickers back and 
locks on, briefly; my knees turn to jelly and there is a warmth 
pulsing through my body.

Dammit, I’m drooling again.

Now we’re moving. We follow him through a wide archway 
into who-knows-what. Sonia is now almost in his pocket, the harlot 
has grabbed — no, relax, just touched — his arm.

I lose them for a moment while I skitter on stray parts of  an ex-
potted palm but manage to catch myself  without falling and run 
after them.

Amazing how so many people can disappear without trace. It 
has to be one arched doorway of  three.

Logic says take the centre one, Wanda. 

Intuition says it could be either of  the outers, whereas a 
lifetime’s experience drily advises that whichever door Wanda 
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picks it will be wrong. So Wanda picks both the two outers and 
dives quickly through the centre. Cute.

Dive, of  course, means to “plunge headfirst, especially into 
water, with controlled grace”.

Controlled grace doesn’t enter into it. I describe a very 
uncontrolled and somewhat graceless arc as I sail into empty space 
and feel the familiar sinking sensation in the pit of  my stomach. 
My ears catch the sound of  admiring gasps just before waters close 
with a thunderclap over my head.

Yes, dive is the operative word, well done.

Of  course the first thing I see on breaking the surface is Sonia’s 
delight. It’s so nice to make someone’s day.

I strike out for the uninhabited far side of  the pool to make my 
anonymous escape but before I achieve flank speed the elegant 
man calls and beckons me. While I tread water to consider the 
options one foot casually informs that somewhere far astern a shoe 
must now be bobbing. Great, the Lady of  the Lake meets 
Cinderella. There’s no escape, I’m trapped, but I’d really much 
rather that Prince Charming let me drown in peace than fish me 
out.

The bastard fishes me out.

So gallant. Not a hint of  a giggle on his handsome face — 
shock, horror, dismay all round, of  course; and giggles, guffaws, 
hoots, side-slapping merriment — the whole gamut of  human 
sympathy writ large upon the face of  the multitude (and me 
without a single loaf  or fish). 
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He plops me gently on my bot at the side of  the pool. He’s too 
well-bred to shout things like stand back and give her air.

‘Are you alright, Miss—?’ 

That voice — rowf ! 

Thank heavens I’d left my distinctive Sha Kee blazer behind, I 
can ignore the implied question. Dammit, my collar squelches as I 
miserably nod yes. I’ve had better days.

Sha Kee catches my eye. She’s not looking too overjoyed right 
now and is making ‘get the hell out of  here, don’t catch a cold, do 
not pass ‘GO’, do not collect two hundred currency units; I don’t 
know you, I’ve never seen you before but I’d really love to see you 
later’ gestures. Amazing how much you can get into two or three 
quick flaps of  the hand, albeit discreet ones.

Donald Hawke shoves his way to the front without helping 
anyone else in and hauls me to my feet.

Donald and I go back a long way. 

That’s his imported tailor-made Fairmilia out front, and his 
strong hand currently holding mine. He has blue eyes, shoulders 
like an aurochs and a zillion-dollar smile. We’ve rumpled a few 
sheets in our time and one day we may even do so together; in the 
meanwhile we’re what might be termed friendly rivals in the field 
of  real estate. More than once he’s fed Pu by tossing a toothsome 
titbit my way, and on occasion I’ve washed his socks (figuratively 
speaking). He’d be well worth having but every time it starts 
getting serious something happens to blow out our flames — oops, 
poor wording there, last time I set fire to his house.

CONTENTS! Page 16



He’s too much a gentleman to laugh out loud but his shoulders 
are shaking as he sets me on my feet, points me at the doorway 
through which I made my recent elegant entry and paddles me on 
the butt in that unmistakable gesture which means ‘toddle’. I 
toddle, ears burning as I squelch out; out, out, and away.   

*     *     *
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WET LOOK IS COLD

‘Yes, it’s mine — what of  it?’  

Gritted teeth, I’m in no mood to argue. I just want to get into 
my nice dry Brute and soak his lovely leather seats a little.

The man peering through cupped hands into the interior turns 
at my voice. He’s taller than me, his eyes widen but he schools his 
emotions well. I respect that, it’s not every man who can take so 
calmly the sight of  a one-shoed water-logged five-foot-three 
belligerent banshee with stringy wet black hair smelling faintly of  
Eau de Chlorine.

He smiles, a friendly, affable, pleased-to-make-your-
acquaintance smile, not the hoot I’m expecting. His scruffy jeans 
are tucked into practical boots, a clean but untidy shirt is hanging 
casually outside his jeans. His face is friendly though somewhat 
lived in, he can’t be much older than my own late twenties but he’s 
seen a lot of  miles.

My first impression is bolstered by the potting fork poked 
handle-first into his back pocket and by his proprietary quick 
glance in the general direction of  where a bench seat had, until 
recently, been. If  he’s missing it he doesn’t say anything, and he 
now knows it’s not in my car.

‘Would you like me to back your car onto the drive for you?’ 

It’s the last thing I expect him to say. My mouth puckers like 
I’ve been chewing tinfoil, ungraciously I shake my head. Two 
horizontal lines of  wet appear across the front of  his dark green 
shirt.
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Predictably, his eyes narrow. Men are like that.

His lips go thin. He folds his arms and does the full macho 
body-language bit. With no effort his muscles unite under the shirt 
so that he looks like he’s been wrapped in strings of  sausages. He 
doesn’t move, he’s between me and my car like a rock. Tree. 
Immovable thing.

Obviously he likes my company and wishes to prolong our 
meeting, how sweet. Long seconds pass in silence. 

A minute.

Something has to give and I’m in no mood for frivolity. I storm 
forward, he will step aside or step back; I’ll go over him or I’ll go 
through him, I won’t go around him. 

At least I leave nice big wet patches on his shirt. His hands 
move very fast to grab my elbows and stop me tumbling 
backwards and going down in a wet heap. I’m good at heaps.

‘This is getting us nowhere, Miss Lust.’

‘That’s Loost, dammit—'  Not for the first time I bitterly regret 
my surname.

A gentleman, he lets go.

‘Your name is on the card you left on the dash — nice photo, 
but doesn’t do you credit.’ 

Good, thank heavens for that, he had me worried. As if  I need 
a blasted gardener’s opinion of  Sha Kee’s talent with her ancient 
Box Brownie. Box Brownie? She’s megarich and got that way by 
sheer effort, and by not throwing out things that might still work. 
There’s hope for me yet.
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‘Are you going to step aside, or do I have to slug you?’

It’s like watching the sun come out as the smile spreads across 
his craggy face. There’s no sign of  malice in the dark brown eyes, 
no derision, just a hint of  amusement that makes me think, briefly, 
that perhaps slugging him wouldn’t be a sound tactical move right 
now. In fact, I’m almost sure of  it.

‘I’d really love it if  you’d give me your keys. If  you don’t trust 
me, jump in first, on the passenger side — but I’m not letting you 
drive any more, not on this lawn.’

He has a point, I have to admit.

And perhaps if  I concur he might not mention the unplanned 
vacancy in the park bench department. I open my shoulder bag 
and fish around in my very own portable pool for the keys — 
damn the cheap key ring, it’s rusting already. 

While he tries keys in the lock I discreetly pour water from my 
bag and lose a few saturated tissues and some soggy cards in the 
process. Let ‘em lie, I say, he won’t notice. I hope.

I’d done a brilliant job of  high-speed parking, only just 
uprooting some young and expensive looking bushy foliage. A 
couple of  inches less and they might have survived — but I won’t 
mention them if  he doesn’t. 

He doesn’t.

He does an expert job of  backing us out, sweeping onto the 
amber gravel of  the driveway in one fluid movement. One 
eyebrow arches as he looks at me, a hint of  concern in his eyes.

‘You really belong in a nice warm shower right now—'
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There’s a tickle in my nose.

No, it can’t be happening, not the absolute all-time cliché of  
book, stage, and screen, not to me, I refuse to accept it.

‘CHOOF!’ 

His eyes widen, there’s nothing ladylike about my wholehearted 
sneezes. 

I fire again. My eyes water. The build up to a one-megatonner 
commences; suddenly he’s out of  the car, peering in through the 
open door. His hair streams back from his forehead in the ensuing 
blast.

‘Gesundheit!’

‘Thag you—'

‘You could come up to the house and have a hot shower here, if 
it would help?’

At this moment the only thing that might help would be a 
magnum of  Mr. Walker’s finest or a Colt 45 with a single round 
chambered and right now I’m not fussy.

It’s hay fever of  course, that’s what it is — the incubation of  a 
common cold takes two weeks but allergies are immediate, 
everyone knows that. Even people like me, who’ve never had hay 
fever.

‘No, thag you agade, too kide. I’b sorry to have caused you so 
buch trouble—'

The swine is grinning, dammit, he’s loving this.

CONTENTS! Page 21



‘Actually, I’m regretting letting you go — will you come back 
and have dinner with me tonight?’

‘CHOOF!’

‘Or maybe one night this week?’

Enough of  this farce.

I shake my head, thag hib odce bore for his troubles, apologise 
for the inconvenience I’ve caused and drive sedately off.

I mean to drive sedately off  — the next Ragnarok sneeze 
somehow morphs itself  to my accelerator foot and blasts me away 
down the drive. In the rear vision mirror I catch a quick glimpse of 
him ducking under a fusillade of  dust and gravel.

The bastard is laughing, too.

*     *     *
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ON THE MAT

After the pharmacy my first stop has to be the 
supermarket. I’m almost out of  cat food and Pu, bless his little 
furry socks, has this thing about eating. He’s hooked on it. The 
budget won’t really run so far (my budget never runs, it slithers) 
but a bottle of  something rough and red wouldn’t be wasted either. 
The rougher the better; the way things are shaping up I may not 
be able to taste it.

I didn’t intend to spend quite so long in the supermarket but 
my conscience won’t let me leave without rebuilding the tinned 
beans stack, right in the aisle, for heaven’s sake. You’d think they’d 
have more sense. I put the two most dented tins in the cart and my 
conscience subsides to its usual monotonous background bleat.

The very last person I want to run into as I leave is Sonia.

Or maybe not — she holds an element of  appeal, this time, 
doubled over the bows of  my trundler and gasping like a landed 
squid.

Her eyes glitter as she unwraps her tiny frame from my trolley. 
A pity, she made a damn fine figurehead and I could have used her 
butt to open doors (steel doors, electrified steel doors, red hot 
electrified steel doors …).

‘Sha Kee would really love to see you before you go home, 
Wanda. She asked me to pass the message on if  I saw you … good 
heavens, you’re not going to drink that?’ 

Her horror is genuine. Her lovely eyes are locked on to my two-
litre box of  Woody’s old Gut Liner. Rough reds didn’t come any 
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rougher, if  you want real flavour you can’t go past Woody’s. It’s an 
unpretentious little blast that makes all who come in contact with 
it think immediately of  men with test kits and might-be-pregnant 
camels.

‘Id’s a cookig wide, Sodia. Surely you dough dat?’

Her nose wrinkles in disgust. We all have our little foibles, mine 
is dismaying connoisseurs in any field, Sonia’s is dreaming of  ways 
to eliminate me from Sha Kee’s, or existence, not necessarily in 
that order. Sonia would no more cook with Woody’s than I would 
bathe in it but for different reasons.

‘She said she’ll be at home to you in her office, all day. All 
night, too, if  that’s what it takes. She really would love to see you, 
Wanda, and is quite prepared to wait.’

Sonia is too well bred to gloat, the silver-spoon shows in her 
every offhand gesture. Bitch.

I watch as she oomphs off, her pert little tail swaying to some 
primordial rhythm as she undulates into the supermarket. A 
lingering hint of  something that retails for at least three of  her 
nights per tiny bottle hangs in the air, reminding me I have a date 
with destiny. The hot shower and Woody will just have to wait.

*    *    *

Sha Kee’s eyes widen with concern as I appear miserably 
radiating dampness and steam in the doorway of  her office. I’m 
not dripping on the lovely red carpet, the concern departs as 
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quickly as a rat in a terrier factory and is replaced by an icy blaze 
of  red-hot anger. Nice.

She stands, all five feet zilch of  her. She’s steaming too, the 
glossy black hair falling down her shoulders quivers along with her 
slender frame. Sha Kee has been in real estate since she was knee 
high to a wun fat duk (or whatever they call grasshoppers in the 
old country) and is an expert on human nature. Is it the tightly 
clenched little fists that make me feel she has a lot to say and is 
awaiting the propitious moment?

I feel a build-up coming on, not now, this is hardly the time— 

‘Are you alright, Miss Lust?’

‘—CHOOF!’  

Damn.

Sha Kee wipes her face and passes me the tissue. Honestly I 
don’t know why she puts up with me; some say it’s because she 
doesn’t know how to quit, others that she has an overdeveloped 
sense of  morbid curiosity. She’s always taken an interest in my 
career, deep down she might even like me. Or perhaps I’m good 
sheng phooey — a bit like having a hiccuping dragon in a paper 
house.

Sha Kee takes a deep breath. She seems to be choosing her 
words with care, I can see things turning over in her mind, behind 
that furious inscrutable face. I brace …

Raewyn pops her head in.

‘I said I’m not to be disturbed!’
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Raewyn isn’t put off  by the tone that would freeze the north 
end off  a southbound polar bear.

‘You’ll thank me for it later, Boss, phone for you, private line—’  

Raewyn stares at me. Pity? Sympathy? Disbelief ?

‘—I’ll close the door on our way out, Boss, and make sure she 
can’t get away.’ 

She grabs my hand and pulls me through the door, closing it 
firmly in Sha Kee’s furious face. Thanks a whole heap, Rae, like she 
really needs cranking up a few more notches.

Raewyn leads me to the machine and pours me a lovely hot 
coffee. She still has that enigmatic expression on her face — 
possibly French aristocrats exchanged looks like this while they 
were waiting for Madame Guillotine.

‘You really are all wet! I thought they were tweaking my—'

‘Don’t ask.’

Madame Guillotine isn’t saying much in the office. Her almond 
eyes are big and round, she’s listening, nodding, and seems a trifle 
breathless. Her eyes flick sharply through the glass at me, I 
promptly sneeze and shower Raewyn with coffee — heck, I 
thought aikido black belts had lightning reflexes?

‘Who’s the call frob?’

‘Don’t ask.’  Of  course Raewyn won’t say, but it was worth a 
shot. She finishes sponging down and passes the soggy tissue to 
me, what is this, a conspiracy?

CONTENTS! Page 26



A buzzer flashes on Raewyn’s desk, she hurries over to take an 
incoming. Behind me the door opens, I sense doom approaching 
from astern.

Sha Kee’s voice when it comes is sweetness and light. On a 
scale of  ominous from one to ten this rates at least a fifty. I 
shudder, my cup runneth over, coffee slops onto the vinyl. 

Before I can bend to sponge it up with the soggy tissue I am 
dragged back into The Office.

*     *     *
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SINGING TELES

Luxury is falling into a cesspit and coming up smelling of  
roses with a magnum of  Dom Peignoir clutched firmly in each 
hand and a diamond in your teeth. No, delete that. It’s how I feel 
right now but it defines relief  better than luxury.

The current luxury is soft snuggly sheets on all sides and the 
squelch of  warm water as I roll over in my king-size waterbed to 
look at the clock, knowing that I’m excused duties for the next 
week or however long it takes to get me firing on all cylinder once 
more. The luxury I feel is that it’s been two days since I last snoze 
and my head is clear at long last (when a ‘flu strikes it’s a bit like 
making love—I’m left with all four paws up in the air and making 
little whimpering noises).

Soon I’ll be able to stagger out of  bed and run a broom 
through the house, force some shampoo through my sweat-matted 
locks and freshen up a bit. I’ll slap the battery back in my 
cellphone and put the landliner back on its hook. I’ll take time to 
boot up the computer and read my e-mails, and see if  there’s any 
new fax messages. I’ll clear out a week’s worth of  cans and find Pu 
something other than Woof  (‘the dog food they ask for’) to eat. 
Okay, so I have dyslexic hands in supermarkets, I certainly meant 
cat food. Thank heavens the previous owner of  my apartment had 
thought to put a cat-flap in, Woof  does weird things to cats.

The relief  is because not only do I still have a desk, I’m golden-
girl of  the month. Heck, of  the decade, and as happy as I was to 
accept the accolades I didn’t feel like trying to figure out how or 
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why. The ‘flu makes me fatalistic — so the listing I’d blown out of  
the water came to Sha Kee’s after all, whoopee poop.

We scored The Mansion. 

Boom boom!

That life-saving call was from the owner’s lawyer, authorising 
Sha Kee to list the property. Apparently he’d sounded a bit 
bemused but had specifically mentioned me by name and said that 
he wanted me, Miss Lust, and only me. Sha Kee told him that in 
her firm ‘sole agency’ means the whole kit and caboodle, no one 
person ever has a monopoly on any property. All or nothing, like 
the Three Muskrats. She said he took it like a man.

Why me?

Who cares, my nose at the time was a river and my head 
pounded; wonderful, the world’s biggest hangover and it hadn’t 
cost me a cent. Woody might yet be safe, I was fast becoming 
floppy.

Sha Kee herself  drove me home in my own car, let us in and 
put me to bed. She fed Pu without once mentioning the flop-eared 
dogs on all the cans, put a jug of  water and a glass within my easy 
reach, moved Woody out, took the phone off  the hook and wisely 
left me to it. I took to my ‘flu like frogs to a bog.

Now I’ve beaten it and am returning, albeit slowly, to the world 
of  the living.

Half  of  these e-mails don’t make sense. Congratulations are a 
novelty. The one from Donald rings true (‘So glad everything went 
swimmingly for you’), as do several others; but a few have the 
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subtly disturbing flavour of  pins, wax-dolls, and words chanted in 
dark places on moonless nights.

And there are some from a crank called Spenser. At least he 
signs himself  Spenser, the return address is a netcom-uk one. Not 
much interested in commuting to the UK to socialise with strange 
men I don’t know I inbinerate the lot and move on to the faxes.

Whoever Spenser is he’s a persistent bugger.

There are a few faxes from him too, suggesting that I meet him 
to discuss matters (what bloody matters?) which I clear from the 
screen as soon as I see them. He wants me to call as soon as 
possible, how nice. That was a week ago, so he must’ve gotten the 
message by now.

All that’s left is my mailbox out in the street.

I pull on my woolly dressing gown (the practical one I keep 
handy in case of  fire), slip my feet into the only slippers I own 
(fluffy bunnies from my mother, pink, last Christmas) and sneak 
down to the mailbox. At ten past ten on a late autumn morning in 
this dormitory part of  the Bays who’s going to notice?

Get this, I’m standing by my mailbox dressed like a refugee 
from a baglady convention, in a deserted narrow street and 
holding the world’s biggest pile of  junk mail when a small van 
rockets around the corner, crosses to the wrong side of  the road, 
squeals to an ear-shattering stop in front of  me and a weedy little 
man with a peaked cap leans through the open window, honks 
loudly for my attention and bawls out if  I’m Wanda Lust?

Lust, would you believe?

‘That’s Loost, dammit!’
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‘Whatever — don’t go away!’

I lick my lips and prepare to run. I know it can’t be done, not in 
fluffy bunnies, but I can always give it a try.

Now what?

He’s adjusting the cap on his head, striding towards me with 
what looks like a— 

PARRRRRRP

 —bugle. Having won my attention he drops the bugle to the 
end of  the cord round his neck and pops a mouth-organ to his lips.

Not only has he my attention, but up and down the Close 
curtains are moving discreetly in windows. Damn. And Mrs. 
Becket in the next unit, I notice, isn’t even trying to be discreet. For 
that matter she’s swept the curtains out of  the way and is opening 
her window wide.

Mrs. Becket has been trying to get me out of  the Close ever 
since I moved in. For no good reason she has this bee in her 
knickers that I’m a mid-grade callgirl, a hooker. Okay, maybe on 
the odd occasion I might have dashed out after my phone has rung 
late at night, but who in real estate hasn’t? Maybe I have answered 
the door a few times in a somewhat slinkier outfit than I’m 
wearing at the moment, but who wants to look less than their best 
for a client, even at short notice? Maybe I do come and go at odd 
hours — hell, it’s not all that improbable.

The weedy man blows his organ and breaks into song. Now I 
notice the wording on the side of  his van, ‘SINGING 
TELEGRAPH — Send ‘em a Whole Buncha NOTES’. Oh, goody.
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I gather the mail in my arms and turn to flee but without 
missing a beat he grabs me by the cord and yanks me back. The 
gown pulls open and of  course I’m wearing nothing underneath 
but a few dabs. He can’t see that but Mrs. Becket’s eyes pop out on 
stalks as I drop my letters, fliers, charity envelopes and freebie 
newspapers to frantically grab the flaps together. Up and down the 
street people give away their windows, curtains, any other pretense 
at subtlety and pour out into the Close. Some even bring chairs. 
Old Tom has binoculars.

He hangs grimly on with one hand and serenades me to a 
standstill, ducking as my afterthought backhander creams the air 
over his head. A deep background ‘ooooh’ rises from the Close. 
Panting, I give in and ride it out. Eventually he finishes and lets me 
go with a prolonged indignant glare.

‘How much do they pay you for doing this?’

‘Never enough, I tell you—'

‘And who, might I ask, is my benefactor?’  I’d dearly love to 
know, the baftard will be fpeaking like thiff  for the reft of  hif  life.

‘It’s anonymous, Miss Loots. And here’s your letters and stuff, I  
picked them up for you.’ 

I snatch them and turn to go inside, furious. Behind me the 
beginnings of  a bleat about his tip choke themselves at source — 
he’s caught a glimpse of  my delight and wisely amends his plans 
for the immediate future.

A thought strikes — what if  it were the mysterious Mr. Spenser?

I allow a cold mirthless grin to crease my lips.
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If  it was the mysterious Mr. Spenser I’d dearly love to meet 
him.

Soon.

*     *     *
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SECOND DIP

One of  the many things that makes Sha Kee’s Real Estate a 
cut above all others is our attention to detail. We’re the 
perfectionists who go the extra mile — which suits me.

Part of  going the extra mile is knowing the properties we sell. 
Not merely ‘knowing’ them, but knowing enough to answer at 
least 110% of  any improbable questions that prospective buyers 
might just ask. And then some.

The same rules apply to The Mansion. Sha Kee couldn’t 
sweet-talk the owner into an auction so viewing will be strictly by 
appointment and then only after Sha Kee has personally approved 
the prospect. We’re given two keys to the property, one of  which is 
to be held by Sha Kee herself  and one by Raewyn. Both are 
needed for access, and each will be signed in and out with times 
noted (paranoia rules).

So at eight o’clock on a cold wet morning we’re clustered like 
battery hens in Sha Kee’s office staring at the large-scale aerial 
photograph taped to her wall. The detail is superb, taken from 
high enough to show the whole site. Every building is clearly 
visible, every little shed, the outdoor spa pools on the roof, the 
driveway … I begin to feel uneasy as Sha Kee rabbits endlessly on 
about unscalable cliffs and the owner’s penchant for security. 
That’s possibly a dozen times now that she’s told us the 
promontory is a hundred metres (‘That’s over three hundred feet!’) 
above sea level.

Brrrr.
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Next stop, in convoy down to the bay to park at the waterfront 
and stroll along the beach to see how the property looks from 
below. Knowing Sha Kee, we will be walking right around the 
promontory, unless the tide’s in.

Damn, it’s not. But fortunately there’s been a slippage, we 
won’t get further than a huge conglomeration of  surf-breaking 
rocks.

‘That’s new, over there—’

‘What is — oh! Who in his right mind would dump an old 
garden bench there? Honestly, some people!’ 

Frieda is Dutch. She speaks better English than I and is new to 
Sha Kee’s. She’s a superlative sales person and very much into 
genetic warming and global engineering. She’s morosely nudging 
the wreckage of  a splintered bench seat with her once-elegant shoe 
(now coated with mud, sand, slime, and stuff  dogs aren’t allowed 
to leave on the beach these days). The rest of  us know enough to 
keep old rubber boots in our cars, Sha Kee is full of  surprises.

I think I know that seat, it looks familiar. 

Surely the gardener wouldn’t have chucked it over, just like 
that? Naaa … he didn’t look the type. For some reason I have a 
sudden attack of  the shivers. Sha Kee notices, and thinking that 
I’m in danger of  relapse calls a halt to the expedition and shifts 
her flag up to the property, bless her.

The convoy parks in line astern in the driveway with Sha Kee’s 
red Mercedes where Sonia’s Bigfoot was the other day. The 
driveway curls in a turning-loop in front of  the steps, there’s plenty 
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of  room for us all. And there’s hardly any sign of  my tyre marks 
from last time but it’s been well over a week.

There’s no sign of  life as Sha Kee leads us over and through 
what can only be described as understated magnificence. I twitch 
as we pass a solitary palm on one of  the upper patios, and my 
facial glow makes a fine accompaniment to Sonia’s snigger as we 
admire the indoor pool. Sha Kee gives her a quelling glare and 
continues her spiel.

‘You may have noticed that the owner is somewhat security-
minded—'

‘Who exactly is the owner, Boss?’ Frieda is more direct than 
most and Sha Kee has been coy on the subject.

‘Spenser. Mr R. A. J. D. H. Spenser—’

Nobody notices my violent twitch. Almost nobody, Sonia never 
misses a thing. Her lovely eyes widen and lock onto me as we 
listen.

‘—is a New Zealand citizen who bases himself  in Sweden. He’s 
made an absolute fortune in import export—’

‘Why’s he selling?’ Sonia breaks lock long enough to ask the 
question in all our minds. I reach down unobtrusively to stroke a 
manky old tomcat now rubbing himself  to death against my ankle. 
Sonia catches the movement from the corner of  her eye and looks 
around, she shudders. Sonia doesn’t like cats?

‘They didn’t say. I haven’t spoken with him yet, just his lawyer, 
but I gather it’s time for him to move on. He came here for a 
purpose, this house was just a crash pad, somewhere to relax—'
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‘Bloody hell!’ Alice doesn’t mince words.

‘—the deal he came here for fell through. He’s in Oman at the 
moment but gave me full powers to negotiate and settle on his 
behalf.’

‘Wow!’

‘So any offers you get, rush them to me. People in this league 
don’t like to be kept waiting. And now, if  you’ll please follow, we’ll 
take a last look at the grounds. Mr. Spenser said that there are a 
few hazards that people will need to be made aware of.’

As we follow her out through the doorway to the patio I hear a 
startled yowl followed by a splash. A nasty feeling stops me in my 
tracks. As I turn to re-enter Sonia hurries by.

The pool is no longer serene, its surface is rippled by the frantic 
efforts of  a swimming tomcat. He reaches the side by my feet but 
there’s no way the poor thing can get out, the tiles are too high. I 
kneel down and stretch, his spiky head sees what I’m about and he 
swims towards my questing fingers.

Just a little more and I’ll have him.

The waters close over my head like a thunderclap.

Too late I’m aware of  a gently placed foot in the middle of  my 
upturned bot and a delicate impetus.

When I break surface again wild-eyed and glaring there’s no 
sign of  anyone but somehow the cat is in my arms. His soggy purr 
along with my one-handed dog paddle makes a nice backdrop to 
the chorus of  groans from the returning staff  of  Sha Kee Real 
Estate. 
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Sonia, I note with interest, is one of  the first back in.

Sha Kee is furious. This time there’s no yummy man to fish me 
out, she glares me towards the ladder. Frieda gets there first, she 
extends sympathetic hands, and takes the cat without hesitation. 
The others crowd round and follow her out as she walks away 
cooing at the pathetic bundle in her arms now purring up a storm, 
the centre of  attention and loving it.

All of  them, the miserable baskets.

Alone once more, almost at the top of  the ladder, about to step 
ashore my eye catches sight of  something shiny in the pool below 
me.

How nice.

Curiosity fights a ferocious no-holds-barred battle with 
common sense and as ever sense gets clobbered. I ease back into 
the water with a sigh and slip under the surface like a nostalgic 
brick.

If  it had been a coin I was going to keep it for luck but nothing 
so erotic, it turns out to be a tiny coppery cylinder.

‘Hey, you—’ Sonia’s cup is brimming. ‘Sha Kee says you’re to 
catch us up, right now, in the driveway — what on earth are you 
doing back in there again?’

‘Looking for my shoe.’ 

It was the first thing that came to mind, not bad for the spur of 
the moment.

Sonia doesn’t even blink. ‘Is that it, that — thing — over there, 
by the potted ficus?’
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I tell you, she doesn’t miss a trick. She’s right, it is my missing 
shoe from last time; fished out, dried, and deposited by persons 
unknown.

I slip the copper into my pocket and squelch along to join the 
gaggle now standing close to where I’d parked a week or so back. 
Frieda has tucked the drenched tomcat inside her jacket and is 
making little cootchy-coo noises while most of  the others enjoy 
such of  the vista as can be seen over the encompassing foliage.

‘Gather round, we’ll make it brief  — then certain people can 
get home and dry herself  out.’ Sha Kee walks to the bushes and 
grips the end of  a fluffy branch. ‘Mr Spenser’s lawyer was 
adamant that we advise absolutely everyone coming on site about 
… this—'  

She pulls the branch to one side. My heart skips a whole bunch 
of  beats and my legs jellify as we stare down into several hundred 
feet of  empty nothing.   

‘—the cliff  here shouldn’t crumble, it’s safe unless you actually 
go too far—'

How far is too far? The tyre marks that only I see go right to 
the very edge. That gardener must have had nerves of  steel to 
back my unfamiliar car away from sure and certain doom. My legs 
feel like goop, I look around for somewhere to have a nice fit of  
the vapours. 

This time when I get home Woody’s life expectancy will be 
zilch and to hell with how I’ll feel tomorrow.    

*     *     * 
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HANDY FLU

It’s tomorrow. 

I really wish it wasn’t.

I sure called that one.

My mouth is like the inside of  a long-haul camel-driver’s 
jockstrap. My breath would stun a whole shoal of  mullets. I’m 
peering out at the world through a delicate tracery of  red lines — 
but dammit, I’m alive. 

Whoopee poop.

I turn just enough to focus on my clock where the red numerals 
are bold red blobs in a shimmering sea of  pink. Nice touch.

Never drink alone, my Dad used to tell me. 

He’d be sitting on the old apple box in his shed at the bottom 
of  the garden, testing bottles of  the home-brew that only he and I 
knew about; I’d be sitting on the bench feeling all grown up with a 
tiny jam jar of  the same stuff  — his excuse not to be alone. Mum 
would be inside the house chasing spiders with a bunch of  feathers 
tied to a stick and heaven help them if  she caught them. Mum had 
this thing about bugs (she still has, but these days she hounds them 
with a vacuum cleaner).

It was good advice and right now I wish I’d listened to it. 

The world sways as I swing a probing foot out of  bed, seeking a 
fluffy bunny. The screech of  carpet as my toes drag the bunny 
closer makes stars dance before my eyes.

CONTENTS! Page 40



DING DONG

The shattering intrusion of  the doorbell echoes inside my skull 
for aeons; disbelief  is an illicit lone hangover staring in the 
direction of  the doorbell on a workday morning. 

It happens again, followed by a thunderous barrage of  
battering ram. A raid, it has to be; last night I’d somehow finally 
pushed Mrs. Becket over the edge. I’m innocent, I tell you … I 
think.

The only thing in reach is my in-case-of-fire raincoat on the 
back of  the bedroom door, a cheap red plastic thing that always 
looks wet (‘Turn ‘em on! Men GO for the WET Look!’). I grab it 
and slip my nakedness inside, cringing where the icy bits touch and 
button it up. I must look a real freak.

Mrs. Becket is out there, of  course, but only as a disinterested 
background object who just happens to be out on her own balcony 
drowning a potplant — serve her right, she grabbed the first 
excuse she could reach. The plant will stink for weeks after all that 
milk.

It’s him. Too late I recognise the peaked cap and fanatic gleam 
in his eyes. 

PARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRP

Ye gods.

Too late I think to slam the door, his foot is already there, his 
organ raised. He’s sucking in to give it all he’s got. There’s no gun 
within reach and if  I run for Grandad’s old Ghurka Knife from 
under my pillow it will be too late. The little sod would follow me 
anyway.
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I do the only thing that may just work under the circumstances.

It does. 

His eyes bulge out on stalks and his organ twitches violently. 
Even Mrs. Becket is impressed, her own reflex twitch fires the 
plant clear off  her balcony to where it shatters on the path below 
with a satisfying boom.

While they’re recovering I whip my raincoat shut again, kick 
the foot clear and slam the door in his pop-eyed face. Despite the 
echoing in my head I enjoy the sound, it spells Victory.

The furious pounding invertebrates (should that be 
reverberates?) through my spineless being. It goes on and on, and 
on, and on. Endlessly.

And on. Dammit, one may win a battle but for enduring peace 
one must win the war and I’m fresh out of  nukes.

To shut him up I open the door. A huge bunch of  flowers 
almost sweeps me off  my feet. With my hands preoccupied (reflex 
grab) he now has a free run, his eyes glint as he raises the organ to 
his lips. My goose is cooked (no, it’s burned to a bloody crisp).

‘Enough, you fiend! What will it take to make you go, right 
now, and leave me in peace?’

TOOT-tootle-SQUARK— 

‘Please!’

‘I’m sorry, Miss Loots,  it can’t be done. Lie back and enjoy. 
You’ll love this one, I practised all night—'

‘Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll double it!’
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He shakes his head and with a look of  all sweet accord, plays.

And plays.

I sit in growing fury through three minutes non-stop of  an 
excellent rendition of  Handle’s Sweet Water Music. He’s really 
pretty good, the final bars get a wild round of  applause from all 
the units that back onto the path.

‘There, Miss Loots—'

‘You bastard!’

‘And there is a card, this time.’

The way he’s holding the card suggests that short of  a 357 
Magnum in my hand with the hollow end towards him and my 
finger whitening on the trigger, or a tip, there’s no way I’m going 
to see that card from close up.

‘Wait here, I’ll get something for you.’

We’re between paydays right now (okay, so I haven’t sold for a 
while and the last commission is history, sue me) but I get back to 
the door in good time. He’s looking towards Mrs. Becket’s place 
and nodding — while his attention is elsewhere I snatch the card 
from his fingers and make the exchange.

I slam the door and leave him peering down in bewilderment 
at a can of  Woof.

The card doesn’t say much, in fact it’s totally enigmatic: ‘If  the 
mountain won’t come … ’

What is this, an obscene card-call?
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I whip the door open and dart out to ask, just in time to see 
him disappear through Mrs. Becket’s front door. Her guilty eyes 
meet mine as the ranchslider closes with a hiss. I have the feeling 
that any variation on the ‘Please can I have my ball back?’ theme 
won’t be appreciated. Not for at least twenty minutes, she looks 
hungry.

Damn.

I wander back inside and promptly tangle my bunnyfeet in the 
world’s biggest ever bunch of  flowers. I fall gracefully and crash 
down with a bone-jarring jolt in the middle of  the little 
passageway. Winded, lying on the floor with all buttons popped, 
contemplating dust balls, I spy a ten dollar note amidst a varied 
assortment of  dead spiders and beetles under the telephone table. 
Ten dollars! All is not lost, we eat again.

“… then Mohammed will come to the mountain …” 

The quote completes itself  in my mind as I lie there. Shock, 
horror, and realisation cut through the remnants of  Woody’s like a 
thermal lance through butter — I’m going to have unknown 
visitors! 

When?

DING DONG 

Right now. 

Oh, goody. 

Don’t panic, Wanda, deep breaths; c’mon girl, you can do it. 

Gasp, gasp. Twitch.
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Take stock: okay, we have a red plastic coat with nothing on 
underneath, bloodshot eyes, one fluffy bunny and a bare foot, a 
hairdo from hell, a huge bunch of  trampled flowers and a dog-
breath hangover. And I’m currently in the inverse-missionary 
position. 

Not good.

Ding-dong

(Winded, too — do I mention that?)

Ding-dong, ding-dong, ding-bloody-dong

I get up and turn warily to the door, knowing that whoever is 
out there has been watching me through the glass for at least half  
a minute. And my posture hasn’t done wonders for any concept of 
maidenly modesty.

Oh, no — it’s him! 

Mr. Dreamy, Mr. Unflappable Yum-yum, the Immaculate Suit, 
Mr Modulated Tones, the one, the only: … drum roll … Mr 
Spensaaaah! 

Too late to run, he’s caught my eye and looks concerned. 
Nothing else for it, I have to open the door and take my lumps.

‘Miss Lust?’

‘Thad’s Loost, dabbit — ad how cad I helb you — CHOOF!’

His eyes go wide with sympathy, empathy, benignancy, concern, 
fellow-feelingness, alarm; he also steps back. Unobtrusively one 
hand reaches down for a handkerchief  and just as unobtrusively 
holds it in front of  his drop-dead gorgeous face.
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His voice comes out a bit muffled. ‘I fear I may have come at a 
bad time for you, Miss—'

I wave airily, as someone on her deathbed might who’s forced 
to answer the door and relieved to find a man when she was 
expecting a pale horse and personalised hourglass.

‘Call be Wadda—'

‘Wanda. I’m sorry, I didn’t know … I came to give you this.’ 

He holds out an envelope, a buff-coloured thing of  pure 
parchment or Nile River papyrus pounded flat by experts. I take it, 
my fingertips brush his en passant, they’re lovely and warm. Rowf !

‘Thag you — er, CHOOF?’

‘My pleasure, I assure you — good heavens, is that the time, I 
really must fly, get well soon, so nice to have seen you again, must 
rush, goodbye.’

And just like that I’m alone on my balcony, watching the finest 
example of  Target Manhood I’ve ever seen stride down the long 
path between the units and out of  my life. I step inside, turning the 
envelope over in my hand, almost tripping again on the flowers. 
Dammit, that bunch will have to go.

My name is in large copperplate letters of  luxurious green, a 
lazy, sinuous dark-emerald script that winds sensuously up 
lascivious loops and swirls down the whorls with indolent ease. 
That lettering even smells of  class — it’s an invitation, for dinner.

At the Mansion.

Tonight. 
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Marvellous — my quick wits have just blown it.

If  I didn’t have such a thumping headache I’d slap myself  silly.

Ding dong

Now what? Has he come back to cancel the invitation, or is it 
the indefatigable Mr. Bloody Tooting-Telegraph haunting me?

Neither.

Sonia’s lip curls.

I don’t actually see it curl, mind, I just know it curls. Sonia 
could project contempt from behind a bush, over a hill, the next 
county, even intercontinentally, without making a sound. You 
wouldn’t see it but you’d know.

‘Sha Kee asked me to give you this—' She holds out a large 
envelope and lets go just before my fingers reach it, I have to grab 
to stop it falling. My one hand is holding Spenser’s invitation, the 
other is gripping the wet-look raincoat closed. Modesty prevails so 
the invitation is liberated. 

Briefly. 

Its downwards movement is stopped in mid-flight by a 
lightning snatch. Sonia scans the invitation and looks up at me 
with wide eyes.

‘Spenser sent this to you?’ Her astonishment is genuine. 

I nod, misery goes no deeper than this.

‘Are you going to accept?’

How can I? I have nothing to wear — okay, I do have a little 
black cocktail number that matches my glossy black hair, but my 
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quick-thinking dose of  the ‘flu has just made it redundant. The 
invitation is voided by circumstance— 

‘I thought not. You wouldn’t mind too much if  I were to return 
it for you?’ 

Sonia’s looking at me with those irresistible eyes of  hers, a 
gesture that’s kept her in mink-lit dinners for years. But wait, I 
perceive a window of  opportunity here and it’s open. Be casual, 
Wanda. Flip it off, you get invitations like this all the time, and … 
at last, a chance to score a point. Over Sonia. Yes!

‘If  you’re that desperate, Sonia, by all means be my gues—'

WHIT

It’s gone, inside her jacket. There’s no getting it back now, short 
of  an unseemly brawl and I’m well aware that curtains are still 
moving. 

She steps out of  range, the opportunity is lost and I’m once 
more left with just a well trampled bunch of  once-were-blooms 
and a couple of  envelopes for company. 

And my blasted headache has come back. That’s it, never 
again, and definitely not with Woody. 

Till the next time …

*     *     *

The cellphone rings again.

Poop! Eighty miles an hour on a winding, tree-lined, well-
ditched rural road isn’t conducive to answering a summons from 
persons unknown. I glance in the mirror, he isn’t there right now 
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(the inevitable guy who’s always fretting on your tail) so I hit the 
anchors and broadside into a convenient tree-lined lane.

The phone stops ringing just as the Brute slithers to a halt, 
showering a parked police car with dust (and twigs, leaves, beer 
cans, a possibly dead rat, apple cores, and I think an orphaned 
pine cone). A surprised head pops into view—for a long moment 
our eyes lock.

It’s Todd.

Todd and I were an item at high school, we took all the same 
courses. We often met after hours to do science homework 
together, Biology Practical feeled trips.

For a few moments he stares then recognition kicks in, just as a 
pair of  feminine arms (handcuffed, even) reach up to ensnare his 
head and jerk him back down out of  sight. Todd obviously has 
other priorities right now. He told me recently that his fiancée 
suffers from a form of  arresting development—he has to arrest her 
at least twice a week and allow her to lure him from the paths of  
duty. It’s lucky for them both that she’s his sergeant. And very 
creative, too, it’ll be a marriage made in heaven if  they don’t get 
copped.

The police car starts rocking. I’ve often wondered if  that’s why 
my collection of  speed-trap photographs is so grainy—don’t they 
ever think to stabilise those cameras?

The phone refuses to ring again, despite my impatience. 

A turn of  the key and the Brute grumbles back into life. I give 
the phone one last chance while watching the police car, now the 
epicentre of  at least a force nine on the Richter scale.
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It still doesn’t ring. I know damn well that it won’t. Phones 
never ring when you’re sitting in a lane, they ring when you’re 
sneaking past Mrs. Becket’s window at 0230 hrs with your shoes in 
your hands.

The Brute noses onto the road. Tentatively I wind him up. I 
was in a hurry, after all, but the phone just sits silently on the seat 
beside me radiating malevolence. Even as we pass through ninety 
there’s not a squeak out of  it but I’ve been caught before. I don’t 
relax my guard for a moment, I know what will happen if  I do. 
The last time I did that I had to have my car surgically removed 
from a lake.

(From an island on the lake, actually. We flew there and landed 
perfectly, dry, safe and sound; the truckie I called passed the hook 
to me with his pole. He was silent while I grovelled about under 
the car in my short skirt but I finally got the hook fitted and 
signalled him to haul. What neither of  us had known was that the 
lake at that point was twenty feet deep.)

I guess you should have guessed by now that I have a love/hate 
relationship with mechanical things. To me a car is more than just 
something to get me from Alfalfa to Zucchini in good time and 
hopefully in comfort. I lavish care and attention on my vehicles, I 
wash their thin tin skins and fill their every orifice with some fluid 
or another (come to think of  it, I was once briefly dating a man 
like that).

But it does me no good. Despite my every effort they remain 
brooding hotbeds of  malice, watching, waiting for the slightest 
crinkle in my armour. Cars hate me. They can’t be bribed and 
they never sleep.
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Not until my current car, the Brute.

He’s a moody old bugger, yes, but he’s never let me down. He 
grumbles a bit sometimes on cold mornings but eventually fires up. 
When I need him he’s always there, he doesn’t drink much and 
I’ve never seen him out on the town, whooping it up with another 
driver (in fact, I’ve even considered marriage).

I bought him some months ago to replace the burned-out 
Fairmont. That was the Fairmont I bought to replace the drowned 
Princess, which I’d bought to replace the flattened Honda (I didn’t 
know the cliff  was unstable, for heaven’s sake) (luckily we’d stepped 
out for our moonlit smooch, pity we left our clothes inside—it was 
a long embarrassing ride back in Todd’s car later and the bastard 
wouldn’t stop laughing).

Cruising speed again and the phone is still quiet. I’m on my 
way to the office. Sha Kee called and said it was fairly urgent 
(meaning: I want you here now, please expedite).

Raewyn looks up from her filing (fingernails) as I stride past the 
reception desk.

‘New outfit?’

‘You’ve seen this dress before—’

‘Yes, but it’s a summer dress, aren’t you cold? Goes well with 
your blazer, though. Men’ll love that; heavy winter blazer and 
flimsy summer dress. The goosebumps add a nice touch.’

It’s part of  my new approach. I’m taking a leaf  from Serena’s 
book, blatant sex-appeal. Hell, it’s worked well for Sonia for years, 
too, she sells more real estate prone than the rest of  us up and 
running.
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‘Thanks. Boss in?’

Raewyn nods me through. There’s not much going on, the 
office is deserted, even the coffee machine is vacant.

 Sha Kee takes her glasses off  as I come in, she’s only recently 
started wearing them and still at the self-conscious stage. An 
abacus sits on the desk in front of  her, next to a page of  accounts 
covered in chicken-scratch writing.

Her smile freezes before I reach the desk.

‘Hi, Boss.’

‘Hi, nothing, Miss Lust—why aren’t you dressed?’

What is this, a parade? I try to look contrite. The gesture would 
be more credible if  my teeth didn’t clatter. Just coming in from the 
Brute was enough to chill me through.

‘Miss Freemount won’t be with us for a few days—'

I must look surprised, I didn’t know Sonia was going on leave
— oh, yes, last night, that misbegotten invitation … obviously she 
went to dinner at the mansion, won a heart and is now in 
Barbados or somewhere, whooping it up with Spenser in his 
private jet. I’ll strangle the little bit— 

‘—she’s in bed with a nasty dose of  the ‘flu.’

‘Oh! That’s very sudden?’

Sha Kee looks at me drily, her mouth purses.

‘Apparently she was at the Mansion last night and somehow 
managed to fall in the pool. The heating hasn’t been put on yet 
and she had to drive herself  home in wet evening clothes.’
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It doesn’t get better than this, even if  you pay. I can’t resist 
asking.

‘What was she doing at the Mansion in evening clothes?’

‘Said she had an invitation to dinner. I didn’t get the whole 
story, she’s pretty bunged up.’

I can’t help my huge grin. Sha Kee, however, is not amused.

‘Dammit, Wanda, we’re short staffed right now. Sonia’s in bed 
with the ‘flu, Frieda’s taken leave to show off  her new cat, Jenny’s 
on her honeymoon and Roger’s broken leg is still broken. You’re 
going to have to service some of  their clients.’

She could have put it better than that but I get the message.

‘You surely don’t mean I’m to poach?’

‘No, not poach, service. If  you sell, that’s good, you can split 
the commission. But service them you must. I’ll be selling as well, 
I’m going back on the game too—'

I can’t help myself. It wells from the depths of  my being and 
bursts into the world. I just manage to change my hoots to a 
paroxysm of  sneezes but I don’t think she’s fooled.

‘And now, Miss Lust, you have a few appointments, Raewyn 
will fill you in on your way out. And I want some sales!’

I close the door behind me and wander over to where Raewyn 
is bright-eyed and red-faced, the intercom flipper unashamedly in 
the ‘up’ position. Her shoulders are still shaking as she hands me a 
slip of  paper.

‘Your first appointment, Miss Lust.’
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Our eyes meet, we crack up. I take the paper and leave her 
collapsed over her desk.

*   *   * 

Oaktree Boulevard, I slow as I approach the driveway. The 
Brute noses alongside the kerb. I had intended to park in the drive 
but sometimes his steering gets a bit dicky. This’ll do.

Nice house, very nice house. Double story, brick, porticoed 
front entrance, lovely white columns and gorgeous front door. 
Polished brass fittings.

‘Mr. Bloomsberry?’

He’s in his mid-fifties, grey hair  thinning on top, eyes blue 
behind gunmetal glasses. Well built, must keep in shape by jogging 
or working out at the gym. He casts a friendly eye over me, 
lingering briefly where my filmy summer dress emerges from 
under the heavy blazer. This is the first day of  the rest of  your life, 
Wanda, don’t blow it.

‘Miss Freemount, is it?’

I shake my head and follow him inside, discreetly placing one 
of  my cards on the little hall table. Oak, antique, goes very well 
with the rest of  the expensive fittings and furniture. A quick glance 
tells me that Bloomsberry is north of  well-off, and currently 
unmarried. Hmmm.

The tour of  inspection confirms my first impressions.

Bloomsberry is loaded, and Bloomsberry is selling. He wants an 
evaluation (“Over coffee, Wanda? May I call you Wanda?”) and an 
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update on the current state of  the market. He’s a chirpy, friendly 
fellow, with nice warm hands.

He’s a manager, he tells me.

He manages to fondle my knee while he’s passing my coffee, he 
manages to fondle my other knee while I’m reaching for a biscuit. 
Somehow he manages to drop a spoon down my blouse while I’m 
spreading out the listing contracts for him to sign, but I beat him 
to the salvage.

He looks quite chagrined as I hand the spoon back.

He rallies, a spirited rally that almost traps me against the far 
end of  the little sofa but I surprise us both by doing a backflip over 
the arm and landing on my feet. There’s a few moments of  mutual 
heavy breathing while I struggle the filmy dress back down from 
over my head. There has to be an easier way to make a buck than 
this—how the hell does little Sonia handle these things?

His heavy breathing doesn’t stop, he’s staring at the grubby 
little jug in his hand. Nice shade of  green, and so is the jug. It fell 
from a shelf  when I landed, he did well to catch it. He’s sweating 
and shaking—is this a heart attack? That’s all I need, for Sonia to 
bleat to Sha Kee that I’d gone round and bumped off  one of  her 
prospects.

‘I think I’ll sign that contract, now, Wanda.’

Without taking my eye off  him and prepared to leap at a 
moment’s notice I edge around the little table and slip both copies 
in front of  him.

‘I’ll hold the jug for you, if  you like?’
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He shakes his head like a terrier with an invisible rat, trying to 
sign one-handed while still gripping the jug.

‘No, you won’t—this ‘jug’ is a Twang dynasty vase. It’s the only 
one still in existence of  the only pair that were ever made and it’s 
worth … lots.’ 

He puts it down on the coffee table next to the coffee things 
and signs, a flamboyant mass of  swirls and heavy underlinings. He 
scrolls one of  the contracts and hands it to me, I think he would 
regretfully rather that I left, and soon, please. That falling jug has 
quite shaken him.

‘Wanda—'

‘Yes?’

‘You’ll come back soon, won’t you? Give me a call first, 
though.’

‘Of  course.’

I fold the contract and tuck it inside my jacket. For a brief  
moment while my blazer is open his eyes widen, too late I realise 
that I hadn’t rebuttoned my dress after fishing out his spoon. I leap 
for the door just as he lunges, there’s a full-length crash as he falls 
over the coffee table followed by the delicate tinkle of  breaking 
china. From the corner of  my eye as I accelerate towards the front 
entry I see the little Twang jug roll unharmed under the sofa; the 
last thing I see as I slam the front door behind me is Bloomsberry 
on his knees whimpering through the wreckage of  his coffee set, 
looking for something.

That was close.
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But I’m one listing up already, and the day is still a pup. The 
new Wanda is a success, then, albeit a cold one.

Very cold.

Damn. It’s colder than a nun’s cupboard today.

The new Wanda needs warmth.

About now my conscience starts telling me that we haven’t 
been to the gym in ages. 

How better to warm up on a cold morning than an overdue 
workout?

No. 

My conscience is insane, I don’t want to know. I’m never that 
cold.

A quick shudder, with effort I haul the nose of  the Brute back 
to the main road away from Shackleton Street where he’s sniffing. 
The way to the gym lies through Shackleton Street and there’s no 
way I’m letting myself  be bullied into Geraldine’s clutches, not 
until that day in the far distant future when they carry me in 
through the door draped in layers of  well-earned blubber.

Geraldine works the gym while her sleeping partner has the 
day job. It’s a run-down business that deserves better, they actually 
believe in what they are doing. They also believe in the 
prophylactic virtues of  sweat. And pain, too, should I mention 
that?

The Brute gurgles gently as we pull into the car park and stop 
between two motorbikes. I don’t believe it, what the hell am I 
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doing here? The Brute gurgles again as his engine shuts down, it 
sounds suspiciously like a snigger.

*     *     *
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GERALDINE

Geraldine is blue-eyed with long golden silk that cascades and 
swirls about elfin shoulders. She’s slim, trim, and athletic; the 
words “marry me, whoever you are” were coined in a futile 
attempt to describe her.

She’s also as gay as a two-buck watch and has her sights firmly 
set on me, a fact which doesn’t disturb her sleeping partner (Terri, 
would you believe?) one iota. Terri fancies me too.

Geraldine is warming herself  on a Neil Diamond track. Her 
hair fluffs about her head in a flaxen mist as I sneak guiltily 
through the door and edge towards the locker rooms. Under the 
wall bars on the far side of  the gym a sweating mound is 
vigorously pumping iron on a contraption from hell; that must be 
his motorbike parked along from Geraldine’s Harley.

She’s waiting as I sneak back out of  the changing room clad 
now in my op-shop rugby shorts and somewhat aromatic baggy 
tee shirt. She’s breathing hard, her face pink and glowing, there’s a 
gleam in her eye that doesn’t bode well for my immediate future. I 
can’t decide if  she’s been working hard or is simply glad to see me.

‘Wanda! So nice to see you …’ 

The purr dispels all doubts, she’s (a) glad to see me and (b) 
going to make up for lost time.

‘Hi, Gerry—’

‘Hi nothing! Shut up! I want a hundred percent here, you don’t 
have breath to waste! Are you warm?’
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‘Bloody freezing, actually—'  I bite my tongue. I really, really, 
really wish I hadn’t said that.

‘Star-jumps! And don’t you dare stop till I tell you—'

A snigger comes from the far end of  the room, changing too 
late into a discreet grunt as Geraldine storms over to the weights 
machine. There’s a squeak as the bar lifts, Geraldine leans forward 
and plops her full weight on it.

All I can see as I do my star-jumps is a pair of  hairy knees, one 
each side of  the machine, and huge weights going up and down in 
their tracks. Nice rhythm.

Momentarily they stop, then go down again under Gerry’s 
weight.

Her eyes almost pop out on stalks as the bar stops descending 
and goes back up as if  she weren’t even there. To add insult the 
bar accelerates and goes up and down, up and down, up and 
down; achieving a fine beat that I could really appreciate if  I 
didn’t have to go up and down too. I have the nasty feeling that I’ll 
run out of  oomph before he does, Geraldine obviously thinks so as 
well because she lets go and springs away.

She hits the ground in a beautiful roll that aims her right at me. 
Her eyes glitter as she bounces to her feet, a trifle flushed and just 
a tad breathless.

My next fifty minutes are pure purgatory. By the end I’m a 
limp rag, a well-purged limp rag, with a splendid view while limply 
hanging rag-like from the top wall-bar (it’s a long way down but 
with Gerry in this mood it’s the only place I feel safe). I peer round 
for sympathy but at some time in the proceedings the man with 
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the iron task has left us, there’s no sign of  him anywhere. Alright 
for some.

My body starts to twang like a guitar string. I make a resolution 
that the next time I come here it will be in the depths of  a 
moonless night, carrying at least two gallons of  diesel oil and a 
very large box of  matches. It makes me feel better— 

‘Okay, Wanda—you can come down now. Slowly!’

Whizz—THUD

‘I said slowly, dammit—are you okay?’

Of  course I’m okay. I landed on my bot after hitting every 
single blasted wall-bar with my coccyx, but I’m down and I’m 
alive.

And proud, too. I hadn’t let go, I’d gone the distance. Idiot.

Her perfect hand stretches down and effortlessly hauls me to 
my feet. ‘Of  course, if  you came round more often we wouldn’t 
have to do it all in one go each time, would we?’

She’s purring again. A horrible thought strikes me.

‘Are my fees due?’

A mist of  spun gold appears around her head as she shakes it. 
No matter what I do my hair will never be like that. Her eyes flick 
over my shoulder, she lets go of  my hand and sprints to the door.

‘Mr Spencer! Wait—'

There’s a muted VARR-OOOM before she gets there. Just as 
she reaches the exit a well-tuned motorcycle fades rapidly into the 
distance. I carpe the diem and race to the showers, I’m locked into 
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the stall with the taps on full before she can follow and offer to 
soap my back. 

Did she say ‘Spencer’? Or could those homely knees have 
belonged to the elegant Mr. Spenser?   Naaaaa—  

*   *   *

End of  the first week of  the dynamic, new, vibrant sexy me. 

My tail is dragging in the dust. My eyes are wide and seductive 
from lack of  sleep, my voice low and husky. The only consolation 
is that Sha Kee is likewise beginning to show signs of  wear and 
Sonia by now must be honking and barking like a whole shoal of  
seals.

The flimsy skirt and heavy blazer combo works brilliantly. 

Too bloody brilliantly. I’ve had to run, leap, dive, wriggle, 
sneak, crawl, and in one glorious instance battle to keep my virtue 
(the only weapon to hand was a large pillow — I escaped through 
a fog of  floating feathers).

I now have a dozen new listings in my portfolio, several 
promising leads, two drooling prospects who want me to come 
again and a healthy respect for little Sonia. How she keeps it up all 
the time I haven’t a clue, I’m ready to jag in and go back to being 
plain, boring old Wanda. I also sold a block of  flats — my half  of  
the commission will clear Mr. Visa’s arrears and feed me and Pu 
for a while. We were getting a bit low on rations (and I’ve had it to 
here with Woofburgers).
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I’m now taking refuge in Slobb & Co’s bar. I’m the only 
customer, nursing a cappuccino and my wounded pride. The 
barman has been many years in his trade and knows when not to 
ask questions, he just peers quizzically from behind his pumps as I 
force a comb through my tangles and pull out bits of  hedge.

‘Don’t ask!’

‘Sorry, I don’t mean to stare — I was just wondering if  you’d 
like something to go with that? Ice? Pair of  tweezers, sticking-
plasters, splints, a nice bandage or two?’

‘I’m in real estate, dammit!’

‘Aaaah.’

He nods wisely and goes off  to do whatever it is that barmen 
do between dispensing drinks and clichés, leaving me to my 
running repairs. 

Damn, my skirt is shredded and a pocket hanging freely from 
my blazer. That last prospect was too persistent, it was a case of  
dash through the hedge, outrun next-door’s very surprised 
Doberman, smash through another hedge and leap into the Brute. 
I’d driven off  in a mad rush and left the prospect discussing real 
estate with the Doberman (quite a spirited discussion too, judging 
by all the racket).

I’ll have to go back to the office and see if  Raewyn has 
collected the dry-cleaning yet. My other blazer should be there, I 
can do a one-for-one swap. Then I’ll go home and throw out the 
shreds, luckily I still have my other summer dress. Brrr.

Raewyn’s not at her desk but I see the plastic bag hanging from 
the peg in my cubicle. Bless her. I pause to drop the new listings on 
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to her notepad, from here I see her sitting at Sha Kee’s desk, the 
private line in one hand and scribbling furiously on Sha Kee’s 
immaculate pad with the other. If  I tried that I’d be Woof  in 
milliseconds. 

She hangs up and comes out.

‘What happened to you? Don’t tell me, you’re in the market for 
another car—'

‘Getting listings.’

‘ —aaah.’

I’m half  way through changing my blazer when she comes 
back with a black coffee for me.

‘I like your skirt — even Serena never went that far.’

She takes a sip from my coffee, looking thoughtful. ‘I don’t 
know how to put this, but I’ve just taken a message from Spenser’s 
lawyer. You’re wanted up there for lunch if  you can make it, or 
any other time this afternoon.’

‘That’s sweet.’

‘It’s not an invitation — Spenser’s back in the country, but he’s 
only here for a couple of  days and he really wants to see you. 
What did you do this time?’

I resent the inference. I also resent the liberty, ordering me to 
attend, I’m nobody’s lackey. Okay, I’m Sha Kee’s lackey, but that’s 
different. Alright, Sha Kee would race me up there in person, 
trussed like a Christmas turkey if  need be, after a request like that 
… damn. I’ll pop in on the way home. Soon. Right now.
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‘That’s better — I love it when people know they’re licked.’ 

Raewyn finishes my coffee and absently hands me the empty 
cup. She’s gone before I can think of  a rejoinder.

*    *    *

The mansion’s gates are open. This is a good thing, I’m in no 
mood to pussyfoot around. To show my current humour I 
broadside to a flamboyant stop in front of  the steps and shower 
gravel in all directions. I jump out and slam the Brute’s door. At 
least I try to slam the door, it closes with a soft plonk that wafts the 
smell of  leather over me. Dammit, I wrench the door open and 
this time I give it heaps.

Plonk

Sod it. I smooth down the few inches of  flimsy tatters 
protruding from under my virginal blazer and storm inside. I think 
there’s just enough scraps of  skirt left to keep me almost semi-
modest but wouldn’t bet my next can of  Woof  on it.

I finally find the elegant Mr. Bloody Spenser (in another grey 
suit, subtle stripes, crimson tie this time) and his homely gardener 
in the dining room, cosily standing in front of  a roaring fire in the 
huge fireplace. Spenser is holding a crystal glass of  what would 
have to be sherry, the gardener is comfortable with a half-drained 
dimpled pint of  some obnoxious black stuff. Unobtrusively he 
flicks a remote control at the large television by the bookcase, the 
screen dies before I register their programme.

‘Miss Lust, so nice of  you to come.’

‘I told you before, that’s Loost, dammit!’
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For such a lived-in face he has an engaging grin. He’s just 
cranking me up and as usual I bite like a shoal of  savage sharks.

Spenser puts his sherry glass on the mantelpiece and nods. 

His smile sets my knees knocking, those eyes have warmth 
enough to change climates. He doesn’t seem to notice my eccentric 
dress at all. The man has real class.

Unlike some.

His companion allows his eyes to range freely up and down my 
outfit with every sign of  appreciation. Dammit, he doesn’t need to 
lick his lips like that. Before I can make a cutting comment 
Spenser gives me a half  bow, nods to the gardener and walks out 
of  the room. I seem to spend much of  my life watching him 
depart.

No time to mourn, as soon as he’s gone a squat fellow built like 
an orangutan appears in the doorway wearing a spotless white 
apron and very large knife. For the umpteenth time today I scan 
the exits and contemplate a change of  career.

‘It’s still two for lunch, Alphonse.’

So that’s Alphonse. I’d heard of  Spenser’s chef. Sha Kee waxed 
eloquent for ages about his culinary skills, apparently the man is a 
genius, even though she hadn’t seen him, just tasted.

Alphonse grunts in French, no mean feat.

‘I didn’t come here for lunch, dammit—'

Dark eyebrows rise, giving me a quizzical look. ‘But Alphonse 
will be désolé, he’s made such a lovely lunch for two.’
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‘And Mr. Spenser won’t be here, so we’ll just have it instead?’

He’s not listening. He’s exchanging signals in man-code with 
Alphonse, who returns to his kitchen, or tree.

He pulls out a chair at the vast old kauri dining table, so 
ancient the wood glows. The gesture is obvious, so somewhat 
inelegantly I try to seat myself  without what’s left of  my shreds 
retreating too far beyond the bounds of  propriety. I fight the 
temptation to look down. I don’t want to draw attention.

‘Miss Lust—'

‘Call me Wanda.’

He raises his eyes to mine, no easy task for him, I imagine. For 
a moment my heart goes out, with that craggy face he probably 
spends quite a few nights alone in his potting shed. I giggle at the 
thought of  him with a hidden secret — a cache of  home-brew and 
an upturned bucket to sit on, perhaps surrounded by refugee 
spiders?

Naaah, he’s not the type.

‘And you can call me Rod, if  you like.’

He settles across from me. Two places are set at this end of  the 
huge table. Obviously they weren’t actually expecting me to turn 
up but Spenser covered both bases by inviting his groundsman, 
who, when the boss gets called away at short notice shamelessly 
makes the most of  it. And so shall I. This is the new, dynamic, 
sexy, high-achieving Wanda at work. Eat my dust.

A rumble from my stomach confirms my decision as he takes 
warm rolls from the basket. He hands one to me and breaks his 
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own, slapping butter on with rapturous abandonment and a 
glorious disregard for conventional wisdom.

He smiles again, a disarming smile lacking guile or artifice. 
Dammit, I could almost learn to like him, craggy or not; he’s 
making no effort to peer under the table (he hasn’t dropped a knife 
or anything yet) and for once I almost feel almost safe.

‘What happened?’

Oops — what does he mean, or is this just one of  those 
modern rhetorical question things?

‘Sorry?’

‘Last time I saw you, you were wearing a dress. This time I 
think you may have something on under that blazer, or not — did 
I see a hint of  a shred? Is this a new fashion? Just curious.’

My mind goes into high gear. How curious can he be? What 
lengths will he go to, to find out? He watches in benign 
amusement while I butter my thumb.

‘Real estate’s a tough game sometimes, you know, like postmen 
and dogs. Only it’s not dogs so much as postmen, or clients, or 
prospects, or any other form of  man—'

The arrival of  lunch takes the heat off  of  me. While Alphonse 
puts plates before us and fills them from the various bowls he’s 
somehow balanced all over himself  I manage to unobtrusively 
transfer most of  the butter from my thumb to my roll.

If  this is lunch I’ve died and gone to heaven. 

My stomach rumbles again, somewhere between field gun and 
thunderclap.
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Alphonse gives me a big smile and says something in foreign 
just before he leaves, obviously pleased.

‘What did he say?’

‘He said that appreciation in advance, like yours, is a rare 
quality that must be encouraged. I think you’ve won a heart.’

Maybe I have, but not the heart I want to win. Time to change 
the subject. Throw the ball back in his court, ask questions. The 
person who asks the questions is in control of  the interview—Sha 
Kee’s lessons echo in my mind.

‘Rod—'

‘Yes?’

‘What’s the ‘Rod’ for?’ 

I give him the big wide eyes, they go for it every time. Let him 
have a whiff  of  grapeshot. He leans across the table and gently 
takes a handful of  my hair,  lifts it out of  my soup and flubbles it 
dry in a snowy napkin.

‘What would you like it to stand for, given a choice of  Rodney 
or Roderick?’

Damn. It’s been ages since anyone did that. He has a gentle 
touch and looks so earnest as he concentrates on the task in hand. 
He’s probably never been this close to a woman before, poor 
homely thing. Despite myself  I relax.

The spoon, as it falls from my relaxed fingers, hits the edge of  
the delicate bone-china soup plate and fragmentates it with a loud 
clack. Soup spreads across the table, Rod (ney or erick) transforms 
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the napkin from towel to coffer dam without missing a beat. The 
spoon wavers momentarily on the edge of  the table before falling.

‘Time’s up—’

Dammit. 

My face is glowing. 

It’ll get worse, there’s nothing I can do to stop it and the more I 
try the worse it will get. And he’s asking the blasted questions.

My treacherous face accelerates to beetroot.

‘Wow!’

There’s genuine admiration in his tone, his eyes go wide. A girl 
could drown in eyes like those … whoops! Hazard alert, spoon on 
floor, AHOOGA AHOOGA — collect the spoon, bend down, get 
the spoon, beat him to the spoon …

I bend quickly to pick up the spoon. Hah! Beat you— 

The last thing I see before the lights go out is the table rushing 
up to meet my face; the last thing I hear is my brain bleating in the 
background about how it might be a good idea to move my chair 
back a bit first …    

*     *     *
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SAMANTHA

How I feel right now is indistinguishable from a Woody’s 
hangover. The good thing is that it’s free. I force my eyes open. A 
thousand stacked messages overwhelm my mind, screaming for 
attention. I prioritise, painfully. 

First, that great classic cliché of  all time — where am I? 

As far as I can tell from one very brief  scan of  my 
surroundings, I’m in my own huge waterbed. That’s nice.

Also, as far as I can tell, I’m alone in my bed. This, too, given 
the circumstances, is also nice. 

A discreet cough informs me that I’m not entirely alone, 
however. 

A prickle of  apprehension runs up my spine, crosses the top of  
my head, drops to the floor and runs screaming from the room. 
That’s just how I feel, too, but the urge passes. With effort I lever 
myself  to a one-eye-open condition. 

Caught in the act of  putting down my copy of  ‘Hearts and 
Flowers’ magazine (this month’s, I haven’t read it yet) is Geraldine, 
in a nurse’s white uniform.

No. Once focussed I see it’s not Gerry, but a clone. How nice, 
Wanda is whore de combat, they send in the clones … query, 
where did she come from and what is she doing here?

Big blue eyes stare back at me from under a halo of  golden silk. 
The little white nurse hat is a nice finishing touch.
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Her soft lips flap. I can almost hear her. She repeats, a little 
louder, in a voice of  pure honeybalm. It’s a velvet touch, an asset 
that some (like me) would kill to possess.

She gets up and comes to my bed, and places a cooling hand 
on my brow. Birds sing, bells ring, incredibly the pain recedes as 
her perfume washes over me like springtime.

‘Who the hell are you?’

Her smile is the rope breaking as the trapdoor is sprung, all the 
rifles going click instead of  bang, it produces the feeling you’d get 
if  the funny metal hat falls off  and all the fuses blow.

‘I’m Samantha, Spenser’s private nurse — he told me to stay 
with you until you’re on your feet again.’

‘He’s here?’

She shakes her lovely head. Scents of  Olympus waft around me 
and settle; damn, it’s getting warm in here.

Now she’s taking my pulse. For a moment she looks alarmed, 
then  smiles softly. Heartbeat of  a mouse be damned, it would be 
perfectly normal if  Alphonse had taken it. What the hell’s 
happening here, I’m not ga— 

‘He had to go to Venezuela at short notice … but he left 
instructions that you’re now my top priority. I think he feels 
responsible for your accident.’

She said it with such a straight face, too.

‘How did I get home? How long has it been? My cat—'
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She laughs, a gentle evocative sound like the tinkle of  wind 
bells in a mountain pass, or the trickle-plop of  a Scottish burn en 
route to a distillery. For a moment I wonder if  some of  my circuits 
weren’t rewired a little by that impact.

‘He’s just fine. It’s been about six hours and Spenser brought 
you home in your car, I followed on his motorcycle.’

Motorbike. Knees. Then those hirsute patellae at the gym had 
to have been Spenser’s — but lots of  elegant men are hairy 
underneath, It’s no big deal. Either that or coincidence has a large 
overbite. Wait, there’s more—

‘He carried you in then took off  on the bike. I sponged you and 
put you to bed, fed your cat — he’s a real sweetie, where did you 
find him? — and sent your dress to the cleaners by courier.’

Pu, a sweetie? My dress?

‘You shouldn’t really have bothered, it’s a write-off.’

‘I did wonder about all those crocodile bites but thought it may 
have been some kind of  local fashion statement.’ 

She has the most engaging smile, every county in the old 
country is blended into her accent with stray dashes of  California 
and Paris. Dammit, I like her.

Or do I — as Spenser’s private nurse she must go everywhere 
with him, at his side in the executive jet. Where does she sleep? 
Bitch. I hate her.

It’s not easy to hate someone who’s gently fluffing up your 
pillows and offering to make you a coffee. (Damn, whatever that 
perfume is I’m going to get some. My head is spinning.)

CONTENTS! Page 73



‘I keep ground coffee in the freezer — you’ll find it in the tin 
labelled ‘might be custard’.’

She’s back in minutes with two lovely dark coffees.

‘I couldn’t find your percolator or a plunger, so I made it 
cowpoke style, in a saucepan.’

I manage a rueful grin. She doesn’t need to know that my 
percolator has been watering pot plants all summer, ever since the 
element blew that time I dropped it for being red hot (okay, you 
put water in them first, I knew that).

‘How are you feeling, now?’

‘Like I’ve been kicked by a camel. Big camel.’

‘Then you’d better stay in bed for the rest of  the day — I might 
let you up tomorrow.’ 

Orders, gently given, but they have the ring of  wisdom, and 
despite the coffee I’m feeling sleepy.

*    *    *

My eyes open in the half  light of  a gorgeous dawn. My head 
doesn’t hurt at all, I could fight tigers. Little tigers. Okay, kittens. 
Little kittens.

I roll over to look at the time. The muffled squeak that escapes 
my lips isn’t entirely voluntary or without precedent. On the pillow 
next to mine is a golden mist and that glorious perfume isn’t my 
own Chez Bargain Bin special.
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Samantha is even more divine when she’s asleep but this is 
neither time nor place for theology. Words keep chasing through 
my mind, basic, simple little bleats; like what, when, how and why 
(the ‘who’ and ‘where’ are redundant under the circumstances).

Blue eyes smile dreamily into mine, I didn’t see her open them. 
Her words are preceded by a languid stretch — damn, she’s got 
nothing on under that perfume. Momentarily I consider a flying 
leap, or perhaps I could accidentally fall out of  bed — yes, that’s 
it, no offense, she knows I’m good at accidents.

Her eyes go wide.

‘Good heavens, I’ve slept in! Whatever must you think of  me?’

She rolls out of  bed to her feet in a single fluid motion that not 
even Pu could ever hope to emulate. I just have time to register 
physical perfection before she’s gone in the direction of  the 
kitchen, trailing spun gold.

I’m up, showered, dressed, and have the bed made before she 
can come back; but she fools me by calling me through to the 
dinette where my little table is laid for an intimate breakfast for 
two (at my tiny table all sittings are intimate, no big deal). She’s 
wearing my wet-look plastic coat. Her feet are bare and I think I 
understand now why Spenser keeps her on. She makes a damn 
fine omelette (her coffee, too, is rich, dark, and dangerous). Her 
teeth are white and even as she bites delicately into a piece of  
toast.

‘I didn’t know I had any marmalade left?’

‘I found it in your laundry behind the bleach—’
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Now I remember putting it there, last spring. I’d been in the 
middle of  breakfast when Pu parked a fuzz-ball in the middle of  
the carpet. By now it must be mouldy and horri— 

‘ —but once you get past all the green fur it’s actually quite 
good — somewhat unusual flavour, orange peel with undertones of 
truffle.’

To change the subject I change the subject.

‘Tell me about Mr. Spenser?’

Samantha’s deep blue orbs light up. Damn, was that insensitive 
of  me — are they an item? Naaah, he’s her boss for heaven’s sake, 
her employer and all that other mundane stuff. I hope.

‘What’s to say about Spenser? He’s just himself. He’s not 
married, if  that’s what you mean?’

Am I really so obvious?

‘And who’s the other man I see sometimes, up at the house?’

‘That’s Rodney, his manservant. They’ve known each other for 
years, Rodney attends to all the minutiae that Spenser’s just too 
busy for. He’s very good at his job but watch out for him, he’s as 
gay as the whole Swish Guard. Fussy, pedantic sometimes, but a 
bit of  a sweetie, really. Spenser would be heartbroken if  anything 
ever happened to him.’

Ye gods — not only does he look quite unlike a Rodney, I’d 
never have picked him for … for one of  those. Samantha shoots 
me an appraising look, something must be showing in my face.

‘No, Spenser’s not that way inclined. Anyway, he always has me 
if  he gets lonely—’
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I’m not sure that I really want to hear this. The new, sexy, 
liberated Wanda I may be, the ‘harness the male hormones and 
make ‘em work for you’ Wanda, yes — but hell, this lady is 
actually doing it. With me it’s all theory; with her it’s practise, with 
him, Spenser. My Spenser. Harlot!

She shakes her head in mild exasperation. ‘How best to put it? 
Okay ... I’m still a virgin, Wanda.’

I bite a chunk right out of  my cup, just in time for the last of  
the coffee to dribble down my front. Oh, well done. But at least I 
get the message.

Uh oh.

‘And before you ask, I’m not, and never have been, gay.’

Phew.

Neither am I, but I watch those full little lips of  hers with a 
terrible fascination. If  she’s still a virgin after being his nurse cum 
travelling companion for goodness knows how long, Spenser must 
have the self-control of  an ox — or something’s missing.

‘And now, Miss Lust, will you be able to drive me back to the 
house, please, after I’ve done the dishes?’

My heart goes out to her. She said Loost.

*     *     *
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RUTGER MELSEN

Even in The Bays there are winter days when the sun shines 
brightly and the skies are clear and blue.

Samantha’s hair dances in the breeze from the Brute’s open 
window, she’s not wearing the little nurse hat and is totally relaxed, 
enjoying the vista as the Bay spreads out on either side of  the steep 
road leading up to The Mansion.

The gates are shut but they open by themselves as we 
approach. I snatch a quick glance, Sam has her hand in her 
shoulder bag and tosses me a throwaway smile. Remote control, of 
course.

We purr to a stop in front of  the steps. There’s no sign of  life 
other than the arthritic Siamese cat now perched on a high brick 
wall with his head moving stiffly from side to side. His eyes follow 
us as Sam opens the door but she ignores him completely. 
Samantha doesn’t like cats? Surely not. I wave and make ‘coochy-
coo’ noises but he ignores me and turns back to stare at the gate. 
Bloody aristocat.

Sam is standing by the little table, reading a note.

She slips it into her shoulder bag as I tumble in. I’d forgotten 
about the slippery floor. She manages to snatch up the wooden 
table and does a passable Veronica as I rocket by, knowing now 
within my heart of  hearts that the little wooden table with the 
dinged carved legs is doomed (all my life I’ve had a psychic sense 
where Wanda-induced disasters are concerned).

‘Would you like to join me for coffee?’
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The idea has a great deal of  merit and I enjoy Sam’s company. 
It will also give me a chance to find out more about the man I’m 
going to marry, Mr. Elusive Bloody Rod Spenser. I nod a quick yes 
as I unpeel myself  from the wall — such elegant little tiles, so 
beautifully grouted. So hard.

Spenser’s kitchen is well appointed with the very latest hi-tech 
everything and immaculate except for one incongruous single-
burner gas ring set up on the butcher’s block. Sam drops the coffee 
she’s just ground into a well-loved (okay, ratty old) percolator taken 
from a cupboard. She catches my eye with a grin.

‘Spenser’s. He won’t have his coffee any other way at home, 
unless of  course, it’s Alphonse’s—’

So my future husband has a few quirks behind that elegant 
exterior. Still, I can learn to love a man with hairy knees, a 
penchant for rotgut coffee and many millions of  dollars— 

‘ —he’s had this percolator for years and years. It was his dad’s, 
and his father’s before that. It’s very precious to him — the only 
thing he has of  them, in fact.’ 

The coffee when it comes adds an entirely new dimension to 
the word ‘flavour’. I’m expecting Woody but receive ambrosia, 
Sam’s delight is almost childlike.

*    *    * 

For three weeks nothing happens.

Nothing, except for Sonia’s return to work slightly red-nosed 
and with a tendency to sneeze at short notice. My workload drops 
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away as she gathers back her clients, graciously permitting me to 
retain one Mr. Bloomsberry of  Oaktree Boulevard and the Green 
Dreams Motel.

Listing the Green Dreams was not a good idea.

It was built as an afterthought, an add-on to the Slobb & Co 
Family Restaurant & Bar though later the property was 
subdivided. The motel part is now up for grabs at a giveaway price 
but so far there’s no takers, not even for Sonia’s irresistible 
inducements.

I’d gone round to view it and consider myself  lucky to have 
gotten away with only three Neanderthals hanging from my car. I 
hadn’t even stopped before they were leaping out of  the blue haze 
that always surrounds the place. The final one flew off  into a large 
bank of  garbage bins as we skittered out of  the driveway, a perfect 
strike that left empty bottles, cans, and for some reason fish 
skeletons all over the lawn.

But nobody seems interested in The Mansion. It’s probably the 
hefty asking price that keeps them away although a few of  the 
Bays’ more venturesome souls try their luck and fall at the first 
hurdle. Sha Kee has an unfailing eye for poseurs — the curious 
and envious will just have to scale the cliffs or hire a helicopter, she 
wants class.

Which is where I come in, again.

I’m on floor-duty in the office, sitting at my desk carefully 
shifting piles of  paper from one side to the other and back. Floor 
duty is the only time that staying in the office is Raewyn-proof, in 
fact we’re not even allowed out without her permission. Someone 
has to be here to handle the ‘drop-ins’, the people who see just 
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what they’ve always wanted in our window and drop-in to enquire. 
In other words, the bored, lonely, or broke, wanting the free coffee 
and chauffeured tour.

‘Wanda will help you, sir.’ 

My ears prickle, as does the cold shiver now slithering down 
my spine. Raewyn doesn’t often call a prospect ‘sir’ (mostly it’s all 
we can do to stop her slapping them about the ears just for being 
there).

There’s a gentleman in a suit at reception. His eyes flicker 
across at me, then back to Raewyn; the trickles up and down my 
spine turn to torrents of  ice. Those eyes are glacial blue and raise 
goosebumps in my essentials. Shivers spread across my midriff. My 
nipples rise of  their own accord.

Damn — she’s bringing him over.

His suit has the kind of  casual elegance that can only be 
achieved with lots of  m-o-n-e-y. It’s being worn with an 
indifference that indicates a lifelong familiarity with my target 
environment. His blond hair complements the blue eyes and he 
moves with leonine grace; an athlete or dancer, without an ounce 
of  fat. The polished brown courts on his feet retail for hundreds 
per shoe and I catch a glimpse of  a diver’s gold Rolex on his left 
wrist.

I swing round elegantly on my Secretary chair, crossing my legs 
for better effect. I must’ve known something this morning when I 
let Pu choose my outfit (actually he was dozing on my dress—the 
raised fur and deep growl suggested that the miniskirt was more 
suitable today). My elbow catches the cellphone and sends it 
spinning, before I can react lightning reflexes grab it out of  the air.
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For a very brief  moment our three heads are in intimate 
proximity, then Raewyn relaxes and allows … him  … sole 
possession. I hadn’t seen either of  them move, not even as a blur.

Raewyn is blushing? Naaaa … she regretfully hurries off  to 
answer an incoming, leaving me staring into blue ice from a 
distance of  less than quite close enough, thank you, and loving it. 
There’s a subtle hint of  the male equivalent of  Sonia’s costly blend 
that momentarily makes me feel stars. Damn.

The moment passes. He returns my phone and breaks contact, 
straightening up with a polite smile. My nipples grate harshly 
against the silk of  my blouse under my blazer, twanging my nerves 
with echoes that reverberate through my entire being. I feel warm 
and gooey all over.

Which is why, after a frantic call to Sha Kee for the other key I 
am now parked in front of  Spenser’s steps, babbling real-estate as 
we step from the Brute. It hadn’t taken Sha Kee long to qualify 
Rutger Melsen as a genuine prospect, his Nordic charm swept the 
doubts from her face as if  they’d been wiped with a wet fu yong. 

The Siamese cat must really love that wall. His eyes follow 
coldly as we climb the steps and go in, my mouth in overdrive with 
clichés tumbling from my lips like autumn leaves in a typhoon. 
Chez Bargain Bin hangs around us like a cloud (I tend to warm up 
when I’m nervous and Rutger (‘Please, call me Rut’) is having that 
effect on me).

He’s impressed and it shows. He loves the huge dining room 
and asks if  the furnishings go with the place, he thinks the kauri 
table is magnificent. He spends a fair amount of  time looking at 
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the indoor pool, not far short of  Olympic and now with faint wisps 
of  steam coming from the surface.

‘Wanda, what is in here?’ 

He’s testing a locked door in one of  the upstairs passages. His 
accent rocks my boat; Spenser may have the sexiest of  voices, 
educated and cultured, but this man achieves the same effect from 
a different direction. There’s arctic forest and howling wolf  in his 
background. Rowf !

‘I think it’s just another closet — and look, there’s a walk-in off 
the passageway to the ensuite, over there … babble babble ... is 
this big enough for your needs, do you think?’  

It never hurts to try a closing question, even this early. I find 
myself  wondering if  size is an issue with him.

His return smile rocks my boat again. Before I can react his 
eyes are once more restlessly roaming the room, scanning the 
spartan double bed, the french doors that open onto a multi-
megadollar view and private patio. He even scrutinises the ceiling 
trim.

One thing he doesn’t do is make any kind of  a pass at me.

I find this oddly disturbing.

It was gratifying at first the way his eyes lingered on my 
miniskirt (thanks, Pu) and darted inside my blazer as I leaned 
forward to take the phone, but he’s been a perfect gentleman since. 
Dammit, he’s genuinely more interested in Spenser’s property than 
in me.

‘And the owner, he is negotiable?’
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Poop. He’s concentrating on the business in hand. How would 
Sonia handle this? If  she were here right now she’d say something 
like— 

‘Ah, there you are!’

Caught by surprise I utter a pathetic little squeak and spin to 
the door where Sonia in her blazer and flimsiest dress stands like a 
tiny backlit goddess in the afternoon sun. I can see her outline 
quite clearly, the slanting rays render her dress transparent. The 
effect is nothing short of  magical — the little bitch has picked up 
my ball and is running with it. Trollop.

Beside me there is the classic sharp intake of  breath.

Rutger freezes, his hand inside his jacket. He pulls his 
cellphone, staring at Sonia, changes his mind and puts it back. Oh, 
yes, instant chemistry at work, I can smell the pheromones from 
way over here. Well, it ain’t gonna work, Toots, he’s mi— 

‘Sha Kee wants to see you in the office, Wanda — if  it’s not too 
inconvenient?’ 

Damn! Worded like that it means I’d better hustle if  I want to 
keep my desk; heck, if  I want to keep my teeth.

Sonia purrs into the room and fires a twenty trillion volt smile 
at my prospect. Hah! Fat chance, harlot— 

My prospect fires one right back, displaying more ivory than a 
polished piano. The warm blue eyes register a degree of  interest 
that tells me I’m in the way here and should really be getting back 
to the office, or mowing the lawns, or painting eggs or something, 
anything, but give it wings.
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No-one listens (face it, Wanda — nobody even notices) as I 
excuse myself  and leave the room, utterly furious. On the way 
home tonight I’m stopping for a very large packet of  pins and 
some beeswax—there’s not a jury in the world would convict me.  
To heck with the budget, two packets.

The Brute roars the moment I touch his starter, he senses my 
mood and we rocket away blasting Sonia’s Bigfoot with gravel 
(serve her right for parking so close). It’s a very minor victory but 
makes me feel better; all I need now is a lock of  her hair and a 
fingernail clipping.

Some of  her blood would help, too, but don’t tempt me.

*     *     *
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IN TRUSSED

‘You’re back early — did you score?’  Raewyn’s cheery demeanour 
takes me by surprise. It’s a very personal question, but she is direct 
and uninhibited.

‘What—?’

‘If  you didn’t, did we make a sale? Obviously not — Wanda, 
how could you? If  ever a buyer was hot to trot, he was.’

I bite back the bile and choke on it.

‘Sonia—’

‘Oh, did she find you? She said she was going to see you about 
something — I think she wants Bloomsberry back.’

A red mist begins to form in front of  my eyes. I don’t like the 
direction this conversation is taking. The word ‘sucker’ flashes like 
neon in my brain.

‘She told me that Sha Kee—’

Raewyn sits down again, visions of  the big party and buckets of 
champagne now on hold. ‘Sha Kee called a while ago, said I was 
to pass the word that while you’re up there with Melsen nobody 
else is to go near — give you a free run at it, that sort of  thing.’

Sucker.

Sucker, sucked.

Sucker, suckee; I suck, you suck, we suck, they suck — everyone 
sucks, and they all suck me. I’ve been sucked in, chewed up and 
spat out. By an expert.
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By cute little Sonia. 

Again.

But at least no-one will ever know, other than me and cute little 
Sonia. I won’t tell if  she doesn’t — pigs will fly, too.

‘And Sha Kee will be away for about a week, she’s left me in 
charge. So don’t just stand there, go forth and hustle.’

She stops fiddling with her nails as she catches my eye. Alarm 
kicks in and she jumps up, moving briskly backwards. She needn’t 
have worried, whatever I’m transmitting it’s not aimed at her, it’s 
reserved entirely for cute little Sonia.

No more Ms Nice Guy.

Give her credit, Raewyn recovers fast. She turns the backwards 
movement into a stroll to the machine, so smoothly I might not 
have noticed, and brings me back a black coffee. Her brow furrows 
at a thought.

‘Where’re the keys, right now?’

They’re weighing heavy in my pocket, that’s where— 

Oh no.

Cute little Sonia and Rutger bloody Melsen are up at the 
Mansion with no way of  locking it when they leave. Not good.

‘Wanda, the keys?’

When I was a little girl my family called it ‘Wanda’s luck’. The 
term covered a multitude of  sins, specifically my inability to get 
away with anything. Whatever it was I’d always be found out, one 
way or the other— 
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‘You do still have them, don’t you?’

Thank heavens Raewyn has the thermostat on the coffee 
machine turned down. A bit. I scupper my coffee in just two 
throat-gagging mind-boggling scalding gulps and scorch for the 
door, gone long before the empty cup bounces off  the wastebasket.

I’m a girl in a hurry.

The Brute knows. His juices flow freely, his sparky bits ignite the 
pistons or whatever they do inside engines and we blast along 
Kismet Road as if  Todd isn’t even there.

Which of  course he is.

Dammit, the last time he flagged me down for speeding it took 
me twenty minutes of  breathless exertion to worm my way out of  
a ticket, I just don’t have time for that sort of  thing right now.

He’s a persistent bugger. 

I pull to the side a bit and wind down my window as he draws 
level— 

‘My place, tonight at seven — okay?’

The flashing lights and siren stop, he falls away with a grin and 
turns into Invercockaleekie Road.

Damn, if  he doesn’t bring anything tonight I hope there’s some 
Woody’s left. I suppress a mirthless grin, I still have some of  those 
little Mexican crispy things and most people don’t know the 
difference between paté and Woof  anyway. That’s me, Wanda, 
hospitality guaranteed.
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The gates are still open as I drive in but there’s no sign of  the 
Bigfoot in front of  the house. 

Bugger.

There’s no sign of  life at all, so I guess Alphonse and Sam 
must’ve jetted off  to join Spenser. Probably the homely gardener 
too, if  incredibly rich people take such with them from place to 
place?

Moot point, my attention is taken by the rumpled bed in the 
upstairs bedroom — the one with Sonia’s partly clad form lying on 
top of  it.

Her eyes glare wildly over the top of  enough improvised ropes 
to qualify her instantly for mummyhood. So that’s what happened 
to her dress, good, I was beginning to worry— 

‘Mfffsplp!’

Her face is a lovely shade of  pink. I’ll savour this moment 
forever.

‘Pardon?’

‘Mfff  mffft mmmmp! Mfffl mnk mmmb—'

‘It’s bad manners to talk with your mouth full, Sonia … is my 
client anywhere around? Did you make a sale — of  the property, I 
mean?’

I’ll have to set her free, I just know it.

One day.

A pity, I’d love to have her stuffed, just as she is right now (hell, 
I could lease her to the navy and retire, win-win all round). I 
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remember seeing a knife block in the kitchen with a splendid range 
of  Solingen in it — briefly I wonder if  a filleting knife would do a 
better job on her, or should I use the boner?

Her eyes go as wide as desolate pools when I come back with 
the world’s largest carving knife, honed beyond a razor’s edge.

Her thrashings cease. When I apply the cutting edge to the 
twisted materials holding her neck to the bedhead she even stops 
breathing. The sweat suits her, too.

Damn, I feel it coming— 

‘CHOOF! … Oops.’

Serves her right for getting herself  all trussed up like this in the 
first place. Anyway, she had far too much hair. I work my way 
quickly down, relishing every moment, saving the gag till last.

The tape finally falls away and the storm breaks. Words I 
haven’t heard since the time as a child my neighbour’s husband 
came home early one day rage around my ears like rabid bees. She 
goes into overdrive and swears non-stop for three minutes in five 
different languages, without once repeating herself. So this is 
culture — I’m impressed.

Eventually she runs out of  steam and glares at me from bright 
blue eyes, chest heaving, with just a hint of  angry tears. I step back 
to give her room to get up. A quick nudge with my foot and her 
blazer slips out of  sight under the bed (okay, I’m vindictive. Sue 
me).

‘I’ll give you a lift down to the office, Sonia, if  you like?’
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Her eyes flash. The office, I’m willing to wager, is the last place 
she’d like to be right now, or anytime, dressed in just the tiniest of  
lacy black briefs (if  she had a bra earlier there’s no sign of  it). Cute 
boobs.

‘Do you think Spenser will mind if  I borrow one of  his sheets?’

I shrug. 

‘Aren’t you going to tell me what happened? I need to call the 
police—'

She shakes her head vigorously.

She wriggles, wrapping the orange sheet around herself  until 
she looks like a cute little Buddhist monk. Yeah, right — Buddha 
would take one look and run off  screaming.

‘Will you take me home?’

I smile sweetly. This feels sooooooo good. Orgasmic, in fact.

‘I have to call in and see Sha Kee, you said—'

‘Please?’ That took real effort, I can tell.

‘Maybe I’d better call Todd first, then I can run you down to 
the office—'

‘Damn you, Wanda! Name your price!’

I’m cheap. My price is to be told everything that happened, 
detail by detail. My knees are covertly knocking, but for her 
cupidity it might have been me now strutting the catwalk in this 
season’s stunning orange bed linen.

She follows me everywhere as I go through the house making 
sure the windows are all clipped tight and doors locked. As far as I 
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can tell everything is in its place — at least there are no drawers 
open with socks everywhere.

The Siamese cat stares down on us as we climb into the Brute, 
me unable to believe my luck and Sonia furiously holding the 
flapping sheet about her body. The gates close of  their own accord 
as we drive out; all high-tech but spooky nonetheless.

*    *    *

Her home is in the upper reaches of  Glenrowan Drive. It’s a 
gorgeous house of  Southland-stone done in three levels, tastefully 
landscaped with many shades and textures of  bamboo. Stunning 
views.

I also know that there’s no need to drive through town to get to 
her place from where we are.

None at all.

Not a sausage.

We slow down as we pass the red and gold front of  Sha Kee’s 
Real estate, the lights are on already.

‘Wanda, please!’

‘We’re just nipping in for a quick coffee — you must be 
needing one by now, you poor thin—'

Her eyes would burn holes in sheet steel. The words, when they 
come, stick in her craw; she forces herself  to annunciate clearly, 
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the sweetness belied by the wishful twitching of  her tiny fingers. 
She’s staring at my neck.

‘Wanda — dear — please come and have coffee with me at my 
place, and I’ll tell you all about it?’

I’ve never been inside her house. It’s an offer too good to 
refuse. Regretfully I swing the Brute towards Glenrowan and 
switch myself  to listening mode.

Melsen, it turns out, was everything she’d dreamed of  in a 
man; he was rich, charming, moneyed, well dressed, suave, rich, 
wealthy, cultured, affluent, well-heeled, good looking, rich, 
handsome, sophisticated, rich, and he seemed to fancy her bod no 
end.

‘So why did he tie you up like that? Where did he go, what did 
he do? What set him off ? Did he—'

The Brute growls to a stop outside number 111.

Blue eyes glint as Sonia flips open the door; for a moment her 
swaddled perfection is silhouetted against the setting sun, then she 
is out of  the car. Her face is vindictive triumph as she peers in at 
me, lips cute curls of  contempt.

I feel a strong sense of  inevitability.

‘Am I still invited in for coffee?’

By way of  reply she slams the door, her mouth now a rictus of  
well-bred malice.

She can’t help it that a tiny corner of  her sheet is caught in the 
door any more than I can help the reflexive twitch of  my right 
foot. For the life of  me, though, I have no idea why at that precise 
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moment the horn should jam itself  on, bringing the curious 
flocking to their doors and windows as the Brute leaps forwards 
into the sunset with a throaty roar and trailing a flapping bed 
sheet.

In the mirror I catch the briefest glimpse of  Sonia before her 
wildly spinning form hurtles nakedly into a large bush on her 
neighbour’s front lawn and disappears. Ouch. 

Holly — in Auckland, would you believe?

As we exit Glenrowan a thought occurs to me — Sonia had a 
whole new security system fitted to her house not so long ago, after 
the last break-in.

I find myself  wondering if  she remembered to hide a spare key 
somewhere … probably not.

I hope.

*     *     *
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BURGLED

Get this, I’m changed into a long tee shirt (Daffy Duck) and 
nothing else, contemplating my euphonium and listening to the 
sexy beat of  my ancient washing machine when it suddenly occurs 
to me that something is missing from my life.

Frowning doesn’t help either. The pursuing shrug makes the tee 
shirt rasp against my nipples, further reminding me that I’m young 
and vibrant. And still single — what the hell am I doing at home, 
alone, at seven-forty on a Friday night?

Uh oh. I can feel it coming on, one of  those introspective ‘take 
stock of  yourself  Wanda’ moods. I know if  I leave it I’ll start 
pondering my success rate so far … late twenties and still haven’t 
met Mr. Right, that sort of  thing.

Dammit, I have met him.

The only thing is, Mr. Bloody Spenser seems totally unaware of 
having met me. A bit of  a problem, but hey, I’m working on it.

Pu raises his head from the chair and stares at me from behind 
unfathomable golden eyes. His gaze switches back and forth 
between me and the euphonium, his tail is twitching. I get the 
message and retract my hand. Pu is not a music lover, neither is 
Mrs Becket; heck — every time I even think about practising the 
whole Close assembles at my door with pitchforks.

Seven-forty! Of  course — Todd!

Todd was meant to be here ages ago, how could I have 
forgotten? Mental slap of  the forehead. If  he sees me like this— 
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I’m not home, that’s it.

I spring to the switch and flip the lights out, instant darkness 
broken only by the glow from various electronic clocks. Hah! Take 
that, Todd, raincheck time. In the darkness I sense Pu settle his 
head once more on his paws. I almost feel his tail curl round his 
body as he lets out a feline sigh.

Feline pretty good, which is more than I can say for myself, 
sitting alone in the dark of  a Friday night, hearing cars roar by in 
the distance towards the currently fashionable Templar Hotel — 
damn all yuppies and their rampaging hormones.

I could watch television — oops, Wanda, that wasn’t very 
bright of  you (bright — get it? Oh my goodness …).

I could read a book … duuuh. Lights.

Go to bed?

The thought has appeal, but not by myself. Full circle … Todd?

Suddenly I realise I’m in the classic trap.

My dear old Dad often used to talk to me as if  I were the son 
he wanted instead of  the daughter he adored. ‘Women—’ he’d say 
over the top of  his huge glass (just a pint, but to me in those days it 
was huge)  ‘—never know what they want. It’s always “c’mere, 
c’mere, c’mere — go ‘way, go ‘way, go ‘way” — so be careful what 
you ask for, Wanda, you may just get it.’

I sneak a look at one of  the clocks. Two minutes have passed, 
oh goody.

I watch another minute flick itself  by.
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So what if  Todd turns up? It’d just turn into another wrestling 
match, as usual, which I always win — thanks to his sergeant 
there’s no starch in his packet, he just makes the gesture; after 
which we lie back panting in each other’s arms and set the world 
to rights while he strokes my hair. Platonic sex, better than none at 
all and no less risky.

So, what do I want?

The thought of  Todd stroking my hair has my nipples raised 
again and now there’s a warmth in my lower stomach. He has 
such a lovely stroke. Damn.

I want ice cream, that’s what I want.

A background bleating promotes itself  to the front level of  
thought, it’s my conscience kicking in. How nice. What little black 
cocktail number? Hah! When am I ever going to wear it? Don’t 
kid yourself  Wanda … the fridge now stands before me black in 
the darkness of  the kitchen, monolithic, forbidding, and inviting at 
the same time.

I know there’s a whole two litres of  Walnut Golden Creme in 
there, somewhere. Orgasmic bliss lies just a heartbeat away.

Dammit, no.

I make a stand and turn my back, freedom and glory to all 
dieters everywhere. I, too, am strong.

Behind me the fridge swings open of  its own accord, suddenly 
I’m flooded with light. For a moment I stand blinking in the 
comparative brilliance then from my back door comes a clatter 
and a scramble followed by rapidly receding footsteps.
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Man footsteps.

Todd?

No — Todd would use the front door, and if  Todd wanted to 
burgle my unit he’d just use the set of  skeleton keys all policemen 
deny having.

So it’s not Todd. Brrrr.

Why didn’t the security light come on? Good point, I’ll check it 
out. Tomorrow. Right now I have to take a sheet out of  the 
washing machine and feed it several times through the mangle, 
and peg it to the line outsi—  and hang it over the bath. Then I’ll 
double check all the locks and go to bed, alone, with the ancestral 
kukri.

And Pu.

*    *    *

Saturday morning. The Bay is alive with shoppers enjoying one 
out of  the bag, clear blue skies and cheery heat-free autumn 
sunlight. Harassed young mothers are pushing wheels with sticky 
infants peering from under piles of  parcels, and/or dragging other 
infants by the hand, pausing only to snarl at would-be errant 
husbands longingly eyeing Speakeasy’s Genuine British Pub.

There’s also a fair bit of  activity around Sha Kee’s. 

Raewyn is in the doorway talking to Todd as I hurtle by, 
weaving in and out of  suicidal pedestrians. As I turn to park 
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behind Sha Kee’s I have the satisfaction of  catching Todd’s eye 
and seeing him shrug. Good, he’d forgotten, he hadn’t stood me 
up after all. Moral high ground to me, then — what he doesn’t 
know won’t come back to bite.

The Brute grumbles to silence as I step out, summer-weight 
miniskirt momentarily riding high on my thighs. Across Beach 
Lane two cyclists independently ride into different trees. Skirt’s a 
success then, the day is looking up already.

I pause dangerously in the doorway, surveying chaos from half  
closed eyes. Wasted effort, everyone is busy except for Raewyn 
now sitting in morose silence at her desk, watching the fingerprint 
man’s butt as he works his way methodically across the wreckage 
of  Sha Kee’s door. Todd comes across to me grinning, his smile for 
my face, his eyes fixed on my short skirt.

‘Hi, Wanda—'

‘I’m up here, dammit!’

Todd has one of  those engaging ‘little boy’ grins that belies the 
mind behind it, I feel my stomach flutter as he shifts his point of  
aim from my hemline to my face. Memories of  summer grasses 
and the scent of  crushed meadow flowers spring to mind, 
ruthlessly I squash them. Take the offensive, Wanda, get in firstest 
with the mostest. Do the womanly thing, get ‘em on the back foot 
from the start and keep ‘em there. 

‘You stood me up!’

The grin falls from Todd’s face.

‘No I didn’t. You stood me up—’
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This, expecting, was I not.

‘ —and you could at least’ve told me you’d changed your 
mind!’

Changed my mind? 

No way, he was on a promise if  he did but know it. I take a 
brisk step backwards away from his righteous indignation. Wait a 
minute, what the hell is he talking abou— 

‘—and don’t stand staring at me with those incredible eyes, you 
know damned well who I mean!’

I utter a pathetic little squeak. It’s not much, but under the 
circumstances it will have to do. Wait— 

‘What do you mean, “who”?’

The naughty-boy grin comes again. Oh, he’s foxy, this one, no 
wonder his sergeant keeps him limp. Lucky her.

‘I mean that guy coming out of  your place just as I was 
arriving. I know I was a bit late—’

‘Glop?’

‘Your lights didn’t come on, so I guessed he must’ve left you all 
snuggled up—’

The blood runs icy in my veins. Todd saw my visitor — do I tell 
him what happened?

‘Did you see who it was?’

Todd shakes his head. ‘It was dark. But judging by the suit I’d 
say your luck has finally changed. Good one, Wanda.’
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Wait, a thought— 

‘What was he driving?’

‘Bigfoot, like Sonia’s. I didn’t get the number — the lights 
didn’t come on till he cleared the bend.’

Damn!

It was Melsen, no doubt about it. Why on earth would Melsen 
want to burgle me?

Raewyn stops staring at the man’s butt long enough to glare me 
like it’s all my fault that Sha Kee’s door is in pieces and the place 
has been redecorated by a typhoon. Papers and files are strewn 
everywhere. Even Sha Kee’s locked drawer has been forced, 
there’s two packets of  condoms and a bottle of  Glen Lovit’s finest 
standing neatly on her desk, all still sealed. Well, now we know.

Hah! Raewyn is going to be busy. Very busy. 

Poor Raewyn. I feel the beginnings of  an urge to offer my 
assistance, ruthlessly I crush it — after ten minutes I’d wander out 
to see how’s she’s getting on with her half  and there’d be a note 
advising me to lock up when I finish.

‘Anything missing?’

She shakes her head. I try again.

‘How did they get in?’

Todd’s voice in my ear makes me jump (his warm breath on 
the back of  my neck I’d sooner not discuss right now, thank you). 
‘They had a key.’

CONTENTS! Page 101



The fingerprint man turns to us. He looks bored but his eyes 
light up. I preen until I realise he’s not even noticed my miniskirt, 
he’s staring right past me at Raewyn. Raewyn, to give her credit, is 
holding his eye with every sign of  appreciation, and dammit, is 
that just a hint of  pink in her cheeks? Her tongue darts out and 
wets her lips, she likes what she sees and it’s obviously mutual. 
Aaaah.

He absently sticks a brush handle-first into his top pocket. For a 
man built like a brick outhouse his voice is surprisingly soft.

‘There’s no ‘they’ about it. It was just one man, mature, 
financially well established; he had a key and knew exactly what he 
was looking for. My guess is that he didn’t find it.’ 

He’s talking to us all in general but his eyes track Raewyn’s 
every movement. 

‘Any idea what time?’ Todd’s voice sends more shivers racing 
down my spine, they reach my pantie band and split up, igniting 
the hairs on my lower stomach and triggering a Wandaquake.

‘Be sometime between four this morning and first light. The 
Lock’n’Load security guy checked the doors around four and 
scanned the inside with his light, he’d’ve noticed anything like 
this.’

The man turns back to his kit and starts wrapping up. Raewyn 
goes over to put her finger on the knot for him. Just as I’m 
beginning to wonder if  they might be hyperventilating Todd 
comes over and taps me gently on the bot.

‘No!’ 

‘No what, Miss Lust?’
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‘No, you’ve had your chance, you stood me up. Start over.’

Todd grins. It’s just a matter of  time, anyway, and he knows it 
— catching Wanda speeding is like shooting fish in a bucket with a 
cruise missile.

Raewyn picks up one of  the fingerprint kits and follows the 
man out to his car. Todd pulls his vibrating cellphone from his 
pocket and stares momentarily at the screen, he tosses me a ‘gotta 
go, cop you later’ rueful look and walks briskly out the door, 
leaving me all alone.

Too alone, dammit.

I run for the door and get there just in time to see the 
fingerprint man’s car pull out into the melee of  tangled 
pedestrians and traffic that is the Bay’s main street on a Saturday 
morning. Two heads in front, I note bitterly. 

I step back inside, glaring at the wreckage, wondering where 
the hell I start. There’s a black coffee steaming on Raewyn’s desk, 
I’ll start there. I hope the Brute is comfortable out in the car park 
with my euphonium taking up his back seat, it looks like I’ll be 
here for hours. Blast, this wasn’t how I envisaged my Saturday off. 
I was planning on practising, I have the perfect venue in mind, 
nary a pitchfork for miles …

‘Excuse me—'

Concentration broken, I glare wildly up at the sweet little old 
lady with the scruffy hand-knitted shoulder bag and even scruffier 
husband standing in the doorway.

‘What?’
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The little old lady steps smartly backwards and shoves the old 
man in front. Her voice comes around him a bit muffled. The old 
guy just stares at me, like he’s not really with us. Or very nostalgic.

‘We were hoping you could show us a place with a bit of  a 
view, dear, but if  you’re busy—'

Busy? 

Moi?

Rules one, two and three in real estate; you never, never, never 
turn down a chance to chauffeur somebody around town — even 
Ma and Pa Clampett, even when they’re pensioners without two 
beans to rub together, even when they’re obviously looking for a 
free outing, even when they’re giving you the perfect reason to 
leave this little lot ... 

                          ... for Raewyn.
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POOR PROSPECTS

The Brute surprises me, sometimes. 

His door flies open at my touch, I swear his leather creaks as it 
moulds itself  comfortably around the little old lady’s angles. 
Behind us the old man buckles in, peering absently at the 
euphonium as if  it were something from long ago that he can’t 
quite remember. I often feel like that too, I really should practise 
more.

‘We’re after something with a bit of  a view, dear — did I say 
that before?’

I nod, weaving between a bus that pulls out without indicating 
and a bus coming the other way. Another coat of  paint and it 
might have been quite noisy but we’re off, heading for Beachfront 
Road where there’s a cheap unit in a block of  ownership flats that 
they might just be able to afford (and if  you stand on a soapbox on 
the roof  you can sometimes catch a hint of  a glimpse of  the sea, 
on a very clear day).

It’s not what they want. 

Still, early times yet and another cardinal rule of  real estate is 
“only after all else fails, show ‘em what they asked for” but we’ve a 
while to go before I’m that desperate.

‘What didn’t you like about it?’

‘It was quite nice, but there wasn’t really enough ground. Pop 
likes to mow lawns, he likes grass — I couldn’t see him mowing 
that window box every week.’
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Grass. Lawns. And the view, of  course.

The Brute sets course for Glenrowan. Just a few doors down 
from Sonia’s place there’s a nice house on a large section, all done 
in lawns; a goodly glimpse of  the sea, too, though the place mostly 
looks down on bedroom windows and private patios. And not a 
holly bush on the whole property. 

Speaking of  which, the holly bush on Sonia’s neighbour’s lawn 
is looking quite ratty and there’s lots of  holly leaves scattered 
everywhere. And tyre marks — what on earth?

The old man stops stroking my euphonium long enough to 
follow us through the house and grounds, but his heart seems a 
long way off. It’s possibly keeping his mind company somewhere.

‘No, dear, it’s very nice but we need just a wee bit more grass 
than this — and a little bit more of  a view, and some built-in 
security for our old age. You can’t be too careful these days.’

This gives me an idea, I know a place like that. 

I just hope he’s not at home right now, but then it wouldn’t hurt 
to let him see me working on his behalf. And with the little old 
lady (‘You may call me Ronnie, dear’) along as chaperone any 
interactions between the incumbent and my twitchy self  should be 
on a less athletic footing for once.

He’s home, following me with his eyes as I lead them round. 
They love Bloomsberry’s place, but as Ronnie says afterwards, still 
grinning as she flexes her arthritic fingers — she gave his butt such 
a nip — ‘We’re making progress, dear, but we’d prefer a sea vista, 
not suburban.’

That, even to me, sounds vaguely like a clue.
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Sea vista. Vista is more than a distant glimpse, more than a 
mere view. Vista means lots and lots of  mere views, all next to each 
other and touching at the edges. She spoke with such confidence, 
too … naaaa.

My stomach grumbles, waking the old man momentarily out of 
his reveries. He glares wildly all round, then kisses the euphonium. 
Nice touch, I feel like that sometimes after pulling a particularly 
difficult piece.

‘If  you’d like a sandwich dear, we brought plenty. And a flask of 
tea.’ 

I was wondering what was in that shoulder bag but didn’t dare 
ask in case it was filled with old lady things (or worse, old man 
things).

We park at the Sheffield housing estate to watch the ducks. 
While Ronnie pours the tea and clanks about in her bag for the 
sandwiches I summarise out loud all that I’ve learned so far. They 
want enough land for Pop to hoon around on with his ride-on 
mower (vigorous nods — Pop isn’t saying much), sea-vista views, 
security, trees, a pool if  possible (Ronnie likes to keep in shape with 
a dawn-breaking swim every day), some rooms that can be used as 
a library, no neighbours, and close enough to town that they can 
walk.

No way!

There’s only one place like that on the books. I wouldn’t insult 
them by showing something so far out of  anybody’s league. Mind 
you, it certainly wouldn’t do any harm for me to check it out, 
especially since I still have the only keys and Raewyn won’t be 
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finished yet (if  she ever gets back —  but she has to, she left her 
bag under her desk).

I say nothing as we drive in through the big gates, there’s no 
point. Old Pop in the back stares out the window; Ronnie beside 
me catches her breath. Poor dears, I’ll make it brief.

It’s like watching calendar pages flip back to childhood … aah, 
isn’t that sweet, she loves the grounds. Aah, isn’t that sweet, he can 
park his gyrocopter in one of  the garages … his what?  Loopy, of  
course, the pair of  them, but harmless. Actually, I like them very 
much, and not just because they got me out of  the office. 

They adore the pool, too.

‘Look! The roof  opens!’  

She’s pressing a button on the wall and the whole roof  is sliding 
back. Damn, why didn’t anyone show me that before?

The cat is still on his perch, staring at all and sundry, eyes 
tracking every movement as we go out onto the front porch.

‘He’s nice enough, but doesn’t move around much—'

‘They never do, dear, not the Taiwanese ones. You have to pick 
them up and put them down where you want them.’

I can relate to that, it describes perfectly a bull terrier my 
parents had when I was a little girl. He’d whimper if  he sat too 
close to the fire, you had to move him or the place would pong of  
scorched dog for ages. Taiwanese? And there I was, thinking it was 
a Siamese. Silly me.

‘Wrap it up, Wanda — we’ll take it.’
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It’s the first time old Pop has spoken a word, other than ‘Yarp’ 
when he half  choked on his sandwich and Ronnie’s thump fired 
his uppers clear over the ducks.

Whoa! 

Time for a reality check. This is going too far — ha ha, ho ho,  
I like a joke as well as the next sexy bint in a short skirt …

‘It’s listed at nine million dollars — are you sure you really 
want to go that high?’

They exchange looks and shrug. Ah, that’s better, we’re now 
back on an even keel— 

She’s talking to him in a soothing voice.

‘We can take it out of  the petty cash account, then?’

He nods, peering round and enjoying the vista. He turns to me 
— I never noticed before but he has lovely eyes. 

‘Would a cheque do?’

Ye gods. 

Farce, of  course. Ho ho, I think. But it’s a nice day after all and 
one should really play these things through to the end. Why not?

‘Don’t you at least want to make a lower offer? You know, 
haggle a wee bit?’

Ronnie smiles at me before rabbitting about in the depths of  
her huge knitted bag. Something in there rattles like a packet of  
dried peas and there’s a few more of  the deep metallic clanks. She 
resurfaces with a checkbook and a sterling silver ballpoint pen.
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‘Good heavens, no, dear — at our time of  life it takes too long. 
Who do we make the cheque out to?’

Pop takes the tools and starts scribbling. I still don’t believe it.

‘Cash cheque, Miss Lust, or should I cross it?’

I peer over his shoulder, butterflies swarming in my stomach. 
This simply isn’t happening— 

‘I’ll make it cash, then, save all the mucking about … there.’  

RIP

I’m holding a cash cheque for nine million dollars, made out to 
Bearer, which is currently me, and my legs are turning to jelly. The 
butterflies in my stomach have divided themselves into groups and 
are having a war; subconsciously I’m looking about for somewhere 
to throw a screaming fit. 

I did say cash, didn’t I? Made out to Bearer?

‘Are you alright, dear?’

‘Glop?’

‘We’ll move in sometime towards the end of  next month — the 
present owners needn’t feel pressured, you can tell them that. We’d 
appreciate it if  you kept the sale quiet just for now, dear — don’t 
tell Donald, our son; he’s in real estate too, I suppose you know 
him? It’ll be such a lovely surprise.’

I stare down at the account name on the cheque. Veronica and 
David Hawke. Of  course. Silly me, ha ha ha, why didn’t I guess?

CONTENTS! Page 110



I lock up in a dream and drive them sedately back to the office. 
Why didn’t they buy through their son and keep the commission in 
the family? Oh, yes, sole agency, silly Wanda. 

Someone’s moving in the office. 

Raewyn is just finishing with the vacuum cleaner as I lurch in 
through the back door. She’s blooming, even singing, in fact. 
Alright for some.

There’s a movement in Sha Kee’s office then Sha Kee stands 
up behind the desk, her glorious dark hair tucked into an old pair 
of  knickers on her head, wet cloth in her hand. The door, I note, 
has already been replaced. She glares at me like it’s all my fault. 
This would normally be a good call on her part but for once my 
conscience is quite clear.

‘You might have stayed and made a start for us, Miss Lust.’ 

Her sloe eyes bore into me accusingly. At this point I find words 
inadequate — actually, impossible. Ronnie Hawke is still outside 
levering Mr. Hawke out of  the Brute and my speaking gear is all 
seized up. I do the only thing possible under the circumstances, I 
present the cheque to Sha Kee.

At least I try to present the cheque to Sha Kee. 

I make the gesture. I hold it at arms length in her direction and 
flap it up and down. Sha Kee, never slow on the uptake, takes the 
cheque. 

At least she tries to take the cheque.

After nearly a minute of  trying she gives up and goes out, 
reappearing a few moments later with Raewyn. 
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I don’t even see it coming. 

One moment Raewyn has that enigmatic smile on her face 
(like the Mona Lisa, if  the Mona Lisa were a great white) and the 
next moment my arm feels like I’ve just grabbed a copper bowl full 
of  electric eels. The cheque flutters from my nerveless fingers and 
is snatched out of  the air. I have the satisfaction of  seeing 
Raewyn’s eyes go wide before Sha Kee’s impatience overflows and 
she snatches the damn’ thing too.

We stand in companionable silence for ages without moving, a 
frozen tableau; nobody says a word, nobody even twitches until the 
little old lady pops her head round the door: ‘Cooee, dears, anyone 
home? We’re just popping round to the Pensioner’s Club — do we 
have to sign anything else before we go?’

*     *     *
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PEEPER PAN

I need a fix. 

At times of  great stress I absolutely must play my euphonium — 
the alternative is to immerse myself  in ice-cream, heaps of, the 
gooier the better. Right now there’s not enough ice-cream in the 
whole world and with the concert coming up I need practise 
anyway (which is better for the little black cocktail number too; 
win-win all round).

No-one will mind, I tell myself  as I open the gates.

It’s a stroke of  pure genius. Up here at The Mansion I can 
honk, parp, tootle and blare to my heart’s content without 
annoying anyone. Nary a pitchfork in sight. 

I don’t really want to hump the heavy euphonium all the way 
around the house and there’s nobody here, so just this once I let 
the Brute nose up onto the lawn and idle himself  gently over the 
grass. 

We make it halfway around before being stopped by the secret 
garden, a heavenly slice of  olde England encompassed on all sides 
by a seven foot brick wall. Privacy, yet large enough to be a 
windproof  suntrap. Yes!

The door swings open on well oiled hinges. With the weighty 
euphonium filling my arms I step into a world of  fading greens 
and splendid autumn colours, a profusion of  English country 
garden at its best. Well now …

There’s a park bench along the sunny wall that will make a 
perfect practising place. From the look of  it this must be the 
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gardener’s favourite nook, even now it’s a riot of  late blooms amid 
the constant buzz of  bees. I’d have thought the bees should all be 
tucked up in their hives at this time of  year but they don’t worry 
me, bees and I have an understanding (I leave them alone and they 
leave me alone). Anyway, bees are gorgeous with their yellow 
stripes and furry legs. 

My chosen solo for the coming concert is Suo Gan, a lovely 
Welsh lullaby. I’ve been a member of  the Kaupati Brass Band long 
enough to be regarded a natural but not long enough to become 
ensnared in politics. Behind the facade of  uniforms and bonhomie 
the band is a seething pit of  human emotions writ small, ambitious 
insects scrabbling for a larger share of  the heap.

Damn. My Suo Gan needs work. I’m almost there but I keep 
going blaht when I really want bla-aaht. Sweat glosses my face and 
makes the keys slippery. I’m getting quite warm. 

Delete warm, dammit, I’m hot. Blowing is hard work.

The blazer comes off, I flip it over the statue of  Pan. He looks 
cute hooded in Sha Kee red with just his little organ poking out. 

The sun continues to beam down, there’s not a breath of  wind 
in this fully enclosed microclimate. 

Still too hot.

… sod it, there’s no-one here but me. And Pan, but I won’t tell 
if  he doesn’t.

It takes just seconds to strip down to comfort. Pan looks less 
than comfortable now with my flimsy dress hanging from his pipes 
and my knickers on top like a lacy hat, but I feel wild and 
wonderful; rudely primitive, free, young and vibrant. Filled with 
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the spirit of  nature I dance lightly round and round this half  of  
the garden in the nude, revelling in the glory of  it. And not a 
single bee notices, for which I’m grateful.

Light-headed I sit down again and reach for my euphonium. 
Suo Gan blasts forth and fills the garden with haunting sound, 
almost but not quite perfect.

I work at it solidly for more than an hour. 

The buzz of  bees blends into the background of  breaking 
waves and birdsong. The euphonium grows as heavy as my eyelids. 
In a state approaching somnambulism I give it one last try and hit 
the nail right on the head. 

At last.

Now it won’t do any harm to put the instrument down and 
soak up the sun for a few idyllic minutes …

*    *    *

… it’s gone cool. Quite cool.

The sun has tracked across the sky and I’m now shaded by the 
wall and feeling marvellous, languid, relaxed, replete. I dress 
quickly in front of  Pan’s stony gaze, I almost feel I should 
apologise as I reclaim my blazer.

A momentary doubt assails me. Dammit, I’m in no hurry (with 
the commission from today’s sale I shouldn’t need to hurry 
anywhere for quite a while, it’s still unbelievable). I work my way 
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through Suo Gan one more time — yes! If  it sounds this good here 
in the garden it should knock ‘em flat in the concert hall.

I’m still grinning as the Brute rounds the corner of  the house 
and drops lightly onto the gravel of  the driveway, life is just 
perfect.

Was just perfect.

The gates I’d left open are shut. 

Not that that’s anything to worry about. It’s the Bigfoot right in 
front of  them, blocking the drive, that makes my heart go pitter-
pat. Could it be Sonia’s? Same colour. 

Not that a Bigfoot per se is really anything to worry about, lots 
of  people have Bigfeet — no, it’s the gun pointing right at my face, 
being held by one Mr. Rutger Melsen; held with an easy 
unwavering familiarity that makes me feel that my first thought of  
running him down is conceivably sound in theory but might prove 
to be poor in practise.

While I’m considering other options he shifts his point of  aim 
from my face, the barrel of  the gun lines up with the Brute’s front 
grille. The Brute stops so dead that I’m momentarily thrown 
against the  straps, then the door opens, an elegant arm reaches in, 
fishes me out and tosses me onto the grass. 

Nordic men, so masterful …

*    *    *
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I’ve been lying trussed like a Christmas chicken all night. 

I’m stiff, I’m sore, I badly need a tinkle but I slept like a log (go 
figure — must be the clear conscience).

I lie still, trying to fathom what it was that awakened me — the 
clitter, clatter and general arriving home cacophony of  a small 
army. I have company, how nice.

The door bursts open and Spenser, elegant as ever (this time in 
tailored grey trousers and maroon open-necked shirt) springs in, 
drops to a classic gunman crouch and sweeps the room from side 
to side with a tiny gold-plated pistol held at arm’s length.

He catches my eye, nods amiably and goes quickly through to 
the ensuite. I hear him talking, he comes out again with a 
cellphone to one ear and a preoccupied look on his face. He 
checks the closets and under the bed before he leaves. I hear him 
fade into the distance checking other rooms, and go back furiously 
to trying to lick through the duck tape over my mouth. Sooner or 
later I’ll wear a hole in it, then I’ll scream fit to burst, a pleasure 
I’ve been looking forward to for hours.

A hand reaches out of  nowhere. There’s a brief  exquisite riiiip 
and my tape is gone. For a moment I breathe through my mouth, 
then realisation hits and I suck in hugely— 

A calloused hand clamps gently over my mouth.

‘No swearing, Miss Lust!’

I know that voice. It’s Rod.

‘Mmmffft!’
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‘I’ll take my hand away only when you promise to keep things 
seemly — promise?’

I bite savagely. 

I try to bite, his hand is too flat and too firm. I succeed only in 
chewing my lips.

I nod and the hand comes off.

‘You bastard!’

‘Uh! You promised!’

’An appropriate epithet is hardly bloody swearing, dammit!’

Rod grins and undoes my bonds, making me yelp as full 
circulation returns. I’d been bonded by an expert, just enough 
freedom to to stop me seizing up but no chance of  escape. The 
warmth flooding my limbs as Rod unabashedly massages them is 
exquisite, he has a lovely touch. He’s too nice to take advantage, 
dammit, and asks no questions.

‘Can you walk, Wanda?’

Walk? Of  course I can walk. In fact I need the exercise after 
lying here like a garden slug all night; I’ll— 

I swing my legs off  the bed, transfer weight to my feet and 
immediately collapse into a pair of  arms whose owner is more 
aware than I’ll ever be. 

I’m scooped up as if  I’m not there.

He has strength. I can feel the warmth and animal vitality right 
through his shirt. Damn, this is not dignified, I’m not a baby, I’m 
not a helpless girl — my arms whip round his neck before I can 
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order them not to and my face buries itself  in his chest. Well done, 
guys. 

Damn — he smells good.

With no more effort than carrying a kitten he takes me 
downstairs to the dining room where Spenser and Alphonse are 
watching television. Honestly, some people— 

‘Anything? Can you run it through again?’

Spenser has the remote. While the recording resets Alphonse 
passes me his lovely black coffee, says something and goes out of  
the room grinning.

‘What did he say?’

Rod’s homely face smiles into mine from just inches, I catch a 
waft of  something very nice and for a brief  moment my head 
whirls. No, this is all wrong — it should be Spenser holding me in 
his manly arms and lighting my fires. He shifts his grip — and 
what a grip! Rowf !

‘It can’t be translated literally, Miss Lust—'

‘Wanda—'

‘—Wanda. Effectively it means that life is too short not to stop 
and eat the flowers ... something like that.’

So Alphonse is a romantic too. A romantic orang-utan, that’s 
just so sweet. I make a mental note to send him a nice bunch of  
bananas.

Rod finally sets me down, moving like a man in treacle, every 
action suggesting a high degree of  reluctance.
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All eyes turn to the screen, where in glorious high-definition 
colour I’m playing my euphonium in the little garden.  

Uh-oh. 

A lovely sheen of  perspiration, the screen Wanda stops and 
takes off  her blazer. Her eyes are a deep dark as she approaches 
the camera, holding her blazer up to flop it over the lens. All that 
can be seen now is through a wee chink that shows no more than 
half  of  the bench. I break into another sweat which has nothing to 
do with the ambient temperature — which half ?

‘I know that tune — Welsh, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Welsh, called Suo Gan, a lullaby, and oh my goodness, is 
that the time already getting late must rush—’

‘Fast forward and scan, please.’ 

Rod smiles at me while the show fast forwards, switching from 
camera to camera as I try not to glow, wishing the floor would 
open up and swallow me whole. 

His rough hand seeks mine and squeezes gently while the boss 
is preoccupied. For a moment birdies sing and briefly I hear flights 
of  angels singing the Hallelujah Chorus to its rest— 

‘Done!’  

There’s satisfaction in Spenser’s crisp tones, he flips the remote 
back to play. On the screen I see my Jaguar stop abruptly (that 
camera must be in the porch). Just beyond is the figure of  Melsen 
with his gun. I see myself  fly from the car, Melsen wastes no time 
in grabbing me. 
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Being bundled upstairs at gunpoint is fascinating, to watch. 
Melsen shoves me into the bedroom and my part in the show 
finishes.

‘No cameras in the bedrooms,’ Rod whispers to me.

I nod, they seem to have cameras everywhere else.

Melsen emerges from the bedroom, tucking the gun into the 
front of  his trousers. Must be a knicker-holster; brave or foolhardy, 
a dodgy safety catch and he could blow his n— 

‘Who is that man?’ Spenser is frowning at the screen. Rod 
glances in my direction.

I’m also well aware of  an increasingly desperate urge to visit 
the smallest room.  As fascinating as the movie is I either go now 
or spend the next age with a bucket, mop, bright red face and 
endless ribald comments.

As I pass through the door I think I hear Rod mutter Melsen’s 
name, very softly, then I’m galloping through the corridors, trying 
desperately to remember where the nearest loo is. One of  the 
major selling points, I recall, is that this house doesn’t lack for loos, 
you can be caught short anywhere and still be served. Big deal, 
ever tried sprinting with your mind gone blank and your legs 
crossed? 

A door is open in front of  me. 

On the ‘any port in a storm’ principle I dive through it, my 
mind a total vacuum except for the part that’s reading the gauges.  
All gauges are currently on ‘full’.            *     *     *
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HIGH FLIGHT

It’s a library — no, wait, it’s the study. We were told that nobody 
was to be allowed into the study, they could only look from the 
doorway and here I am hurtling across the sacred rug as if  I 
owned the place. There’s a wee (oops) ensuite off  the study. 

I hope.

No.

Yes! 

I arrive with gritted teeth just as all safety valves lift. The dams 
burst, floodwaters spill over and the ensuing sensations go far 
beyond orgasmic.

And it’s unending. It goes on and on; and on and on.

Damn, I should’ve brought the euphonium. 

Or taken up knitting. 

It gives me time to look around at my surroundings, I’ve never 
been beyond that doorway.

Through the open door there’s a mahogany desk with a 
burgundy coloured leather insert, on top of  which a kauri stand 
holds half  a dozen classy pens at a convenient angle. A green 
banker’s lamp is anglepoised over the drawer, which now I come 
to notice it — ye gods, still? — is showing all the subtle signs that 
indicate to the trained observer that it’s been forced (sagging open, 
smashed framework and splinters all over the place, crowbar 
hanging neatly from it).
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I feel quite light-headed with relief  as I flush and step back into 
the study— 

‘Don’t touch anything, Miss Lust.’ 

There’s a crispness to Rod’s voice that wasn’t there before. I 
withdraw my hand quickly, my face is warm, which means I’m all 
pink again. Oh goody.

‘It wasn’t me, I swear — anyway, I have an alibi.’ I’m babbling, 
but what the heck, sometimes it does you good and I have a 
Masters in babble.

Rod grips me amiably by the elbow and steers me from the 
room, again I get the feeling that I shouldn’t be feeling this feeling 
— dammit, Wanda, don’t lose sight of  the end game: Spenser. 

I shake my head to clear it, for once my hair fluffs into a dark 
cloud before settling like a swarm of  black bees on my shoulders 
(beat that, Geraldine). Rod’s grip tightens, in sudden surprise I 
yelp and turn my head. 

Dark brown eyes bore into mine from just inches away— 

Forget it, Wanda. Take control of  yourself, take charge of  your life. You 
don’t want the pawn, you want the king … anyway, didn’t Samantha say he’s 
as gay as the— 

My world goes dark. 

I’m yoicked into strong arms and lips clamp over mine. Ye cats! 
There’s a sudden rushing in my ears like a thousand waterfalls, my 
nipples leap up and rasp against the fabric of  my dress, I almost 
collapse as my knees jellify; thank heavens he’s taking my weight 
— good lord, he has a knicker-holster too?
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Gay? 

Who the hell was she trying to kid?

I give up trying to fight and surrender completely. My libido 
fires up on all cylinders, my arms reach round and pull him tightly 
to me, our lips bruise together—  

 —and the bastard pushes me away.

Pushes me away and sets me on my feet; his eyes aflame, his 
hair mussed and breath coming in deep, powerful, undisciplined 
gasps.

I’m gasping like a landed codfish myself.

Why on earth did he stop? 

I want more! 

Much more; my head rings like a bell and I swear his 
handprints are branded into the skin of  my back.

We stand panting, glaring at each other.

Blast, it’s too late now to slap his face. 

There must be some way I can salvage my dignity … in the 
midst of  all this a plaintive rumble asserts itself  in my stomach, 
reminding me that yesterday’s lunch was a long way back and 
we’re getting hungry down here.

‘Could you spare an egg?’

He stares for a moment then cracks up. He lets himself  go 
completely, a contagious side-slapping belly-busting bellow that 
reaches out, grabs me and pulls me in too. We fall into each other’s 

CONTENTS! Page 124



arms and pound each other on the back, laughing till the tears 
flow.

Still roaring he leads me by the hand into the kitchen where 
Alphonse looks up in surprise from doing something obscene with 
a deceased duck.

*    *    *

‘So, where is my car? Did he steal it?’ 

There’s no sign of  the Brute anywhere and the video 
recordings aren’t much help. They only take us as far as Melsen 
breaking into Spenser’s desk where the security console is hidden 
in the top drawer. He didn’t smash it, a simple flip of  a switch 
sufficed. What he’d done afterwards, with the keys he’d taken from 
me, was for him alone to know.

Spenser puts down his coffee and purses his lips. ‘I think it 
might be better if  we search the grounds—'

‘He won’t have taken both cars. Good thinking.’ Rod’s eyes still 
glow every time he looks in my direction. Gay? Bastard! I tug the 
hemline of  my borrowed skirt down a bit, the movement catches 
Spenser’s eye and he smiles. Rowf !

‘So, Rod, if  you take the north face I can do the east, Miss Lust 
here—'

‘Wanda! Oops, sorry…’

‘ —Wanda can take the south, keeping clear of  the cliff  edge.’
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Rod nods, then he looks worried. ‘Alphonse—'

‘Alphonse is busy. I asked him to do an extra duck, and Miss Lu
—  Wanda is a very capable young lady. I’m sure she’ll be alright.’

Love the man, got it in one and let’s hear it for Women’s Lip. 
Take that, Rod, you half-kissing MCP bast— 

Rod pushes his chair back from the table and rises to his feet. 
He stands for a moment, staring down at me.

I glare back. ‘You heard the man, what are you waiting for?’

It works, he turns abruptly and leaves. Brrrr.

*    *    *

The south is the side overlooking the Bay. It’s the side where 
until a few weeks ago there was a bench seat that also overlooked 
the bay. Sorry ‘bout that.

And now there’s another new hole in the shrubbery.

In the same place, I don’t believe it. A big hole, a huge hole; a 
car-sized hole, in fact. My pace quickens; as senseless as it may 
seem for a maladroit to run towards the edge of  a three hundred 
foot drop I’m running towards the edge of  a three hundred foot 
drop, with my heart in my mouth.

No! 

Not my Brute, not my lovely Brute. 
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Feelings of  despair, hope, and a thirst for vengeance jostle for 
position in my brain. If, if— 

I slow down and stop. 

I know this cliff, I’ve been here before; keen I am, but not 
stupid. I advance with caution, scanning the wrecked herbage. 
Those poor shrubs, so brief  a life. There’s gaping gaps where 
they’d been, in transit betwixt two worlds as it were with newly 
broken branches sagging down from the trees. 

Something big passed this way recently … on my knees I crawl 
forward.

Did I mention that I suffer from vertigo? Probably not, it might 
not have seemed important at the time. 

It seems important now, though, when I find myself  moving 
like a suicidal crocodile towards the edge of  infinity. What a lovely 
view, I can see Sha Kee’s house from up here.

The edge is freshly crumbled in two places, exactly the right 
distance apart to be the marks of  two sets of  Jaguar wheels. 

No, I mustn’t jump to conclusions, I have to see. 

I crawl further, feeling Mother Earth returning my heartbeat as 
thudding echoes into my chest. Nice rhythm.

My head overhangs the void as I look almost straight down. 

For a wild moment I’m tempted to spit and watch the dot get 
smaller into the distance … just a little further, and I’ll be able to 
… ye gods … spit; now I am looking straight down, staring at a 
smashed up pile of  junk around which the sea is surging. 
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My head is now lower than my feet — perhaps not such a good 
thing? I don’t know … but I can feel myself, ever so slowly, moving 
forwards.

No, it’s only the vertigo. 

Has to be. Ha ha ha — just because I’m stretched out over 
empty space with my toes trying to dig in like nostalgic moles 
doesn’t necessarily bode ill, does it? 

Just because my arms are reaching back past my waist and my 
fingers are clasping little tiny tufts of  grass, and I’m trying 
unsuccessfully to wriggle backwards doesn’t necessarily mean I’m 
going to fall?  Does it?

Vertigo — don’t you just love the way it makes all the colours and shapes 
swirl?

For a few brief  moments a seagull hovers in mid flap right in 
front of  my eyes. He shakes his head, he doesn’t believe it either, 
then banks away in a glorious sweeping swoop. I’d love to do that.

Damn, now one of  my tufts of  grass has come out of  the 
ground. 

Oh goody, soon I’ll be able to see if  that really is my lovely 
Brute down there. 

From close up ...

*    *    *

‘You can put her down now, Rod.’ Spenser sounds almost prim.
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‘I tried to—can’t get her fingers apart. We may need a couple 
of  crowbars …’  

He’s referring to my hands locked together behind his neck. 

For the third time today I’m in his arms and this time it’ll take 
dynamite to shift me. I turn away from the world and bury my face 
in his neck, making little whimpering noises. Sometimes I disgust 
myself, but not this time, these whimpers are for real.

‘Will you be taking her home?’ I hear anxiety in Spenser’s 
voice, maybe he cares, but at this stage if  he tries to get me away 
from Rod I’ll bite the bugger.

‘I guess so. There’s not a great deal left of  her car.’

‘Pity, it was such a lovely old thing, too — could it be rebuilt?’

I feel Rod shake his head emphatically. It’s the final straw, I 
burst into tears. The almost slipping into eternity I can handle (par 
for the course for we Wandas) but losing my only Brute, that hurts.

Rod sets me down on the sofa. It’s a lovely leather Gascoyne 
that creaks as it takes my weight. We’re in one of  the downstairs 
living rooms, one wall is all books from floor to ceiling, with a 
sliding ladder thing on a track running the length of  it.

‘Are you up to going home, Wanda?’ 

Rod’s eyes are a deep burning brown, he looks worried. Finally 
my fingers respond to repeated commands and unlock, he makes 
no move to pull away as my arms fall free from his neck.

‘I’ll be okay. I’ll be fine, don’t you worry about me. Hic!’

Now I’ve got the bloody hiccups. 
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‘What happened?’ Spenser must be dying of  curiosity.

Rod’s face is grim as he straightens up. I meet his glare with a 
defiant hiccup. 

‘She was lying face down on the edge, peering over. I came 
round the building and saw her sliding — got there just in time …’

Brrrr. I was past the point of  no return and committed to my 
final flight when strong hands gripped my ankles and hoicked me 
backwards. Not satisfied with that he dragged me halfway across 
the lawn by my feet. Then he flipped me over, wrenched me 
upright and clamped on such a powerful lip-lock I couldn’t 
breathe.

Now they’re both staring at me. Pity? I can’t stand it.

‘I sold your house. Hic!’

Stunned silence. Yay, one up to Wanda. Take that, dammit!

‘She’s delirious?’

Sod you, Spenser. Rod, though, stares at me— 

‘Is it true?’

Sod you too, Rod. 

I struggle to my feet. What’s left of  my now skimpy skirt rides 
right up. Spenser stares at me thoughtfully, Rod’s eyes are wide as 
they track my hemline. Sod ‘em all— 

‘Yes! And I got full price! (So there.) Now, if  you’ll kindly let me 
call a taxi I’ll see myself  home and won’t trouble you any longer.’  

A Wanda on her high horse can be very high-horsed.
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‘Bloody hell!’ Rod’s homely face creases in admiration, Spenser 
is still staring at me. Speculatively, now.

‘If  you leave before dinner, Miss Lust—'

‘Wanda!’ I don’t mean to wail, but what’s with this man? I want 
him to notice me; dammit, he’s rich and nice and handsome, what 
more could I ask?

‘ —Wanda, I’ll have to answer to Alphonse and you have no 
idea what he’s like if  he finds that he’s done a duck too many. 
Please will you do us the honour of  staying to dinner, as a special 
guest? To save my life, if  for no other reason?’

Well, why didn’t he put it like that before? 

Wait, rich people get dressed for dinner,—will I be the only 
bag-lady? 

I look down at myself. Ripped grassy skirt, nice legs — the 
scratches add something to the creamy skin; but no way, the 
Queen will probably be turning up too—

‘You can have a shower and freshen up here,’ Rod is nodding 
yes, yes, take it, take it. ‘And there are some lady things in the 
Lorelei room that should fit.’

Damn. If  only Spenser would look at me like that, but no, the 
bastard is looking at his watch, obviously I no longer exist. 

For a moment I wonder just what exactly Alphonse might do 
with a superfluous duck, the thought cheers me immensely. 
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RESURRECTION

‘Uh oh!’

We stop in our tracks. Actually, I’m leading, I stop and Rod 
bangs me from behind. We’re walking up the side path to my back 
door, it’s late and it’s dark.

Dinner was a great success, duck a l’Alphonse — would you 
believe a whole stuffed duck each? Say this for Spenser, he’s very 
democratic. Alphonse served — picture an orang-utan in a 
monkey-suit (the words ‘dinner jacket’ can’t do him justice); then 
he set down the implements and took his place at the table, to my 
right. Rod sat opposite me. Spenser, bless him, sat across from 
Alphonse, all very egalitarian and cosy. 

But this is digression, the here and now is my dimly lit back 
path and the smell of  fresh brewing coffee coming from (and the 
lights on in) my unit.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I’m not at home right now, so I’m not inside making coffee 
with the lights on, but someone is—'

Rod squeezes my hand and disappears into the darkness. From 
the squeeze I take the message ‘Wait here, keep quiet; shucks, leave 
everything to me, little lady; take comfort from my macho manly 
male presence; I’ll fix their wagon; you, poor helpless little soft and 
fluffy female, don’t have to do a blessed thing etc etc’. 

How lovely. 
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I won’t. 

Like a good one I wait at the side of  the path, silent as a ghost 
except for my knees knocking and teeth clattering — well, it’s been 
a long eventful weekend, it’s cold and I’m wearing only a crimson 
gownless evening strap with a black choker that matches my hair 
and eyes perfectly.

After a few minutes my back door opens, I utter a pathetic 
squeak and turn to run (in these shoes?) but it’s only Rod looking 
grim, trim, relaxed, and dangerous.

‘I’ve checked the house, there’s nobody here but us—'

‘Glop?’

‘Someone’s been here — they’ve fed your cat and there’s coffee 
brewing.’

Rod waves his arm to encompass the unit, nothing seems out of 
place, it’s all very spooky and mysterious. ‘The front slider was 
open, he must’ve heard the car, figured it was risky and took off.’

 I shiver as I go in. My cat’s been fed?

Pu ambles over right on cue and butts my ankle, the nearest he 
comes to a display of  affection. There’s a half-used can of  Woof  
on the sink-bench, beside it my keys. There’s no sign of  the 
Mansion keys, though — still, it was Melsen, obviously. What a 
bloody cheek! One brassy key stands upright from the bunch, an 
erect epitaph, golden in the artificial light. If  Melsen were here 
now I’d take that Jaguar key and stick it right up his— 

‘If  it’s alright with you, Wanda, or not; I’m staying the night.’

‘Glop?’
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‘Don’t look at me like that! I’ll curl up on the couch. You’re not 
staying here by yourself  until you’ve had all the locks changed.’

Damn. I make a mental note to get rid of  that couch. There’s 
more than enough room in the waterbed. The unbidden memory 
of  those kisses causes a rush, I go all warm and light-headed. 

Wasted, quite wasted, he’s fishing his own keys from his pocket 
and peering out the door.

‘I’ll just fetch your things from the car—’

Car? Oh, yes — his car, that big old Rover thingy. A sudden 
thought, it can’t stay where it is all night. 

‘You’ll have to move your car, Mrs Becket likes to go shopping 
first thing Mondays. You can park it front of  the Commander’s 
house, where I used to park my Jagu—’ 

My voice goes all thick. I meant to say ‘Jaguar’ but it seems too 
final. Rod nods in sympathy, then he’s gone, slipping into the night 
like a wraith.

Don’t just stand there, Wanda, we’ve things to do. 

Like blankets. 

Rod will need blankets, and a pillow. And I know there’s a 
spare toothbrush, somewhere, if  I haven’t used it to unblock the 
sink. Or even if  I have, how dare he suggest the blasted sofa so 
readily?

I’m head down and tail up in the cupboard when there’s a tap 
on my bot. My reflex ‘Eek!’ is quite ladylike but the words that fall 
out after I smack my head against the underside of  the shelf  
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would guarantee a soapy mouthwash if  Mother ever heard (even 
now, she’s a feisty wee thing).

I back out and stand up prepared to sell myself  dearly, pillow at 
the ready.

Rod stares at me with an unfathomable expression. His mouth 
is grim but the dark brown eyes are alive. Instinctively I cross my 
legs and tighten my grip on the pillow, ranging on his head.

‘Can you come with me for a minute?’

No time for no, he grabs my hand and runs me out through the 
ranchslider and down the path to the Commander’s unit where he 
swings me in a half  circle to the left.

I manage one quick look before my brain steps in and says to 
the rest of  the Wanda-conglomerate ‘Okay, folks, Wanda’s had just 
about enough for now, so we’re shutting her down for a brief  wee 
while …’

The world spins and goes black.

*    *    *

My own waterbed. Nice. 

It’s warm and snug and gurgles with my every movement. I 
really should burp it but I keep forgetting to buy the goop that has 
to be added to stop it catching binnacles or seaweed or something.
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I stretch languidly, allowing a vibration to pass the length of  my 
body, and roll over blissfully on to my left side. I wonder what the 
time is. For that matter it occurs to me to wonder how I got here.

I open one eye and peer into a dancing brown eyeball from 
way, way too close to be legal— 

‘Okay — I lied. So sue me.’

‘What?’

Rod sits up, his naked chest a furry mat of  black hair. Great, 
I’ve just spent the night with a hearthrug. Did we— 

‘The sofa was too small and I love waterbeds. Anyway, I 
needed to keep a close eye on you in case you had delayed 
conniptions or something.’

I sit up. His eyes widen and I snuggle down again quickly. 
Damn, how long have I been naked? Did we— 

My questing fingers find a bra and lace panties, and they’re on 
me. Good, that might help resolve something here, did we— 

‘You fainted. I didn’t expect that, you went down like a brick. 
Lucky you thought to bring that pillow along, you’d have smacked 
your head a beauty if  you hadn’t landed on it.’

‘Glop?’

Now I remember. 

I’d stepped round the corner and seen a ghost. And collapsed. 
You’re allowed to collapse when you see ghosts, in fact it’s 
expected of  the gentler gender. There’s ghosts of  ships, ghosts of  
planes — why not ghosts of  cars? But wait, Rod saw it too— 
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‘My car?’ 

Oh poop, I’m croaking. 

‘Large as life. All juiced up, doors locked and properly parked. 
My guess is that he’s been using it but because it’s so distinctive he 
didn’t dare take it with him this time. So he’s on foot, now.’

Melsen is at large, and on foot. 

That means somewhere local, how nice. He might even have 
checked into the Templar, so close that nobody would think of  
looking for him there; ha ha ha, Wanda; such imagination.

Right now I have a more immediate problem. There’s a naked 
hearthrug in my bed. And I have this perfectly natural urge to 
jump up and run out to the bathroom …

‘Turn over, Wanda—'

Gasp

‘No, turn away while I get out of  bed, then I’ll go make us 
some coffee.’

Oh — why didn’t he say?

He says he likes waterbeds but the colossal wave that surges as 
he gets out suggests he’s not used to them and then he’s gone, 
padding nakedly through to the kitchen. At least I think he must 
be naked, too late it occurs to me to steal a peep.

The Brute is alive and well! 

My cup overfloweth, my beloved lovely Jaguar is safe and snug 
on his parking pad, he isn’t deceased, he isn’t a decomposing heap 
of  rusting epicyclic gears in the surf.
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So who’s beloved car is? 

Something must’ve made that hole in the shrubbery and left 
those tyre marks right at the edge— 

‘Here’s your coffee … I hope you like it.’

‘You damned opportunistic bastard!’

Rod grins and steps closer, much closer, to the point where I 
can now almost reach the mug.  ‘Can’t blame a guy for trying.’

He grins from ear to there and he’s wearing the ever-wet plastic 
raincoat.

‘Cute.’  I lie. It’s not really his colour …

He shrugs, fasteners go pop and the raincoat falls open. I catch 
a momentary glimpse before he spins round, fumbling at the 
snaps. 	

Bloody hell.

DING DONG

Now what?

Ding dong, dinga dong, dinga linga linga dong.

Someone wants someone and they want it right now. Rod gives 
up on the snaps and storms out to the slider, I hear him wrench it 
open and I hear Mrs. Becket’s voice give one loud gasp followed 
by a thud.

He hit Mrs. Becket?

His grin appears momentarily in the doorway with him right 
behind it.
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‘What is it about the people round here? They keep going 
floppy on me — it’s your neighbour, I’ll just take her home. Won’t 
be a minute.’

Blast. I have to put the coffee down and regretfully leave my 
lovely warm bed. There’s no time like the present, I really do want 
to be dressed before he gets back, and my teeth are awash. Did we
— ?

Wait — how on earth does he know that Mrs. Becket is my 
neighbour, and where she lives?

*    *    *

It was Sonia’s Bigfoot.

They dragged it out of  the mud and identified it by rental 
records (apparently she never owned it, just leased). Todd told me, 
over a cappuccino and croissant at the French bakery. 

‘She still hasn’t explained how the damn thing got to be in the 
mud in the first place.’

There’s a lot that Todd doesn’t know, and what he doesn’t 
know can’t come back to bite me, but the chance is too good … 

‘Maybe she took it for a paddle in the dark? Bogged it down, 
had to squelch home, that sort of  thing? Left it, and the tide came 
in?’
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The froth gives him a little moustache that on him is quite 
becoming. His sergeant is on a one week course, he’s fending for 
himself. So am I, fending him off. Hurry back, Sarge.

‘Possibly. But that doesn’t explain why the damned thing is so 
bust up, like it’s been run into a brick wall at full speed.’

‘Maybe little Sonia was pi— sozzled? Soused, sloshed? You 
know, a bit pickled? You should go ask her?’ 

It never hurts to put in a good word for little Sonia, given less 
than half  the chance she’d do the same for me, I know it. Todd 
flicks me another of  his wry grins. He’s well aware how much 
Sonia and I mean to each other. 

But the seeds of  doubt are sown and he’s been longing for a 
chance to revisit some choice observations she made about his 
ancestry once, when he pulled her over for making a cellphone call 
while driving through the Bay one wet Saturday morning.  It was a 
conference call with a phone in each hand; she was steering with 
her knee …

I’d rather hoped it would be her Bigfoot. Melsen had shown 
impeccable taste by taking my Jaguar and it made good sense for 
him to swap cars as Sonia could well have reported the theft of  her 
Bigfoot by then. Changing cars was the logical thing for him to do, 
but only for the short term — but why destroy the Bigfoot?

‘Wanda?’

‘Oh! Sorry, miles away—'

‘Thought you might be, normally you never let my hand get 
this high—'
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SLAP

‘ —that’s more like it! Same time tomorrow?’

*     *     *
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IN CONCERT

I’m always nervous on concert night.

This time we’re in the Helensburg Community Hall. It’s small 
enough to be acoustically perfect and large enough to 
accommodate scores of  brass band enthusiasts, their conscript 
families, and some refugees from the pub.

The concert is a sort of  lead-up to the regional contest later in 
the month and our bandmaster is using it to fine-tune the mix. 
Tonight will be an eclectic selection ranging from Sousa marches 
to my own solo, Suo Gan. The lights will be on me and I really 
wish Pu hadn’t nested in my black uniform while I was in the 
shower. Still, the golden fuzz adds a certain something ...

My mouth is dry and I’m getting warm. I drenched myself  in 
Chez Bargain Bin earlier and am now beginning to transmit. It’s 
always like this on the night, Wanda is famous for her icy calm — 
nerves like wet noodles in a freezer. 

For no reason my stomach gives a sudden rumble, making the 
euphonium in my lap wobble and the sheet music rattle like dags 
on a startled sheep. Par for the course. I take time to scan the 
herds.

Donald Hawke is in the audience. 

He’s in the front row with the old man is to his right and 
Ronnie further on. 
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The little old lady leans round and sinks her elbow into 
Donald’s ribs, pointing at me while he gasps for air. It’s like 
watching the sun emerge from behind a cloud when he catches my 
eye; the fiercely fighting butterflies in my stomach subside to a 
mere force eight. I take comfort from his grin, good old Donald. I 
find myself  wondering what would it be like to wake up next to 
that grin ...

Jon Arbuckle strides onto the stage.

Jon is our bandmaster, conductor, organiser, and very own 
Hitler. The word ‘butterball’ was coined with him in mind but it 
describes only half  of  him. He’s wildly enthusiastic with his baton 
and has a habit of  leaning ever forward from the waist while 
conducting, which is unfortunate from the audience point of  view 
because once he starts all they see is this colossal butt bouncing 
from side to side in time to the beat.

He’s good, though, even I have to admit that, but he doesn’t 
suffer my peccadilloes lightly (he’s never forgiven me for tripping 
over a stone once, while marching — domino effect, he was the 
very last to fall).

Jon turns to face the audience. His brilliant crimson shirt (silk, 
with metallic threads) blazes in the lights and changes the colour of 
the hall (he’s chewing bubblegum again, would you believe?). The 
restive sounds fritter away and cease. With barely a nod to the 
good people Jon turns to us and raises his baton, as one we hoist 
our instruments to the ready. Trevor’s trombone slide appears 
across my shoulder and brushes my starboard ear. The baton 
waves, the slide disappears, and we’re into it …

It went well. 
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Very well, considering.

Considering that my mouth went absolutely dry just as I was 
about to start my solo. I’d seen a movement at the back of  the hall, 
someone came in, someone in a dark suit. Someone that looked 
like— 

‘Wanda!’

Trevor’s slide is batting me on top of  the head. Oh, yes, Suo 
Thingy. For the third time Jon waves his baton in my direction, but 
no amount of  waving batons will get past the wee problem of  my 
dry mouth and arid throat — and whoever it is way back there by 
the door, he’s watching me intently.

I try, though. The hall lights up, even pinker than Jon’s shirt. I 
must look a picture, covered in golden fur, bright red face, puffing 
silently at my euphonium and wishing an asteroid of  dinosaur size 
would collide with Helensburg, right about … now.

Oblivious to my problems Donald Hawke’s dear old Dad 
rummages about in his wife’s knitted bag. I find this fascinating. 
Much better to watch David Hawke biting into his huge squelchy 
lemon than think about my own non-flowing juices — lemon? 

Suddenly I’m salivating on all pumps. Redemption; the pure 
sounds of  Suo Gan rise to the rafters and Trevor stops pounding 
my neck with his blasted slide. 

I finish the number and stand up to take my bow. For a 
moment the spotlight isn’t in my eyes and I can see down the hall 
to where Melsen flips me a quick wave (of  encouragement?) before 
stepping back outsi— 

‘Wanda!’
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What? Oh, yes, the bow — I lean forward to take my bow, 
totally forgetting the mass of  brass in my arms.

*    *    *

I open my eyes. Donald Hawke’s face is inches from mine, 
looking anxious. And resigned, at the same time, like a man who’s 
seen it all before but still finds it compulsive viewing.

‘Wanda, can you hear me?’

‘Tweet! Were the Lords and Ladies saved?’

‘Wanda, are you okay?’

‘Who lowered the boom? Make mine fish, please — did anyone 
get the number of  that truck?’

‘Thank heavens you’re alright.’

Lucky for me Donald was in the front row and thinks fast. He 
was underneath in time to catch me. Silly to take a bow right at 
the edge of  the stage with half  a ton of  brass hanging around my 
neck.

‘My euphonium?’

Hawke grins. He makes no move to put me down, if  anything 
he holds me tighter. And he smells good. Rowf !

‘Your instrument’s fine — Dad caught it.’

What?
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I look from Donald’s arms to where his dear old Dad is 
beaming in his front row seat. For a moment I catch his eye, then 
his face drops to the mouthpiece — aaah, love him, second 
childhood, he’s playing at tooters — and the opening lines of  Suo 
Gan fill the hall. Just for half  a minute, then he’s out of  puff.

I’ll never play again.

Nothing I could do in a lifetime would ever match that. There’s 
an indignant squawk from the euphonium as Ronnie’s elbow sinks 
into Dad Hawke’s ribs— 

‘Will you behave yourself ?’

 —and he regretfully lowers the euphonium. I’ll never forget 
that look on his face; like me with a bucket of  ice-cream, two 
spoons and no witnesses.

The rest of  the evening is anticlimactic. I’m upgraded from 
participant to audience and get to sit next to Donald for the rest of 
the show; his arm protectively round my shoulders while his Dad 
cuddles the euphonium at his other side.

‘Are you okay to drive home?’

‘Yes, I’m fine, please stop worrying—'

‘I never worry about you, Wanda — one should only worry 
about the variables of  life, never the certainties.’

While I’m still trying to decide if  I’ve been insulted or not he 
slips the euphonium into the back of  the Brute, for which I’m 
grateful, it proves that Melsen isn’t lurking there. The door makes 
a fine solid THOONK as he shuts it. Stupid car, I’ve practised 
unsuccessfully for ages trying to achieve that thoonk.
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His face grins in through my window as I press the starter.

‘I haven’t thanked you yet for selling the Mansion to my folks
—'

‘Oh! They’ve told you, then?’

‘Yes — they’ve brought forward the settlement date, too. Would 
you do us the honour, Miss Lust, of  coming to the housewarming 
dinner in two weeks?’

My blood runs cold. 

Someone’s left a flower under my windscreen wiper and I’ll bet 
it wasn’t Donald. Or Trevor. Or Jon. Brrrr.

What? The sale is coming forward? Did he say two weeks?

‘Wanda—?’

‘Oh! Yes! Please, I’d love to, yes, two weeks, sure. Right. Eeek. 
Thank you, and thank your Mother, eh what?’

Donald reaches in. His arm stretches round behind my neck 
and draws me irresistibly to the window, where he plants an A-
grade lip-lock on my mouth. Damn, I really wish he hadn’t done 
that, my blood races. Chez Bin fills the car and my nipples rasp 
against my blouse.

‘Just checking — goodnight, Wanda.’

Checking? Checking what?

My pulse stabilises while the Brute warms up, my breath 
coming in little gasps. Damn you, Donald Hawke. 

Two weeks! 

CONTENTS! Page 147



I’ve already had twice that and made no progress, Spenser 
could be at the other side of  the planet in two weeks.

My blood runs cold again. 

Just about to drive home I look through the windscreen like a 
good one, to make sure I don’t run over some luckless passing 
innocent or his instrument. 

Brrr.

The flower is gone.

*     *     *
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COLD PEAS

‘When in doubt, lash out.’

That’s what Geraldine told us that time I made the classic 
mistake of  joining her mug-the-mugger-back-first class. For 
whatever reason she chose me to play the victim each time; I was 
cuddled from the front, groped from the side, bear-hugged from 
the back, thrown down and molested, all in the name of  
demonstrating various escape techniques. Some of  them she 
hadn’t expected and made wide-eyed note of  for use in future 
classes.

I’m almost at my back door, key at the ready, thinking that I 
really should get that security light fixed when a black shape 
detaches itself  from the surrounding mass of  black. For a moment 
I consider the possibility that it might be Mrs. Becket or a five foot 
domestic cat; then some subconscious primeval line is crossed. My 
right foot launches unbidden at ninety million miles an hour in the 
direction of  the black shape’s groin.

The black shape falls to its knees without a sound beyond a soft 
sibilance and a clatter. No longer a threat, I step daintily around it 
and open my door, flipping on the inside light. 

There on the path, doubled over and rocking gently back and 
forth on top of  his own peaked cap, almost on top of  his bugle and 
desperately clutching his organ, is Mr. Singing Telegraph.

The bugle lies on the path amid the scattered wreckage of  a 
large bunch of  flowers. It occurs to me that I may have impacted 
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the bouquet in the first instance, which would have taken some of  
the oomph from my extemporaneous kick. Lucky. 

‘Are you okay?’

He looks up with tears in his eyes and makes a noble attempt to 
straighten himself  but gives it away. I can hear Mrs. Becket 
moving about next door, which means I have just seconds to hide 
the evidence. I grab Mr. Singing Telegraph by the scruff  of  the 
scruff  and hoick him inside just as her outside light comes on, I 
have the sneaking suspicion that she would be somewhat less than 
overjoyed to behold the fruits of  my labours. 

Poop. Mental headslap. She’s bound to see the blasted bugle … 
I needn’t have panicked, she doesn’t come out. Her cat does, 
propelled by a shove that fires it clear across the path into the 
shrubbery. I wonder what Puddles has done this time, Mrs. Becket 
seems more than a bit grumpy.

I turn my attention to the pathetic bundle on my floor. I never 
knew that so small a man could have such large eyes — he glares 
at me as I step closer. 

‘Coming to finish me off  are you, Miss Loots?’ 

Silly sod, as if  I’d ever — wait, don’t tempt me … no-one would 
ever know …

‘What the hell were you doing, lurking in the shrubbery and 
leaping out like that? You might have gotten hurt!’

He shakes his head. Mad woman, no joy here. His eyes keep 
wandering sideways. He’s looking about for ways of  escape, I can 
tell.

CONTENTS! Page 150



‘Just trying to make an honest living, Miss Loots — you think 
it’s easy delivering flowers, playing my bugle, catching folks at all 
hours of  day and night? I haven’t even been home since yesterday.’

Oh. A delivery, that’s different. Wait— 

‘You were making a delivery, for me? Whom from?’

I don’t think he’s paying attention. He’s whimpering and 
rubbing his newly tenderised tender bits, tenderly. His mother 
probably warned him he could go blind doing that but I don’t 
think he cares. The prospect of  hairy palms doesn’t seem to worry 
him unduly either, right now he has other things on his mind.

I shrug and put coffee on for us both. Thank heavens he’s 
taking it philosophically, in some parts of  the world they’d be 
reaching for their lawyers right about now. He just acts like he’s 
used to it. Hazard of  the trade, I guess; for postmen it’s dogs, for 
lumberjacks it’s trees, for singing delivery people it must be 
Wandas.

‘Would you like some ice for those sore bits?’

His eyes light up at the prospect. ‘Do you really think ice would 
help?’

‘My Mum caught her boobs in the mangle a few times — she 
swears by ice.’ 

Actually, with or without the ice, it was the only time I ever 
heard Mum swear at all. Then she promptly washed my ears out 
with soap.

‘Die young, did she, your Mum?’

‘No, she’s still with us. Dad popped off  early, though—'
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‘Aaaah.’ He nods wisely.

I ferret about in the freezer. I’ve been meaning to sort it for 
ages, there’s no ice but several dozen packets of  frozen peas. I 
ponder the irony but he takes them without question.

‘You can nurse yourself  in the bathroom. Or, if  you prefer, you 
can sit on the edge of  my bed.’  I figure there’s less chance of  him 
hurting himself  in my bedroom. I still haven’t found the soap. 

He clutches the peas while I hobble him through to the 
bedroom. 

Poor soul, he looks like a hybrid Raggedy Ann and Donald 
MacRonald, perched on the edge of  my bed with two big bags of  
peas and his feet dangling down.

‘Miss Loots?’

‘Yes?’

‘Would you please close the door on your way out?’

‘Oh! Of  course, yes, how thoughtless of  me.’

I go out and restart the coffee. Just as I lift the mugs down the 
nightmare begins— 

Ding dong

Bloody hell. Who would ding me at this time of  night? I grab 
the nearest weapon and call through the door.

‘Who is it?’

‘It’s me — Rod.’ 

I know that voice, it’s Rod.
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He comes in, warily eyeing the dishmop. It must be something 
to do with body language so I put it down in a non-threatening 
manner and step away from it. He relaxes. 

It’s Rod, how nice.

‘Obviously you didn’t get my message?’

‘I’ve been out. Concert. Just gotten home—'

‘I see … are you alone?’

I really, really, really hope that Mr. Whimpering Telegraph 
doesn’t make a noise — how long do frozen peas last? I don’t want 
Rod to know he’s here, explanations could be long, involved, 
tedious and tiresome. Anyway, I don’t have to explain myself  to 
Rod or anyone else, I’m my own free, liberated, sexy self.

‘Near enough — why?’

He points at the sinkbench. ‘Two mugs.’

‘Oh, yes … one’s for you, if  you’d li—’

There’s a colossal splunge from my bedroom. 

I hear a tidal wave surge from end to end of  my bed and back. 
Rod looks at me in disbelief, then springs up and goes quickly 
through to the bedroom. He flings the door open, prepared to 
pounce — how romantic, modern chivalry at its finest, stalwart 
hero about to defend a lady — then he snorts, spins on his heel 
and storms out, giving me a brief  enigmatic stare en passant. He 
doesn’t even slam the door, it just closes behind him with a click. 
Damn! What on earth—?

An indignant voice comes from the bedroom.
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‘I fell over, Miss Loots! I leaned back and it collapsed under 
me. You didn’t tell me it was a waterbed.’

Ding dong 

Other door.

Rod? He’s come back? My heart leaps, a chance to explain. I 
fling open the door and Donald Hawke steps in, smiling.

‘Wanda—'

‘Donald! What the hell are you doing here?’  I don’t mean to 
sound ungracious, but Donald knows me, no offense is taken. He 
reaches out and plants a quick kiss on my cheek. He’s warm, firm, 
manly and all that stuff, and he smells good.

Of  course he sees the blasted mugs.

‘Am I intruding?’

‘No, no, not at all, ha ha ha, mugs, oh my goodness — one’s for 
you, in case you turned up, or something.’ 

There’s a splat from the next room followed by a soft ‘Bugger!’. 
Donald drops me like a barfing piglet and springs to the door. For 
a moment he stands in the doorway, frozen in disbelief, then he 
turns a blank face to me. Without a word he storms out, not even 
bothering to slam, click, or otherwise the door behind him.

‘I’m sorry, Miss Loots — dropped me peas. Who was that?’

Damn. It was only someone I used to know— 

Knock knock knock

Ranch slider this time. How nice.
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Ding dong

‘Okay, okay, dammit. I’m coming!’

It’s Todd, peering in with half  a metre or so of  black metal 
torch in his hand. He’s in uniform, tall dark and hunky, and looks 
concerned in a leathery, macho, coppish sort of  way.

‘Wanda, are you okay?’

Now what?

‘I’m fine. Yes, never felt better. Brilliant, in fact. Wonderful, 
marvellous, ha ha ha and why the hell are you knocking me up at 
this hour?’

Todd steps in, sliding the torch into some sort of  belt-ring 
thing. It slips in with a metallic hiss and hangs down like a huge 
donger (one of  those things that dangle inside church bells).

‘We got a call from Mrs. Becket — she said there were all sorts 
of  weird noises coming from your place and could we check it out. 
After what happened to little Sonia I thought—'

‘How do you know what happened to little Sonia?’

‘She reported it. Didn’t want to but she had to when she made 
her statement about the Bigfoot. She’s cutting it fine, the insurance 
people won’t pay up until they’re sure she’s not having them on … 
ah, coffee? Love one!’

Right on cue, just as Todd’s hand is reaching for a mug there’s 
an inaudible squelch followed by a long reverberating silence from 
my bedroom.

Todd is good. 
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He’s very good, he has the torch in his hand like a black club 
and the door open before the noiseless echoes fade.

He stands staring for a long moment. I hold my breath, 
dreading what may happen next.

Todd sheaths the torch and closes the door, the face he turns to 
me is bright-eyed and red. I shut my eyes as he comes closer, 
expecting the worst — there’s a quick peck on my cheek and he’s 
gone, shoulders shaking with barely suppressed laughter as he 
walks the walk.

So now Wanda is a figure of  fun, oh goody. 

Enough.

I feel a growing rage.

My Nordic ancestors were Berserkers. I’d always thought of  
them as family legend but now as a red mist forms I know it to be 
true. Good. In a few moments when I’m hopping mad I’m going 
to fling open my bedroom door and the little man with the swollen 
n— 

Ding dong

 —will be history. 

Now what? Who? Whom? Whatever?

I glare in the direction of  the back door. What is this, reunion 
of  all the males in Wanda’s life? Am I due to die tonight and this is 
destiny closing off  my karmic accounts in one foul swoop? Have 
the gods conspired to clear the deck, am I to start again from the 
beginning? Who could possibly be left? Only Spens—  
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No! 

Please — not him! 

I’ll do anything, I’ll go to church, light candles, build a shrine to 
Buddha, put up a statue of  Siva, get an Anubis, dance naked 
under the full moon, sacrifice to Odin; but please, please, not 
Spenser!

I peep round the frame to where I can see my back door. It’s 
quietly opening inwards, all by itself. How nice, now I have a 
haunted door. 

Instinct cuts in. 

Without thinking I take a flying leap across the intervening 
distance and kick the door hard. For a brief  moment a man’s face 
is flattened against the glass then he’s gone and I’m locking the 
door with gibbering hands. I now owe statues and prayers and 
candles in abundance all over the planet but thank heavens it 
wasn’t Spenser.

It was Melsen.

*    *    *

‘YOU! Are going to have to leave. Right NOW!’

‘It’s okay, Miss Loots. You can come in, I’m decent.’

That’s a matter of  opinion. I’m not sure that I really want to go 
in, decent may become deceased at short notice.

I open my bedroom door and go in. He’s sitting up on the edge 
of  my bed, fully dressed, eating peas from one of  the packets.

I grit my teeth. ‘Are you up to driving, yet?’
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Crunch, crunch. 

‘Yes. A cup of  coffee first, then I’ll be right as rain. Who were 
all those guys? Was it a raid? Wasn’t one of  them a cop? Is he on 
the take? Are you running a knocking shop?’ No wonder he gets 
on so well with Mrs. Becket.

‘You’re working your ticket, buddy.’

‘Still, that’s your business. Crunch, crunch. If  you ask me, I’d 
say go for that first guy—'

‘Nobody’s asking you, dammit!’

He’d mentioned coffee as a condition-prerequisite for leaving, 
so I pour two fresh coffees. One of  them’s for me; what the heck, 
with Melsen in the neighbourhood, who’s going to get any sleep 
tonight? A thought— 

‘Was there a card this time?’

Squelch, squelch. ‘Hey, these things are defrosting.’

The red mists return, unbidden. His eyes go wide …

… and the next thing I know I’m standing on my balcony, 
dusting my hands off  whilst trying decide which flew further into 
the darkness, his blasted bag of  peas, his blasted peaked cap, or his 
blasted self.

My money says he landed right on his poor blasted organ, too.

*     *     *
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SNOOKY

My bed gurgles and eddies as I jerk upright. Ye gods, what the 
hell’s all that racket? 

The noise of  loud vacuuming comes through the wall. Vindictive 
loud vacuuming (I can tell, I have a fair bit of  experience with 
these things). 

It’s not even cock time yet and still dark out but Mrs Becket is 
already making an A-grade pain of  herself. The racket flows 
seamlessly from one vengeful household chore to another; she has 
her washing out in full by the time the the morning newspaper 
hurtles over the fence and shatters the vase she’s placed on her 
back step while she nails down some loose carpet (either that or 
she’s taking up the floorboards individually for polishing).

So I had a wee bit of  a late night, but hell, that’s nothing new, 
it’s been done before. 

No, there’s more to it than that — she’s showing all the classic 
signs of  Agitated Woman Syndrome. Mum gets it too. Whenever 
she’s agitated she does housework. Noisily. On a really bad day her 
cats move out to a tree in the back garden and all her spiders 
migrate to the hedge.

Unable to sleep I throw on the plastic raincoat and blear my 
way down to the mail box. 

The menace that was such an important part of  keeping me 
awake all night is now gone, today is merely another beautiful 
wintery morning — the smell of  frying bacon hangs heavy in the 
air along with various incarnations of  egg; hash browns abound 
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and my tastebuds are tickled by the heady aroma of  strong black 
coffee. It’s currently fashionable in the Bays to sweeten coffee with 
molasses, a vice directly attributable to my own sweet tooth (I was 
out of  sugar, couldn’t find the honey and knew Mrs. Beaton (unit 
5) would never know the difference. She did, it caught on and 
became my contribution to contemporary cuisine).

Dozens of  tiny red eyes stare back in terror as I raise the flap 
on my mailbox but there’s no mail. I know the spiders will all 
move back once Mrs. Becket sobers up, so they needn’t panic. Live 
and let live, I say.

The only visible evidence of  last night’s disturbances are a few 
spent blooms and some empty flower stalks. I kick them off  the 
path, and something catches the light — there’s a card face down 
in the grass. A card!

At last — a chance to identify the monster who keeps 
unleashing those blasted Singing Telegraphs in my direction. The 
elaborate card is well trampled but still legible:

O Moon of my Delight, 

Who knowest no wane

The bird of dawn is rising once again

How oft, hereafter, 

Shall we rise for thee?

FOREVER, and ne’er in vain! 

                       ! ! ! — SNOOKY WOOKUMS
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Ye Gods — Snooky?  I shudder. 

Just as a horrible thought begins to occur to me Mrs. Becket’s 
bathroom window shoots open and a bucketful of  warm soapy 
water hits me full in the face. Great shot. I gasp as suds pour 
uninvited down my collar and spread inside my plastic coat which 
is but loosely buttoned amidships. Thank heavens I’m naked under 
it. I won’t have to do any laundry, there’s no harm done that a 
quick shower can’t fix.

I gag as a second deluge, icy cold this time (obviously the rinse) 
follows. Mrs. Becket is into recycling her water wherever possible 
and has the Close’s most prolific (albeit uniquely flavoured) 
vegetable patch.

I grit my teeth, accidents will happen.

I move briskly to my own back door. There’s nobody about so I 
whip off  the now wet wet-look raincoat and shake it. Out by my 
mail box there’s a loud squodge as the paperboy rides off  the 
footpath into the hedge — that’ll teach the opportunistic little 
germ to watch where he’s going in future.

A muted grim chortle comes through the wall. I close the door 
wondering if  Mrs. Becket is really as innocent as she sometimes 
makes out. I also wonder if  Mr. Singing Bloody Telegraph doesn’t 
answer to ‘Snooky’ on occasion, and if  perhaps I hadn’t been just 
a teensy bit hasty last night.

*    *    *
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It’s been a hard morning and I’ve earned my break. 

Striped flags flutter redly, whitely, and bluely in the breeze and 
the four foot Eyeful Tower on the counter blinks on and off. Edith 
Piaf  is non regretting rien somewhere in the background of  Le 
Batard’s Authentic French Bakery (ici on mange francais) and I 
guess there’s no point in waiting round for Todd.

My latté cools on the little outside table while I watch with 
jaundiced eye as a harassed young matron tries to silence her 
bawling toddler with a croissant. She’s doing it all wrong, even I 
can see that instead of  breaking bits off  she should stuff  the whole 
thin— 

‘You started without me?’

It’s Todd. 

My heart leaps and does backflips. I didn’t think he’d ever 
speak to me again and already I’ve been missing his ‘little boy’ 
grin.

He scrapes back a chair and flops down. He’s wearing a sweat-
soaked baggy tracksuit and from the look of  him he’s either 
recently run a marathon or spent twenty minutes with Geraldine 
(he’s still alive so my money goes on marathon). A lock of  sweaty 
hair flops down over one eye and he peers at me quizzically; with, 
dammit, more than a hint of  suppressed laughter. 

I twitch. 

‘Go on, say it!’

The grin widens and splits into a chuckle.

‘Say what?’
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I set my latté down delicately, shattering the stupid saucer. How 
do I even begin to explain last night? Todd’s seen it all before, he’s 
a cop for heaven’s sake — the only thing I have in my favour is 
that it’s me.

‘Todd, about last night—'

Todd’s face is serious for a moment while he sucks the froth 
from his latté in a long drooling slurp. My vacuum cleaner should 
be so good.

‘Wanda, what you do in the privacy of  your own home is 
entirely your business—'

‘No!’  

Poop, I meant emphatic but it came out as wail.

‘—and I didn’t see a thing, so I haven’t made out a report. The 
guy wasn’t handcuffed or tied up, so he was there of  his own free 
will. And from the look of  it, having a ball—’

‘It wasn’t that at all!’

His eyes go wide.

‘You really were holding him prisoner? Wanda, you amaze me 
someti—'

‘No! No prisoners—’

As usual I bite like a pack of  rabid wolves. Wanda the bondage 
agent, Try Me And Stop One; the mind boggles. 

Todd gallops further onto thin ice.

‘You weren’t charging him for those peas, were you? No, wait, 
don’t tell me — what I don’t know can’t be used against you—’
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‘No! Not that! Why won’t you listen to me, dammit?’

His eyes are dancing as he puts down his latté bowl and leans 
forward. Male pheromones wash over me like warm surf. I break 
out in instant goosebumps, which of  course the bastard notices.

‘Do you need to go inside, Wanda? You look a bit peaky.’

Cold? Ye gods, my whole body is on fire. If  his sergeant doesn’t 
get back soon I refuse to be held reprehensible for my actions. 
Wait, a thought— 

‘Just exactly what did you see last night?’  If  he tells me he only 
saw a poor distressed wounded evacuee recovering under my wing 
then maybe that’s all Rod and Donald might have seen, too, and 
naked pigs will set height records.

His eyes go glassy at the memory and his shoulders shake. I get 
the feeling a dam is about to burst; sod it, I’m tetchy enough 
already, put it down to lack of  sleep and his blasted warm-man-
ripe-for-picking scent. 

I try again, sounding almost as scratchy as I feel. My nipples 
are rasping along the inside of  my sandpaper blouse and 
memories of  unofficial experimentation in the school laboratories 
keep rising like phoenices from the ashes of  my resolutions.

‘Dammit! Will you shut up laughing long enough to tell me what 
you saw that man doing with two packets of  frozen peas in my bedroom last 
night?’

Edith Piaf  stops singing, the noisy enfant finally gags on his 
croissant and my frustrated query blasts into an acoustic vacuum. 
Wanda the foghorn, soul of  discretion, that’s me.
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It’s altogether too much for him. 

Todd cracks up completely, slapping the table and hooting. 
There are tears in his eyes. People peer round in mid bite. He 
doesn’t even notice as I leap up in a fit of  pique and pour my latté 
over his head, a gesture which would be more meaningful if  I 
hadn’t scuppered the contents and licked the bowl first. There’s a 
collective gasp of  admiration from the other tables. 

Damn the lot of  them, I really don’t need this. 

I kick my chair back and storm off, head high. Take that, Todd.

I make it as far as the overflowing rubbish bin on the power 
pole before his voice catches me.

‘Same time tomorrow, Wanda?’

For a moment I fight the urge to stop in my tracks, turn round, 
storm back to him and clamp on a ferocious lip-lock. Then I 
remind myself, Todd’s engaged.  Worse, dammit, he’s not rich … 

Without turning round I nod, there’s another heavy sigh as the 
other patrons start breathing again. 

Romantics, I’m surrounded by bloody romantics.

*     *     *
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A TEMPLAR NIGHT

Aside from one final prickle working its way out on the end of  her 
lovely little nose Sonia is none the worse for wear. For a few days a 
delicate tracery of  red lines made her look like a map of  the 
London Underground but it’s clear now. I’d love to know what the 
rest of  her looked like but I guess that will forever be a secret 
between Sonia and her mirror.

And, of  course, whoever it was that fished her out of  that 
blessed bush. 

And most of  Glenrowan. 

And the photographer for the North Shore Tribune, and the 
viewers of  BaysTV. 

And anyone in the civilised world who caught the live 
helicopter broadcast by satellite, or watched any of  the endless 
reruns (which are now beginning to achieve cult status — I’ve got 
my name down for the Dvd and tee shirt when they’re released 
next month).

If  she merely disliked me a little before, Sonia loathes me now. 
Each time I see her looking in my direction I hear missile-control 
computers humming. I found her just this morning staring at the 
Brute. She walked away briskly, stuffing something in her shoulder 
bag when I approached to offer her a lift. Now I park him where I 
can see him, or a long way out and walk in. It’s not that I’m 
paranoid, mind, I just don’t believe in tempting fate. Or Sonia.

The annual Sha Kee Salesperson of  the Year Presentation 
Dinner does nothing to build bridges between us.
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Sonia, of  course, habitually wins the award year after year and 
is hot favourite again this time. Her sales are usually twice those of 
the runner up and I’m always so far back in the field I’m behind 
the guy with the barrow and shovel.

So tonight DelMonte’s Brassiere is a blaze of  candles and red 
jackets. Crystal glasses and silverware are expensively sparkling 
when Sha Kee taps her goblet with a long skinny spoon and prays 
for silence.

An expectant hush falls as she stands, resplendent in a red silk 
cheongsam with gold fiddly bits and a split that reaches to her 
brain. If  Todd were here he’d be dribbling buckets (Todd has a 
thing for Sha Kee, and cheongsams really ring his bell) … oops, 
Wanda, focus on the moment; who will it to be, this year, in second 
place? In the office sweepstake I drew Frieda, a good pick. Sonia 
got herself  and took great delight in publicly ripping up her ticket.

Sha Kee draws a deep breath. She won’t need it, you can 
already hear a pin drop. Sonia, at the table closest to Sha Kee’s, 
primps and preens modestly. All eyes are alternately on Sha Kee 
and her, she knows it and lowers her gaze in the chaste manner 
instilled by one of  the finest finishing schools in the Sorebum in 
Paris. You can almost feel her body language transmitting the 
obligatory ‘Aw, shucks’.

Sha Kee smiles. 

For such a diminutive black-haired, sloe-eyed, perfectly 
proportioned, superbly complexioned, gorgeous little thing she has 
powerful presence. 

I shiver. I don’t believe this — it’s almost an action replay of  
one of  the wrap-up scenes from the first ‘Harry Potter’ movie.
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‘I have a few last minute points to award—’

Sonia glances up sharply. Without a sound ‘Aw shucks’ 
becomes a startled ‘What, what, what?’ You can see it in her eyes, 
a sudden flicker of  uncertainty. I feel for her, I know that feeling, I 
get it every time I explore my fridge and happen across an 
unexploded egg. 

‘—to Miss Wanda Lust, for unswerving devotion to duty and 
for flogging the Mansion—’

I’m not sure I’m hearing correctly. Without consciously doing 
so I peer round for this Wanda Lust. All I see is dozens of  
perplexed eyes peering back at me. So that’s why Sha Kee swore 
Raewyn and me to silence on the sale, poor orangeade lays oats. 

Sonia looks stricken.

‘—etc etc, rabbit rabbit rabbit, blah blah blah dribble … it 
takes even more courage to sell to your friends; so without further 
ado, Wanda wins the Sales Cup!’

After a stunned silence a colossal cheer goes up. I feel my face 
jump to scarlet without passing through the any of  the customary 
shades of  pink first. To hide my ill-prepared panic I raise my 
empty goblet to my lips for a suck and dash it to pieces against my 
grinning teeth. 

As the bits tinkle to the plate below I catch Sonia’s expression 
— it’s worse than murderous, she’s looking thoughtful. Icy jellyfish 
slither down my back and take up residence in my knickers.

Sha Kee isn’t finished yet.
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‘So, I believe a change of  decoration is in order—’ she smiles in 
my direction and claps her hands, then beckons me to join her at 
her table. 

In a daze I lurch to my feet and cross to her table, multiply 
slapped on the back and shaking hands left, right and centre; the 
crunching crystal underfoot unnoticed amid deafening applause.

There’s a Chinese man sitting at Sha Kee’s table. He’s even 
shorter than she and has buck teeth and bottle-bottom glasses. 
He’s wearing a striped grey power-suit and sets his goblet down as 
I approach, rising to his feet and half-bowing.

‘And now—’ Sha Kee waves her hands expansively ‘—let the 
feast begin!’

Nothing happens. 

I feel a momentary sense of  anticlimax then doors crash open 
and waiters, waitresses, waitpersons and stewards come running 
out to fill the tables with good things.

The Chinese man is introduced as Sha Kee’s personal Swiss 
banker. I didn’t notice before but he has lovely eyes … and in the 
near distance Sonia is still staring at me, quite beyond expression.

Last act of  Harry Potter be damned. If  Sonia had her way tonight 
would be the last act of  Hamlet.

*    *    *

CONTENTS! Page 169



I’m really not sure that I’m up to this.

Donald did invite me, I guess, but I’d hoped it was just one of  
those spur-of-the-happy-moment things. 

When Veronica and David (Ronnie and Pop) reinvited me, 
formally, in gold lettering on card, I thought it was one of  those 
persistent little spur-of-the-happy-moment things.

When Sha Kee murmured thoughtfully in my ear that she’d 
been asked by Ronnie to find out if  I were still alive I decided to 
find the RSVP card and send it back, ‘Miss Wanda Lust regrets 
…’ but it was too late. Sha Kee told me, brightly, that she’d already 
accepted on my behalf  and did I have a cocktail dress? 

I do, but the little black number is my secret.

Anyway, it’s handy having a boss your own size, sort of. 

I wasn’t too sure about the gold cheongsam but a dummy run 
in Sha Kee’s office, with Raewyn on shoe horn and Frieda doing 
tug, and Roger bleating outside the closed door about us all being 
One Team taught me some of  the finer points of  the lost art of  
corsetry. 

So I’m just a tad fuller than Sha Kee, sue me. And taller — the 
cheongsam is even sexier on me, if  that’s possible. 

I don’t have a full length mirror at home but at night with the 
inside lights on and curtains open I get the same effect by prancing 
about in front of  the ranch slider; an effect I discovered 
accidentally one night and used to check my entire wardrobe. 
(When I finally finished and went out for a breath of  fresh air I 
caused a stampede outside where the whole lawn was filled with 
now overturned chairs in rows and empty popcorn packets ...)
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With just the right shadowing for my eyes and a carnelian slide 
in my hair the overall effect is awe inspiring. But Donald will be 
there, I’m not sure I’ll be able to pull it off.

The Brute’s door flies open at the touch of  the key and his 
leather snuggles around my bot like a warm grope. His engine fires 
without even cranking, I swear such chivalry must bode ill for 
intent, every time a car has behaved like this in the past I’ve either 
walked home, swum home, or on one occasion, flown (don’t ask).

The mansion gates are shut but they open a few moments after 
I toot. Donald’s Fairmilia is parked in front of  the house, I stop 
sedately behind it.

An older man I don’t know walks down the steps and opens the 
Brute’s door for me with a polite smile. His eyes go glassy as I try 
to get out. After two or three tries in the course of  which the 
cheongsam rides ever higher he finally lets go of  the door, leans in, 
sweeps an arm under me and lifts me out in one powerful swoop.

He sets me down on my feet right in front of  Donald and 
Ronnie. For a moment he hesitates, then hunkers down and with 
professional detachment tugs my hemline back into place. I notice 
that he’s breathing hard. It can’t be easy, I guess, lifting ladies out 
of  cars.

‘That’s Templar, dear — he’s been with us for years. Simon, 
this is Miss Wanda Lust, the one we told you about?’

Templar nods to me and closes the Brute’s door while the rest 
of  us go inside. Donald, in evening dress, looks grim and doesn’t 
say a word. His face is impassive, his blue eyes a steely grey in the 
evening light.
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From habit I slip alongside him while Ronnie leads us to one of 
the downstairs living rooms. 

When I say slip I mean slip, it’s a silly place to have gravel 
anyway — for a moment his hands are lovely and warm on my 
bare arms, then having saved me from another bruising he lets me 
go so distastefully I almost stumble again, clutching my little 
evening bag to my chest and beginning to regret wearing Sha 
Kee’s matching high heels. I would have fallen if  Templar’s hand 
hadn’t cupped my elbow and stabilised me while Donald, 
seemingly oblivious, strides on in front. 

I slip Templar a quick smile of  thanks as he moves away. My 
lower lip is already beginning to swell where I bit it and I can feel 
my face glowing. The cheongsam that earlier seemed little and 
sexy now seems too much. I feel like a tart. 

The subtle essence of  Chez Bin rises and hangs around me like 
a cloud.

Pop Hawke is standing in the lounge, wide-legged in front of  
the fire, elegant in evening dress with rows of  miniature medals on 
his chest. I don’t know any of  them but there’s crosses and gongs 
galore and a blaze of  coloured ribbons. He has a glass of  liquid 
gold in one hand and is just setting a crystal decanter of  the same 
stuff  on the mantelpiece.

He says nothing as Donald walks to the other side of  the room 
but I catch a querying alertness. 

‘Wanda, my dear — so good of  you to come!’

The boom of  welcome is as genuine as unexpected. Bless him, 
he offers me the glass in his hand and beckons me to his side 
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where it’s warm and cosy in front of  the fire. I’m feeling the chill 
of  the winter evening outside, I really should have worn a wrap 
but didn’t know if  wraps are worn with cheongsams (anyway, not 
having one clinched it).

‘You’re looking absolutely lovely tonight, Miss Lust.’ 

Bless him again, his kindness catches me right in the emotions 
and my eyes go misty. Oh, great; red face, near naked, transmitting 
Chez Bin on all frequencies and now my eyes are wet. Unable to 
stop myself  I rise on tip toe and kiss him on the cheek, there’s a 
snort from the other side of  the room. I catch Ronnie give Donald 
a  querying look which he ignores; ill manners that are quite out of 
character. Something’s rattled his cage and I have a feeling I know 
what it is.

Dammit. 

I will not be snorted to. At. 

I disengage from his father and storm across the room, my eyes 
locked onto Donald’s, we’re going to have this out right now— 

His arms shoot out and catch me. 

His alternative is step aside and watch me fly by, probably 
ending up in yet another inglorious Wanda-heap on the carpet. 
Momentarily his eyes are ice, then decency cuts in, he knows the 
symptoms.

‘It’s these high-heels, dammit.’ 

I’m in his arms and this time he’s making no move to let me go. 
In fact he seems to be trying for a record of  some kind. It’s very 
nice, it’s lovely, but if  he doesn’t slacken off  just a bit I might have 
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to do something drastic—okay, I’ll admit it, I’m hooked on 
breathing. 

He relaxes just a tad.

Gasp, gasp

‘Wanda—'

‘Hah! See that? Didn’t spill a drop—'

His eyes are just inches from mine. For a moment there’s 
disbelief, then resignation followed by devil-take-it. Donald Hawke 
hoots like a London taxi, before I can even twitch he clamps on a 
long lingering lip-lock. 

For a brief  moment I try conventional then reality overrides. 
My arms whip round the back of  his head and I haul him on like 
an old sock. There’s vague movements in the background as 
someone gently takes the glass from my hand; how sweet — now I 
can give him my full attention.

‘That’s my boy, that is—’ Pop Hawke’s statement trails into a 
sentimental sniff. 

Above the roaring in my ears I vaguely make out Ronnie 
coming closer, I hear the pop of  a catch on an evening bag 
followed by a honk, she must have given him her handkerchief.

‘Should I get a bucket of  cold water, do you think? Or would it 
be kinder to use crowbars?’

Suddenly Donald remembers where he is and breaks lock. He 
sets me on my feet and pushes me to arms length, glaring into my 
eyes and panting. Lovely shade of  pink, too.
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‘What was all that about, dear? Just asking.’

Donald shakes his head ruefully, still breathing hard, still 
looking into my eyes, a mix of  emotions running across his honest 
face. It  occurs to me that there’s no need to explain, I’m accepted 
as I am; warts, lumps, stumblebum shoes, little men with bags of  
frozen peas and all.

Dammit. 

I’m a woman, he’s not getting away with that — honey swat key 
mouldy pants — I can’t leave it, these silly little misunderstandings 
always resurrect themselves later to bite me. My Dad used to brag 
(to anyone who’d listen) that a Wanda summary could fill a whole 
wet weekend but this time I only monopolise the soup through 
dessert courses. 

Q & A afterwards takes us to port and cigars, after which most 
misunderstandings are laid to rest and my throat is parched. The 
blasted cigar doesn’t help either.

‘You didn’t have to try one, dear—’

Now she tells me. 

I look round for somewhere discreet to spit. Donald discreetly 
holds out his hand while Ronnie looks on in equally discreet 
bewilderment.

‘We don’t bite them these days, Miss Lust … and it was only 
ever just the one end, not both.’  Pop Hawke seems a trifle miffed, 
though you’d never guess. I nod as I cough up the last of  the 
tobacco — men indulge in these things because they actually like 
them? 
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I give away the idea of  lighting what’s left. I don’t think there’s 
any part still big enough.

*    *    *

The stars are brilliant in the crisp night sky as Donald walks me 
to my car. A fairytale hint of  moon rides at anchor over the 
western horizon, a crescent just crying out for jumping cows. 
Ronnie’s lovely warm shawl doesn’t feel at all incongruous over the 
top of  the cheongsam, held in place by Donald’s encircling arm.

‘Wanda?’

‘Yes?’ 

‘I’m sorry.’

‘What—?’

‘I’m sorry for jumping to conclusions when I found that man 
on your bed with his trousers down and a bag of  frozen peas—'  

Ye gods. 

Donald Hawke apologising? 

‘Two bags of  frozen peas.’  End of  the world or not, let’s get it 
right. Wanda the pedantic prat, that’s me. 

I shiver, his arm has somehow slipped under the shawl and his 
fingers are rubbing the skin of  my arms. Dammit, a fingertip 
strays and the effect is electrifying.

‘—two bags of  frozen peas. Can you ever forgive me?’
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I have to get out of  here. Chez Bin rises about us like a London 
fog, my nipples are already at attention and the cheongsam won’t 
take much more. And any second now I am going to throw him to 
the gravel where no amount of  buckets of  cold crowbars will do 
any good. 

‘Goodnight, dear.’

I twitch violently, guilt writ large in my every movement. 
Ronnie and Pop have followed us out, how nice of  them — 
dammit — to want to bid me goodnight. Pop Hawke raises my 
hand to his lips in an old fashioned gallantry that leaves the back 
of  my hand all wet and him breathing hard. I never realised my 
hand was so heavy.

‘Do please come again, Wanda—’ Pop hesitates, he seems a 
trifle lost for words.

‘What he means, dear, is that you’re welcome anytime. Don’t 
be shy, please pop in if  you’re popping out, he’d love to see more 
of  you; and so would I.’

From the look on Donald’s face, so would he.

*     *     *
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Old Tom a Loan

I don’t understand why it was necessary for Spenser to 
put an advertisement in The Tribune telling all and sundry that 
the Mansion has been sold and is now enjoying new ownership; 
with much grateful thanks to the unstinted efforts of  Sha Kee Real 
Estate. I appreciate the plug, and the picture of  me is a good 
likeness and quite flattering, not that I remember it being taken. 

Sha Kee, of  course is rapt. Any publicity is good publicity if  it’s 
free but a half-page of  The Tribune, in the sports section where it’s 
guaranteed to be seen by over ninety-nine decimal nine percent of 
the Bay’s readership really makes her purr. My combo heavy 
blazer and filmy dress should arouse some interest in the market, 
too, more so because of  the backlighting.

It does. Raewyn is inundated with calls for “the sexy bint in the 
mini” and takes to keeping a bosun’s whistle on her desk. She has 
an unerring instinct for separating the genuine from the voyeuristic 
and makes an excellent filter (we had the pleasure of  seeing a man 
in the street right outside our front window leap into the air and 
drop his cellphone, so the system works).

We’re grateful to Spenser, wherever he is now, but can’t 
understand why. Perhaps it’s just how the wealthy do things.

I also find myself  missing Rod’s homely face. I find myself  
wishing I’d had a chance to explain, but seconds later I’m thinking 
he should go to hell — just because there’s a man with no trousers 
on my bed rubbing his privates with cold peas doesn’t necessarily 
mean anything.
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But that’s the least of  my worries. Sonia has started being nice 
to me. I can’t stand it. Yesterday morning she brought me another 
takeaway cappuccino from Le Batard. Of  course I thanked her, 
and of  course it joined the others in our potted palm when she 
wasn’t looking. That palm has put on weight lately but the damn 
thing won’t stop shaking.

To take my mind off  things I’ve started jogging again. 

Okay, I never really stopped, just slowed down a bit. A lot. (So I 
haven’t jogged for a while, shoot me). Which is why I’m now up 
before mid-winter dawn, wearing a fluffy tracksuit from the Sally 
Army shop and my well-worn running shoes with the organic 
shock-absorbing inserts.

The first is always the hardest, they say (mine certainly was). Pu 
raises his head from the foot of  the bed in the darkness, I sense 
disbelief  before he stretches out and wriggles, burrowing back into 
the warmth. He puts his head on his paws with a dismissive sigh. I 
hate that cat sometimes.

I hate myself  sometimes, too. Like right now. 

The Close is all in darkness, a silence broken only by my own 
raspy breath and the shattering snores from Old Tom’s unit. I 
understand why deaf  people have to shout but didn’t know it 
worked for snores too.

The road down to the Templar slopes gently and makes a nice 
warm up. 

I’m still a bit stiff  as I bounce along the waterfront, threading 
my way between the beer cans, bottles, and teeth from last night. I 
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leap nimbly over a recumbent form in a doorway, still happily 
clutching its bottle; and accelerate along the straight.

Aah, this is living! 

Dawn jogging is wonderful, I really should do it more often; 
hah, the whole world is tucked up in bed and here’s Wanda, 
pounding the pavements and investing in longevity. Take that, 
sleepers!

The beachfront becomes the waterfront and I’m soon 
crunching along the gravel of  Beach Lane between the shops and 
the sands. With no conscious volition and not a clue where I’m 
going I become aware that I’m heading up the hill towards the 
Mansion.

And another jogger is sharing my morning. 

A shape breaks the shadows in the distance. Coming down 
from the Mansion, I see. This must be a local jogging route, up 
and turn, probably includes a few laps of  the beach along the 
water’s edge where the sand is firmer.

Donald?

Naaa … Donald is one of  those blasted people who stay 
superbly fit and disgustingly healthy without effort. He’d no more 
get up early to jog than I’d get up to make breakfast for Sonia. 
Anyway, even from here I can see it’s not him. Too athletic, 
Donald is built more for tossing cabers than running marathons.

The hairs rise on the back of  my neck. 

The sky is beginning to lighten in the east now, but there’s no 
street lamps along the stretch to the Mansion where the shape has 

CONTENTS! Page 180



disappeared, if  it was ever really there; but I think it would be a 
good idea if  I turn around and rocket down the hill, right about 
now.

Turning is easy. But rocketing down a steep hill in the inky 
predawn blackness is a whole new experience. It seems there’s a 
world of  difference between powering a hill in the Brute and 
galloping it on foot in the dark.

And another thing, running shoes — how the hell do you stop 
the damn  things? 

My top half  is now leaning forward, it must be the upper body 
weight that Geraldine’s always burbling about. To stop from falling 
forwards I speed my feet up to compensate. Paradox — I want to 
slow down but I’m going faster. Wonderful. Records are going to 
be set this morning and there’s no bugger here to see … just as lift-
off  commences a hand grabs my baggy collar from behind. My 
reflexive ‘Eek’ is cut off  at source while I choke. 

For a few heartbeats my pace synchronises with my assailant 
then we slow down with feet flying in all directions and dance into 
the shrubbery where lovely soft bushes bring us to a breathless 
halt.

Who is this unseen marvel?

I’m draped over a bush, head down and bottie up, wishing I’d 
taken Pu’s paradigm; enjoying the nice gentle grope— 

‘Nothing broken, you’re lucky.’

My blood freezes. I know that voice— 
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Right on cue it’s getting lighter, one of  the wonders of  greater 
Auckland, the brief  twilights. 

It’s not easy to flail about and find your feet from face-down 
over a tall bush. I make a resolution that I’ll never again pass an 
inverted turtle without doing the proper thing. After a moment’s 
incredulous pause the hands grab me and flip me over, to my feet.

He’s fast. 

Very fast, a product of  long training or years of  street brawls. 
My furious kick sizzles the space where his inoffensive groin had 
been, then I’m crushed in his arms. A powerful liplock clamps on. 
It’s no accident my arms are firmly pinioned to my sides, I can no 
more defend myself  against this onslaught than a mummy can 
fight off  an ardent archaeologist. 

Suits me. With no other means of  defense I counterattack, 
covering his face in kisses. Take that, bastard.

It works. 

He sags to his knees, then we collapse together at the side of  
the road. His fumbling hand finally finds the too low hem of  my 
baggy and sneaks in, fingertips trailing flame across my stomach 
— then the bastard pushes me away.

What?

No, not again, this time I’ll kill the sod— 

‘Not here, Miss Lust—'

‘Wanda!’
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Rod’s eyes are brilliant in the first rays of  sunlight. His face is a 
lovely shade of  pink, too, his breath no longer disciplined, it’s all in 
ragged gasps. I had no idea he was even still around — wait, does 
this mean he’s forgiven me?

Dammit. 

I’m a woman, he’s not getting away with that!

Too late, he’s on his feet again and with no effort lifts me to 
mine. His disciplined breathing tells me that he’s once more in 
control and my moment has passed. As for me, the good ship 
Wanda is still afloat, though listing badly and taking on water. I’ll 
live. 

Is it my toothpaste, maybe; or should I spend some of  the 
commission when it comes through on a gallon or two of  Sonia’s 
perfume?

From the hill above Ronnie’s voice shatters the silence, a 
sudden shrill  ‘Yeee Haaaa’ followed by a ladylike SPLUNGE. 

Ye gods — she really does have a dawn-breaker every day.

*    *    *

Coffee’s on for two and I’ve vacuumed the place. My spiders 
are camping in Mrs Becket’s mailbox and I took great delight in 
timing my bucket of  water for when she went down to collect her 
milk. Not a great shot, but at least she’ll have to give Puddles a 
towelling if  she ever catches him.
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Rod’s due at ten.

I’ve even sorted out the fridge — well, I opened it, peered in 
and decided that some things are best left to posterity. And just in 
case, I’ve put fresh sheets and pillowcases on the bed, one can 
never be too careful with a man in the house.

By eleven o’clock I’m fuming.

By twelve I’m rope-able, if  Rod were to walk in now he’d be 
instant Woof. By twelve thirty I’ve eaten all the biscuits, drunk all 
the coffee and watched Pu chase Puddles under the unit opposite. 
By one o’clock I’ve watched Pu come out, licking his lips and 
looking smug — he’s eaten Puddles?

The phone rings, how nice.

It keeps ringing but I ignore it, just in case it’s Rod. There’s 
nothing he could say to me right now that would save his teeth, or 
his life.

‘Hi, Wanda.’ I know that voice. In my doorway. Smiling.

‘Hi, Bastard!’

‘Oops. May I come in?’

Why not? Slaughtering him on the balcony would be unseemly. 
We Wandas are nothing if  not seemly. And that huge bunch of  
flowers won’t save him.

The bouquet comes in, followed closely by Rod. He’s peering 
round from behind, but I’m not laughing. The world’s biggest box 
of  chocolates (Dad Berry’s Alpha & Omega Selection, ye gods) 
comes in too. I perk up, this is marvellous — he has both hands 
full and is standing with his legs wide apart ...
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Champagne, as well? Dom Peignoir — really?

My goodness, this is an A-grade apology, five stars, the 
capitalist stuff—just how much does he get paid anyway? I decide 
for now to stand down the gunners and hear him out. And it had 
better be good.

‘I’m sorry I’m late—'

Great start, but needs more grovel. Lots more.

‘You might have rung, dammit—'

‘I would’ve, but I was a wee bit preoccupied. Anyway, you don’t 
always answer your phone.’

He has a point. 

A point hard to counter, my phone having not stopped ringing 
since just before he arrived. Right on cue, it stops. It can only have 
been Raewyn. Whenever she really wants me she dials my number 
then leaves it ringing while she bimbles off  to make herself  a 
coffee, or go to the loo; once she even popped out for the burgers. 
My guess, by the time taken, is that this time was loo (tinkles).

‘For me?’ It’s a pathetic way to change the subject but it works.

‘For you.’ 

Rod has a truly lovely smile, illuminated by wondrous dark 
brown eyes. They’re much like my own, for a wild moment I 
wonder what the results would be if  our genes were mixed. My 
knees go weak at the thought. 
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His hand brushes mine as I accept the flowers — ye gods, 
freesias in the mix too, at this time of  year; goosebumps break out 
all over my stomach.

‘You did say coffee?’

That’s reminds me, I’m mad at him. I think. Heck with it ...

‘You weren’t here, so I drank it.’ Take that, bastard. Burp.

‘Aaah.’ He nods wisely. He’s learning basic Wanda but still has 
a long way to go.

I find a vase for the flowers and an ice bucket for the 
champagne; which means an old ice cream tub for the flowers and 
my deepest saucepan for the bottle. There’s no ice but Wanda’s 
nothing if  not adaptable, I scrape several inches of  furry crystals 
from the inside of  the freezer into the ice cream tub and stand the 
flowers in the sink while I go out to look for a bucket, or a two 
hundred litre drum. Or an abandoned spa pool.

I meet Old Tom just mounting my front steps. He has a silver 
ice bucket and a huge crystal vase in his hands. His sole surviving 
upper tooth drips when he smiles and his skin would make a 
crocodile wince, but his heart is in the right place.

‘THOUGHT YOU MIGHT LIKE TO BORROW THESE, 
WANDA.’ 

His bellow rattles windows all round the Close. I sense another 
Wanda-alert as people take up station behind curtains. Right on 
cue the Commander’s drapes wobble as the object lens of  a huge 
brass telescope appears discreetly between them.

I thank him with a smile, take the items and turn to go. 
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Silver, and crystal — Old Tom? 

Naaaa .

‘IS THERE ANYTHING ELSE YOU NEED, WANDA?’ 

This time all the seagulls lift off  the roofs in fright. He’s getting 
the range.

Old Tom has a soft spot for me. He locked himself  out of  his 
unit one cold wet night so I let him sleep over on my sofa. Mrs 
Becket saw him sneak out early next morning, so his standing in 
the Close immediately took a giant leap. He’s a garrulous old soul 
but right now I really have no desire to spend the next hour 
exchanging yells. 

I smile and shake my head, my hair fluffs. Hah!

‘ARE YOU OKAY FOR CONDOMS?’ His roar drowns out 
the helicopter passing overhead.

To shut him up I lean forward on my toes and kiss him lightly 
on top of  the skull, then I gallop back inside while he’s wishing he 
were many decades younger. A muffled sigh hisses round the 
Close, curtains fall back into place and Tom staggers home. He’ll 
dine out on this for weeks.

Rod’s been busy. The flowers are on the table, field-stripped 
and ready for vasing. For a moment I wonder if  he’s like that with 
his women — and what does Old Tom know that I don’t?

Rod appears from my bedroom. His smile is wide and deep, 
like his eyes. Rowf !

‘Couldn’t find any glasses?’
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‘They’re in the linen cupboard, under the potting mix.’ 

Glasses? What sort of  poseur uses glasses? In the Close it’s 
mugs. On special occasions we pass the bottle, sociability rules and 
it saves on washing up. Oh — of  course, champagne. Silly Wanda.

I hear Rod ferreting about in my hot-water cupboard, he 
comes back after a while grinning with two Honey Bear tumblers.

Dammit, I’m not completely gauche. 

I watch television and know full well that champagne has to be 
given a really good shake before being opened. There’s no 
cameramen here to squirt but I give the bottle a good work up 
anyway while Rod’s busily cooling the glasses under the tap.

He’s an expert. 

He must’ve opened many a bottle of  fizz in his various 
capacities. He twirls the bottle gently in the snow, admires Tom’s 
lovely ice bucket with its new coating of  whore frost; and lifts it 
gently out. 

The wire comes off  with a deft twist.

I finish drying the tumblers. 

Dammit, I’m dribbling. Next to Verve Clicket and Daniel’s No 
One and Moat et Chanson, Dom Peignoir has to be my very 
favourite champagne. 

This is shaping up to be one hell of  a fine morning. I resolve to 
go jogging more often.

Rod points the bottle away from me and gently eases the cork
—this can’t be right, he’s meant to spray the spectators— 
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BOOM

For a moment Rod is rocked by recoil then Newton’s laws kick 
in and the bottle blasts out of  his hand. 

Towards me. 

The last thing I see before the lights go out is the phrase 
‘Fabrique en France’ in raised letters on the base of  the bottle 
rapidly getting bigger. My very favourite shade of  green, too. 

*     *     *
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The Midas Touch

I feel like I’ve been kicked by Bruce Lee, or his mule, or both. 
Repeatedly. The back of  my head hurts. If  this is a champagne 
hangover I’ll take Woody anytime.

There’s a discreet rustle of  paper, I roll over to risk a peep.

Samantha glances at me and lays down the copy of  ‘Hearts 
and Flowers’, bookmarking the page. She seems careful; maybe 
cautious, almost wary. 

Then the sun comes out as she smiles.

‘We have to stop meeting like this, Miss Lust.’ 

She pauses for a moment and grins. ‘I don’t know, though, 
maybe just one more time — then I’ll get to finish the story.’

‘Rod—?’ Damn, I don’t mean to croak.

She comes across and does the magic thing with her cooling 
hand upon my fevered brow. The headache promptly recedes, my 
pulse accelerates. She shakes her head.

‘He had to race off  but you’re my new priority. I’m not to leave 
you unattended even for a moment, that was a nasty crack you 
took.’

I have to think about this. I saw the bottle coming, but it’s the 
back of  my head that hurts?

‘Glop?’
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‘You dodged. Rod said he’s never seen such reflexes, pity you 
dodged into your cupboard. Apparently you went down like a 
brick.’

That certainly explains something. I’m good at bricks. Wait, 
there’s more …

‘I’ve had the glass people round to replace your window, but 
there’s no sign of  the bottle. Rod doesn’t understand it, when he 
gets back he’s going to complain to the importer. And I’ve had 
your carpets cleaned. Actually, I took the chance and got the 
Mopsy Maids in, I hope you don’t mind?’

She looks apprehensive. She’s given me a head start on my 
spring cleaning and she’s nervous about how I’ll take it? So that’s 
what’s worrying her? No problems. I fire off  the best smile I can 
under the circumstances, it works and she relaxes.

She’s with me two days this time. 

Two laid back and peaceful days of  being undeservedly 
pampered before I’m declared ready once more, officially, to fight 
mice. 

I’ll miss her when she’s gone. It’s nice sharing the bed with 
someone who isn’t all over you like a rash and doesn’t snore; it’s 
nice sitting up in the darkness chatting until the eyelids droop and 
sleep kicks in. She even let me try a dab of  her perfume, I strolled 
nonchalantly through the Close and left a trail of  swooning swains 
and several loud domestic squabbles in my wake; thinking what 
little Sonia wouldn’t do to get her hands on some.

This time she asks me to drive her down to the Bay, to the big 
block of  ownership flats. 
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I park the Brute and follow her upstairs to the same unit I’d 
showed Ronnie and Pop Hawke. The ‘For Sale’ sign is now gone 
from the door.

I follow her in. 

Samantha bought the unit? Top floor of  three, with urban 
views, sea-on-a-box-if-you’re-lucky. Warm and dry, yes; but surely 
it’s hardly her style? 

She turns, mischief  sparkling her eyes.

‘Spenser’s—’  (Damn, am I that obvious?) ‘—he still has some 
unfinished business and is basing himself  here.’

She opens the windows to let the afternoon breeze in. Spenser 
has furnished the place spartanly. But with a sofa and two chairs, a 
tiny dining suite to rival my own, and in the main bedroom a 
double waterbed it’s quite a little home away from home. 

A sudden thought.

‘Where are you staying, Sam?’

Her angel’s smile touches the corners of  her lips, she flicks the 
golden silk back over a shoulder. ‘Until now, with you. But for at 
least the next couple of  nights, I’ll be here — after that, who 
knows?’

So Spenser will be away for a couple of  nights? Or does he 
sleep here too?

‘And Rod?’ Damn, I hadn’t meant that, it slipped out. What do 
I really care about Rod — he can’t even open a bottle, for 
goodness sake.
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‘Away for a while.’  Sam adopts the patient tone that everyone 
who knows me uses sooner or later, they mean no offence and I’m 
used to it. So Samantha will be here by herself, that’s cool. 
Anyway, she knows where I live if  she gets lonely.

*    *    *

Old Tom meets me at his door, in answer to my pounding. It’s 
not the noise we make on his door but the vibrations; knocking on 
Tom’s door involves rapturous abandonment with the wee 
battering ram he keeps hanging on a chain, repetition, and much 
patience. It’s not a task for the faint-hearted. After a few minutes 
the whole Close is watching and in the next unit people are either 
putting things back on shelves or sweeping up the bits. You’d think 
they’d learn.

‘WANDA!’ 

He’s pleased to see me. That, or he’s keeping his pipe in his fob 
pocket again. I hold out the silver ice bucket and the lovely crystal 
vase. The flowers have gone to the communal compost heap and 
Samantha has polished the bucket until it glows in the dark. Her 
whistle of  admiration wasn’t for her reflection, she was simply 
appreciating the bucket for what it is, solid silver English Regency. 
Old Tom? Naaa.

It occurs to me that I’ve never been in Tom’s unit. For that 
matter I can’t think of  anyone in the Close who has, Tom always 
meets them at the door and heads them off  at the pass. Well, stand 
aside, here comes Wanda.
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I don’t know how he did it. 

Suddenly I’m aware that I, too, am passé. The door is shut and 
my hands are empty, my lips tingling from a stolen peck and 
dammit, I didn’t even get a glimpse. All without ruffling a single 
feather, he’s good. 

Heck with it, there’s always next time.

For now I have to get down to the local bank. I’ve been 
upgraded from ‘Or else’ to Miss Lust. The commission from the 
sale of  the Mansion has finally gone through and the gnomes are 
twitching to help me make wise investments. My very own 
Personal Banker has even offered me a lovely ballpoint pen, free, if 
I just pop in to have a chat. I usually tend to stay away — I can’t 
stand the suspense, wondering when they’ll start throwing things.

The Brute growls to a stop outside Marsha’s ‘One-Horse Horse 
Stop’ shop (‘Everything for your nag’). There’s no parking closer 
and it’s already ten past ten, for my ten o’clock appointment. I 
sprint.

The revolving door may have been a bright idea for security 
but it does no good at all for the poor lady coming out as I rocket 
in, she’s fired backwards like a brick from a catapult and levels the 
whole fast lane in a perfect strike. Aah, progress.

I’m gathered by a small flock of  clerks and shepherded into the 
appointment room where there’s a flurry around the huge table as 
lotto blanks and racing forms are whipped out of  sight. Miss 
Snitch (my personal bankerette) adjusts the glasses on her long thin 
nose and gives me a glare of  welcome (she’s from Southland and 
always has the traditional pickled lemon breakfast). 
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Suddenly I’m even more nervous. Dozens of  eyes are staring at 
me, I can feel them. 

They are, too; mostly dead and gone, staring from the many 
dark-framed portraits of  bankers past, disapprovingly frowning 
down from the walls. What is it with bankers that they have to 
always glower? 

I sense unseen eyes tracking my every move as I accept the kind 
offer of  a chair at the foot of  the table.

‘Coffee, Miss Lust?’ 

Darth Vader lives? No, it’s just a voice from the knot of  bankers 
at the far, far end of  the table; a wizened little man. Judging by the 
way the others keep genuflecting in his direction he has to be the 
head honcho. 

I lick my lips and nod. At once fifteen bankers spring to do his 
bidding. Miss Snitch is first off  the mark with a cup and saucer but 
is beaten to the percolator (a Da Vinci, understated elegance from 
Italy—the platinum model, no less). She counters by bringing the 
cup and saucer to me, forcing the pimply youth with the percolator 
to follow.

Bone china from Dresden, now I am impressed; so fine you can 
see right through it and such a dainty little handle. Not good.

All eyes watch as I raise the cup to my lips. One of  the portraits 
tilts forward slightly. 

As I expected the coffee is good. Not in the same class as 
Samantha’s, but bankers can’t always be choosers, I guess. Am I 
the only one indulging? I glance around, peering over the top of  
the delicate cup.
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The wizened gnome has a cup like mine. 

Miss Snitch is drinking from an ordinary cup, as are most of  
them; the pimply youth has what looks to be a shaving mug. I note 
that he keeps casting more sideways glances at Miss Snitch than at 
me, for some reason it irks … no, I breathe again, he’s coveting her 
cup. Hmmm, ambition.

Closer to me is a man about my own age, elegant in a smart 
black suit and toying with a stainless steel ballpoint pen. His cup, a 
standard coffee cup, is still half  full. His eyes are grey and he 
radiates a vitality that goes well with his golden hair, and he sports 
an athletic build to die for. For a wild moment I ponder the 
etiquette of  changing my personal banker.

For the first time I notice that there is a name plate in front of  
everyone at the table, there’s even a plastic one for me, but the 
man in black has nothing; just a smile that melts my hosiery. Is it 
warm in here, or what?

‘Miss Lust, thank you so much for attending—’ Darth Vader is 
speaking. By squinting I make out his name on the diamond 
encrusted plate in front of  him, M. Croesus. For a brief  giggle I 
wonder what the ‘M’ stands for — Midas?

‘—at such short notice—’

Dammit, my cup has run dry. Before I can raise even a little 
eyebrow to whimper for help the pimply youth scores the 
percolator and tops me up. Strong, rich and dark, just how I love 
it. I fire off  a grateful smile and am pleased to see him sag briefly 
at the knees before he rallies and staggers off. That silly grin won’t 
win him many points but I don’t think he cares right now.
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Damn, M. Croesus is still going. I give him my ear. With the 
exception of  the unnamed man in black everyone hangs from his 
every word, two of  them are taking notes with rapt attention. Miss 
Snitch is staring, her lips apart and breathing heavily. At me.

‘—you’re probably wondering why I requested your attendance 
this morning—’

I lick my lips. I’d like to lick the man in black’s lips but he’s too 
far away and we haven’t been introduced. His grey eyes flick lazily 
around the room, quite often; I can’t decide if  he’s bored or 
merely looking for a polite way of  escape, or both. They return to 
me and lock on. My stomach flutters. Oops — oh yes, Darth 
Croesus.

‘—but I’m assured it’s a matter of  great importance. To the, 
ah, to the governing fraternity. The government, that is—’ Croesus 
is looking uncomfortable, like a banker who’s eaten one too many 
cactuses.

‘Shall I take it, Midas?’ A shocked collective sigh soughs 
through the room at such familiarity, but Croesus doesn’t seem to 
notice. He looks relieved as he nods to the man in black. American 
accent so he has to be rich, such lovely eyes; and a timbre to his 
voice that makes the backs of  my knees tingle. 

Midas? 

The grey eyes are looking right into mine right now, and I like 
what I see.

‘Canadian.’

‘Glop?’
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He grins, fine white teeth that could fair get a grip on a girl’s 
lower lip …

‘Not American, Canadian. I’m from Esquimalt, and the name’s 
Richard. You can call me Dick. Or Rick.’

‘Glop.’ 

Canadian. Dammit, everyone from that side of  the world 
sounds the same to me. And what a same — rowf !

He stands up, reaching down to his buckle. What, here? 

And takes a leather wallet from his belt. He flips it open as he 
comes across, it’s a credit-card wallet with photographs in the little 
pockets. One of  them is Spenser, I even see one of  me, and a few 
of  Rod. Not bad shots, either.

‘You know any of  these people?’

‘That one of  me could be me?’

His smile would melt ice. Molten ice trickles down my stomach 
and collects in a little pool. Goosebumps rise of  their own accord, 
I sense a hard man behind the smile. Wonderful, that’s just how I 
like them; smiling.

And there’s one of  Melsen. Suddenly I stop wondering what it 
would be like to savage Rick’s ear lobes— 

‘So you know this one, too?’ He stops flipping at Melsen and 
puts the wallet into my hand. For a moment his fingers brush 
mine, they’re warm, dry, and rowf.
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‘Only slightly, he—'  How do you put it delicately, in a room 
filled with bankers, that the last time you met someone he … ‘—
tied me to the bed at gunpoint—'

Rick’s grin goes wonky. The bankers gasp and look shocked, 
Midas leans forward — drooling? Naaa … and Miss Snitch 
blanches. Nice shade, it suits her; further down the pimply youth 
goes glassy-eyed.

‘—and stole my car, and burgled my house, and fed my cat—’

A collective dewy ‘Aaah’ does the rounds.

‘—and helped himself  to my coffee—’ There’s a loud 
corporate gasp of  horror.

‘—but I don’t actually know him, per se.’

Rick flips the folder shut and puts it back in his trousers. 
Superbly tailored they follow the curve of  his tight butt and caress 
every gorgeously sculpted bulge.  As I look up again I see the mirth 
in his eyes, the bastard has read my mind; my treacherous face 
promptly goes vermillion. 

To hide my embarrassment I take up my coffee and lift it to my 
lips where it shatters to pieces against my teeth. Dammit, cups do 
that a lot.

Thank heavens it’s empty. 

Pimple promptly arrives with a new cup and the percolator but 
his heart just isn’t in it, he’s still staring glassily at images of  Wanda 
tied to the bed. He fills the cup with shaking hands that splosh 
coffee over the cup, the saucer, and the table in that order, and 

CONTENTS! Page 199



back again. Miss Snitch smirks. I think I may have done Pimple a 
wee disservice. Anyway, no-one ever said banking is easy.

‘I’ll wait for you outside, Miss Lust—'

‘That’s Loost, dammit!’

He grins. ‘—you’re having lunch with me. Hope you like 
pizza.’ He’s gone before I get a chance to agree. 

As the door closes behind him the bankers move in.    

*     *     *
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HOT STUFF

He’s outside waiting for me in the wintery sunlight, leaning 
against Marsha’s huge plastic horse with the casual indifference of  
a man who knows horses. He doesn’t know Marsha, though, or 
that his life expectancy is presently much reduced. But he’s still 
breathing, which means that Marsha is out back somewhere 
getting her oats with the hired hand. She hasn’t seen him. 

Before she gets even half  a chance to I grab his nearest elbow 
and jerk him off  the horse. After several seconds of  exploding 
planets, brilliant stars, rockets bursting, waterfalls, reciprocating 
pistons, trains entering tunnels and all the other clichés I fight my 
way clear of  the kiss with my head ringing like a gong and all 
pressures approaching red line. What reflexes!

‘Pizza, you said?’  That’s it, Wanda, normality. 

Gasp, gasp. Ye gods.

His grin lights up the world. From within the shop I hear a 
heavy sigh — damn, that was close. As we step off  in the direction 
of  Stromboli’s Pizzeria I risk a peep; Marsha, all 146 kilos of  her, 
sags against her counter and drops the horsewhip. Our eyes meet 
briefly as she mouths a wistful ‘Go get ‘em, tiger’ at me.

Marsha’s a member of  the Kaupati Brass Band too. She plays 
the triangle. Her contribution is to go ‘ping’ but her timing is 
always impeccable. Marsha is also a wee bit territorial about her 
life-sized plastic horse on its little sled. She drags it out every 
morning and back in ever night, and woe betide anyone who 
touches it however inadvertently. Night follows day, summer 
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follows winter, the stars track their millennial courses and mayhem 
follows any contact with Marsha’s horse — until now.

Marvelling, I follow Rick into the gloom of  Stromboli’s, still 
goosey from the impact of  that kiss. I’d triggered a reflex by 
grabbing him, that much is obvious, but he’d converted his 
reaction into an opportunistic kiss. And what a kiss — ROWF!

Who is this man?

‘Hope you like anchovies, Miss Lust? Miss Lust? Yoo hoo?’

Miss Whom? Oh, her — moi — anchovies? Those salty little 
fishy things? Yuk.

‘Oh — yes, how lovely — and please call me Wanda.’ 

Damn. What was in that blasted kiss?

I stretch across the table for his glass of  water. My own, which I 
couldn’t find, jumps against my elbow and goes flying. Before a 
single drop can spill it’s caught in mid-air and gently placed in my 
questing hand. Warm fingers fold mine around the tumbler. He’s 
very fast.

And talented, his touch makes my stomach quiver. 

Dammit, I’m dribbling again. Hunger, of  course. I’ve just been 
in a bank — dealing with money always does that to me, after half 
an hour with an accountant I’m a limp rag and ravenous. After a 
tax man I have to be carried out on a stretcher.

‘Seafood pizza. I ordered for us both, and asked for a few 
dashes of  chili sauce to give it a lift. You look like the kind of  
person who likes it hot?’
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He said ‘person’. How nice. It’s not as though I’m a girl, is it? 
Why doesn’t any bastard around here ever notice? 

His eyes laugh into mine over the top of  a slice as his white 
teeth sink into the crust. For a wild moment I have a mental image 
of  what those teeth might feel like on my n— 

Ye utter gods!

A few dashes of  chilli? Sweat peppers my face. From pure 
reflex my knees clap together under the table: Wanda to action 
stations. Man the pumps.

‘Oops, sorry, you took from my half  … there, try that bit.’

He spins the pizza with one hand whilst taking the slice from 
my grasp with the other.

‘Glop?’

‘Would you like me to order you a cold beer, Wanda?’

‘Arsh shnargle garf, hack! Buggle flonk.’

I nod my head for the beer and shamelessly scupper his water, 
and mine, then I clear all the tumblers from the next table. The 
lady stops in mid bite, mouth open in wide-eyed amazement but 
the man nods pleasantly as I set down his now empty glass and 
snatch up their jug. As I drain it I hear him say ‘Don’t fret, Dear, 
that’s just Wanda — you know, the one I was telling you about?’ 

From behind the jug I waggle my fingers at her while I 
concentrate on crunching down their ice.

Rick’s leather wallet is on the table and still warm. It’s open at 
a picture of  Sam, lovely shot.
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‘You know this woman too?’

‘Yargh. Yesh. Hack!’  At last, feeling returns to my throat. I 
make a vow never again to give a lift to anything I eat. Let the 
bugger walk.

‘Her name is Samantha de Saintclair—'

Deep in the hidden recesses of  my mind tiny alarm bells begin 
ringing. Why should this gorgeous man be carrying a portfolio of  
pinup pictures in his … knickers … of  people I marginally know? 
His smile fades, it must be something in my eye.

‘Rick, I think explanations are in order. Hic.’  There, that 
wasn’t so hard, was it?

Rick snaps the wallet shut and replaces it on his belt. At the 
next table the lady catches the final movements in her peripheral 
vision and drops the newly refilled jug with a loud crash. I catch 
her escort’s voice again, quietly telling her that the trick with 
Wanda is never to notice anything she does, or anything that 
happens anywhere near her; and you may just get out alive. I don’t 
think she’s listening, she’s watching Rick and lipping her licks. 
After a moment she catches my eye and has the grace to blush.

‘Wanda, I’m from the RCMP and for the past three years I’ve 
been on loan to the United Nations—’

Hoo boy, now I’ve really found one! 

Pity, things were looking so good there, for a while.

‘No, Miss Lust —  don’t you shake your head like that! I’m for 
real, if  you’ll just listen.’

I’m all ears.
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And goosebumps too, this is what comes of  fantasising your 
formative years away over James Bomb. Many’s the battery I’ve 
worn out under the blankets while James was smershing his 
spectres. Wait—don’t agents carry a big bronze badge in their 
wallets?

‘Show me some ID?’ There, call his bluff. 

The grin this time is patient and gentle, like a teacher with a 
slow student. Sod you, too, Rick.

‘A real agent never carries ID, Miss Lust. For obvious reasons, 
of  course.’

Oh, wonderful, now I’m thick? Wait — James Bomb always 
carries a gun, a Wrigley PK or something.

‘Do you have a gun?’

The eyes dance but his voice is measured, level, careful.

‘Not here —  what would happen if  I were pulled over for a 
traffic infringement or something? How would I explain a gun, 
here in this beautiful gun-free country of  yours?’

It’s a valid point but that gun-free bit is debatable. I let it pass 
as he leans forward to take my hand earnestly in his. Warm fingers 
close over mine in a manly grip that squelches the last of  my pizza 
into my palm. Goop runs out top and bottom and drops to the 
gingham.

‘Oh, beg pardon, I didn’t see—’

I smile brightly and shake the wreckage back onto the tray.

‘No problem, please don’t fret, happens all the time—’
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‘Wanda, this is important. I’m with the United Nations Special 
Primary Executive to Counter Terrorism And Thin Out Roguery.’

I listen with half  an ear while I lick my flavoursome palm prior 
to tissuing it dry. He momentarily goes all croaky. At the next table 
the couple are getting to their feet; he is paying the waiter while I 
hear her mutter something like ‘No way could I ever compete with 
that!’ She’s staring at my tongue. I feel my face go pink as I 
sheepishly reel it back in. 

‘As you know, terrorism is the big thing right now.’

I nod, I couldn’t agree more, every morning there’s fresh 
graffiti on the walls and fences of  the Bay.

‘Terrorists need arms—’

Ye gods — is he soliciting? Alms for the poor terrorists? Wait 
— my teeth bounce off  my cup with a loud clink. Thank heavens 
Stromboli isn’t into bone china, nothing is lost. Not this time, at 
any rate. 

‘Are you telling me Mr. Spenser is a terrorist?’

For a moment he’s taken aback, then the smile spreads once 
more. Under the table his knee touches mine, the effect is 
instantaneous and electrifying. Warmth floods everywhere, all over. 
A self-preservation reflex cuts in and my knee thuds against the 
underside of  the table. Cups and saucers levitate several inches 
and fall back with metallic rattles. Nice tone.

‘Not at all. Miss Lust—’

‘Wanda!’
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‘Wanda. Don’t you ever wonder where Spenser got all his 
billions?’

Billions? 

All of  them? Well now, here I am thinking he’s just another 
poor poverty-stricken millionaire. Goes to show, appearances can 
be deceptive.

‘—yes, billions. Spenser is an international—'

‘Terrorist? Oh, no—’

‘—arms dealer. He buys and sells weaponry on the world 
markets, he’s very good at it. Brilliant, in fact.’

Well now, that might explain the frequent absences. But wait, 
why is the UN tracking him? What’s he done? Doing?

Rick reads my mind.

‘He’s over here for a reason. Two reasons, in fact. One is to 
touch base, he is a New Zealander after all—'

‘And the other?’

Rick looks thoughtful. Nice furrows.

‘Possibly three … I never thought … the other, Miss Lu— 
Wanda; he came over to buy your Air Force when it was up for 
sale recently. But he was gazumped, so he’s liquidated his assets 
here and moved on. Will move on.’

‘Gazumped?’

Rick stands up and drops a platinum Diner’s Card onto the 
waitress’s tray. Hmmm, he really does have lovely eyes.
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‘It’s a real estate term meaning that someone made a better 
offer after his was already accepted, and which was taken. On this 
deal he’s now out in the cold and not very happy with your 
officials.’

Spenser, furious? Naaa …

‘He said he was going to sell up all of  his New Zealand 
holdings and move his considerable wealth offshore—'

No! Oh no, no, no!

‘—but our sources tell us that he’s bought himself  an 
apartment, so obviously he still has some unfinished business. We’d 
like to know the nature of  it.’

I breathe again. Samantha sleeps in Spenser’s apartment? Bitch!

Another thought hits just as we’re leaving.

‘So if  Spenser’s on the level, why the official interest all of  a 
sudden?’

Rick doesn’t answer, he’s too busy disentangling my smart 
business skirt from one of  Stromboli’s deadlocks. Stromboli has 
been very security conscious since a few months ago when the 
place was burgled in the dark of  night — they got away with ten 
huge cases of  cases of  eggs. He told me he thought they’d thought 
they were getting cartons of  cigarettes but in the dark the yolk was 
on them. Since then he’s been paranoid about locking up every 
night. 

And someone, somewhere, must by now be getting heartily sick 
of  omelettes.
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Momentarily my skirt is almost up to my knickerline, then Rick 
grunts in the satisfaction of  a job well done as he lifts it clear of  
the heavy bronzed fitting. Out in the carpark there’s a loud crunch 
as two young men drive goggle-eyed into the same parking space; 
the air fills with invective and naughty words as Rick leads me 
back to my slumbering Brute.

So he’s coy about his curiosity and there has to be more to it 
than he’s admitting. But why tell me in the first place?

And how does he know which car is mine?

*     *     *
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MOWER MAN

Okay, everyone knows that real estate agents carry skeleton keys. 
At least, some of  us do.

Which is why I’m here now, peering over my shoulder at the 
silent stairwell as I try keys one after the other in the front door of  
Spenser’s little apartment. There are just two doors off  each 
landing and I know for a fact that the Scotsman is out, I watched 
him leave for work this morning from my vantage point in the 
nearby park.

Damn. None of  my own keys work, I’ll just have to use the 
sales key (which I’d forgotten to return to the office weeks ago) 
after all. I was hoping not to have to do that in case keys leave 
forensic traces, like bullets.

The door creaks silently and lets me in. The place appears to 
have not been used since I was here last. No Samantha, No 
Spenser, no Rod, no nobody. The only thing different is that the 
clock display on the microwave is blinking. I hate blinking clocks 
on microwave ovens (and on VCRs, stereos, DVDs, bread makers, 
car dashboards …). They make my teeth itch. My watch tells me 
the time is almost nine o’clock — my fingers yearn towards the 
buttons.

No!

I mustn’t. I grit my teeth and move on. There, that wasn’t so 
hard, was it — and what am I looking for, exactly? 

I haven’t a clue. 

CONTENTS! Page 210



Absently I pull out the cutlery drawer. Two of  everything. And 
a combination can-opener. And an egg flipper thing, the sort you 
use for scraping pancakes off  ceilings. Next drawer, a few tea 
towels and a kitchen roll.

Everything seems very utilitarian … two of  everything in the 
cupboards too, two mugs, two saucers, two plates. Why two? 
Obviously Spenser doesn’t expect to be alone. Sam? Bitch.

The larder is a treasure trove of  cans and packets. Whoever 
stocked it (Sam?) knows her beans. And pasta. And bottled sauces, 
very plebeian taste, all the same brands I use.

In the cupboard under the sink I find Spenser’s ancient coffee 
percolator. Pay dirt! Confirmation, at last, that I’m in the right 
place. Whoopee poop.

Master bedroom, a double waterbed. How can anyone expect 
to get a decent sleep on something so tiny? I slip my hand between 
the sheets — exactly the right combination of  warmth and coolth, 
it wouldn’t be too hard, I guess. There’s nothing in the bed-base 
drawers but linen and an extra fluffy blanket. Fluffy extra blanket. 
Blanket, extra fluffy. Whatever.

One room left and I’m beginning to regret having allowed my 
nasty suspicious little mind to lead me to burglary. Perhaps the 
authoritarian rapping on the front door might have something to 
do with my sudden attack of  conscience, too. I swallow my 
reflexive eek and leap into the lounge. The eek comes along too, 
biding its chance.

Damn. There’s no way out. 
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These apartments have only the one door onto the landing, 
where person or persons unknown are currently pounding with all 
the abandonment of  a clear conscience. I should be so lucky.

Wait, the curtains; floor-to-ceiling and nicely pelmetted (oh yes, 
very retro, currently fashionable). Perhaps I could hide behind 
them, holding my breath and arousing curiosity in the upstairs 
flats of  the block across the yard? Naaa — my feet would poke out 
underneath anyway and in true Hollywood style I’d sneeze or be 
attacked by spiders.

Maybe not, too — the knocking has ceased.

Good, he’s gone. I breathe again. Gasp ga—

There’s a soft rattle at the door. Now what? 

A key slips into the lock, and wriggles, then the key slips back 
out. Oh goody, a real estate agent exercising her keys. Another key 
has a try, and then another. Damn, doesn’t she know that’s illegal?

The curtains again, then, I must be desperate — but I notice 
the ranchslider isn’t deadlocked and begin to get ideas above my 
station. Who says I have to just sit here when Mormons come 
calling? (Or Jehovah Witnesses, no-one else is that dedicated in 
pursuit of  converts.)

I grip hard and under my palpitating impetus the ranchslider 
moves silently in its grooves. I slip like a ghost onto the skinny 
balcony that runs the length of  the unit. A quick peep over the 
handrail evokes a violent shudder, it’s a long way down to 
concrete. Not good. 

As I draw the door shut behind me it’s obvious there’s no 
escape in the direction of  the road either, the divider between 
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units has been extended and laced with organic barbed wire, some 
of  the most ferocious spikes I’ve ever seen on winter roses. 
Gorgeous scent. 

I’ll just have to try the other way, out past the stairwell and 
onto the Scotsman’s balcony. With luck he may have left a window 
open. Wanda, cat burglar, third-storey lady, exactly what I need on 
my CV.

I trot lightly along the balcony and commit myself  by throwing 
a leg over the rail. Thank heavens I’d chosen the smart business 
suit. The short skirt rides up easily, impeding my progress not a 
whit. 

From the neighbouring backyard a lawn mower goes all flubbly 
as the pop-eyed pusher ploughs into the pumpkin plot. Through 
the glass of  Spenser’s window I see the door opening just as I slip 
round the divider onto the narrow window-washing ledge to Jock’s 
place. I catch the briefest glimpse of  the back of  a man’s head 
cautiously scanning the room, he doesn’t see me but my blood 
runs cold. 

Melsen. 

Face it, I’m not by nature an adventuress. I like the quiet life — 
to lie back and be force-fed champagne, grapes, and a good cheese 
by an immensely wealthy male nymphomaniac hunk is the limit of 
my desire for thrills. I’m not, despite anything else you may think 
about me, enamoured of  adrenalin.

I swallow the eek but can’t control the reflexive twitch. 

My foot slips in mid changeover; momentarily the skirt snags 
on the handrail and wobbles me backwards. Instinct kicks in — 
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back is towards Melsen, I don’t want back, I want forth, and right 
now, please. I lunge and grab Jock’s rail, pulling myself  towards it 
with all the enthusiasm of  a drowning man clutching a haystack. I 
make it but the skirt doesn’t, its buttons in popping save my life but 
not my maidenly modesty. The skirt swings freely from the snag 
and mocks me as I tumble half-naked onto Jock’s balcony.

Thank heavens, and damn!

The man with the mower has abandoned his machine in the 
middle of  a row of  fresh coleslaw and is now at the fence, peering 
up with a wistful expression and talking into a cellphone. He holds 
the phone up. For me? Sorry, wrong number.

At least the Scotsman’s lower window is open. 

With no compunctions I flip the window wide and wriggle 
through like a nostalgic alligator returning to the swamp after a 
hard night on the rats. 

My knickers snag. 

They hold for a moment then slip; they’re around my knees as 
I thud the floor hard with my elbows but there’s no permanent 
damage done (nothing new elastic won’t fix).

I lay winded for a few moments on Jock’s carpet, breathing 
hard, straining my ears. Do I wait or should I go now — before 
Melsen has a chance to get bored, and before the distant siren 
(doppler high) can get here, given that the probability it is coming 
for me is significant at this moment? Damn all yuppie cellphones.

I haul my recalcitrant knickers back up and heave the 
Scotsman’s door open — lovely poster of  Aberdeen in springtime 
on the back, gorgeous daffs — and slam it shut behind me.
CONTENTS! Page 214



Just as Melsen does exactly the same opposite.

Our eyes meet and hold for a wild moment, then we turn 
together and make a synchronised leap for the stairs, rubbing 
shoulders as we hurtle in perfect lockstep down six little flights.

At the bottom he throws me a cheery blue-eyed wave and 
rockets off  to the left. Hah! There’s no exit that way, it’s all parking 
spaces, planter boxes, rubbish bins and fish skeletons. I opt for 
right, towards the street. 

I’m almost there and doing my best to look like an eccentric 
jogger when there’s a loud toot from behind; I levitate into the 
marigolds as Melsen scorches by and fishtails wildly across the 
road right in front of  Todd’s souped-up prowler.

I pick myself  up at once, rubbing leaves, petals, thorns, and 
fertiliser from my shredded knickers, wondering if  I’ll ever play the 
euphonium again. Todd’s eye catches mine en passant for just an 
instant. There’s an unholy gleam then he’s gone in a shower of  
burnt rubber. The blaring siren and sparkling lights fade into the 
distance. 

That was close.

Now all I have to do is try not to attract attention while I jog 
with my shoes in one hand and the other holding up what’s left of  
my knickers; barefoot and skirtless in half  a once-was-smart 
business suit, with my bag swinging from one shoulder, marigold 
stains all over; back to the Brute which I’d had the foresight to 
park an awesomely long way off  in case of  trouble. 

*     *     *
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PAPERWORK

‘He got away? From you?’ My eyes stretch wide in disbelief.

Todd shrugs and sips his latté. He’s much more relaxed and 
laid back these days, his sergeant has returned and she’s making 
up for lost time.

‘He was too good.’ There’s blatant admiration in Todd’s voice 
(one of  the things I’ve admired about him since high school, he 
always gives credit where it’s due). ‘He led me up the hill to 
Norcrest, jumped the lights and left me with a coach load of  
clicker people. I had to stop or be creamed.’

He grins and quietly sneaks a fingerful of  foam from my latté 
while I’m purloining his doughnut.

‘So what are you so happy about?’

He reaches below the table and struggles with his uniform 
trousers (his sergeant insists he wears tailored trousers that suit his 
butt to perfection, right now it looks as if  he’s trying to qualify for 
a disability pension). My eyes follow the action in fascination, then 
some sort of  culmination is achieved and he spreads a bundle of  
snapshots over the table. Most of  them show just the tail end of  a 
speeding car, a few are blurry close-ups of  Todd thumping his 
steering wheel in frustration. And one of  them, the one he’d kept 
till last, is an excellent shot of  Melsen at the wheel, ice-blue eyes 
bright as he hurtles by almost close enough to brush the coach.

‘Do you recognise this man, Wanda?’

It’s a rhetorical question, of  course. Or is it? Is Todd going all 
official on me, at long last? That’s always the trouble with coppers, 
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give ‘em a smile and they’ll take a pinch. I nod somewhat 
breathlessly, a gesture that isn’t wasted.

‘He’s the man who tied me to a bed at gunpoint.’

Todd nods benignly. ‘You and your hobbies—’

‘He’s also the man who stripped Sonia and tied her to the bed 
while he—’

He grins. ‘There’s no accounting for taste … have you seen 
him recently?’

I’ve never been able to lie to Todd. Or to anybody, for that 
matter. It’s my treasonous face and its predilection for pink, it flags 
up any untruths. 

Like right now, for example — incredibly he doesn’t notice, he 
has his head buried in his bowl and is enjoying the latté with every 
sound of  gusto — now’s your chance, Wanda, don’t blow it — I slip the 
last quarter of  his cream doughnut back onto his plate. 

‘Not since the last time.’  Hah, gotcha!

Damn. 

There’s no froth on my latté — when did—

‘I was responding to an intruder alert from Neighbourhood 
Watch. Funny that he and you were at the same address at the 
same time and didn’t see each other?’

I shrug and lean forward. I’m wearing a low-cut blouse inside 
the heavy winter blazer, which for his sake I’ve left unbuttoned. It 
never hurts to hold Todd’s attention. It works, for a moment he 
goes all goggly. Follow up: the big wide eyes.
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‘I was jogging, took a shortcut. In fact he damn near ran me 
down, must’ve heard your siren?’ 

Well done Wanda, it’s all their fault.

He doesn’t even query my jogging through town in just the top 
half  of  a smart business suit and virtually no knickers. Wanda, of  
course. I’m not sure whether I should be miffed or not.

‘So you didn’t see him at all?’

‘I saw him leaving—’  Squirm, wriggle. Heck with it, beads of  
sweat too. Sod you, Todd.

A loud buzz from his trousers saves me from what holds 
promise of  being an extensive line of  Wanda-grilling. Todd 
scrabbles a pager from his belt and looks at it briefly. Someone 
unseen on the far end of  a geosynchronous satellite link doesn’t 
know it yet but my heartfelt prayers of  thanks and relief  are 
blessing him/her/it ferociously. 

Todd leaps to his feet and flips me another of  those so-
engaging ‘little boy‘ grins. Rowf !

‘Gotta go. Cop you later?’

I manage a weak smile as he walks briskly off  — damn, he’s 
got one helluva cute butt — and reach for my plate. Empty. 
There’s no sign of  my jam croissant. 

And only a mouthful of  latté left. 

*    *    *

‘Wanda! So nice to see you again!’ 
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Raewyn and sarcasm are old friends. She holds out a large pile 
of  envelopes and circulars as I crash to a halt at her desk, peering 
round for whatever it was that tripped me this time. Oh yes, a 
discarded apple pip. Fair enough, bananas are out of  season right 
now … there’s also a large stack of  clipped newspaper 
advertisements for me to peruse, and a bulging file of  magazine 
cuttings. Sha Kee believes that if  anything happens on our patch 
we should be able to discuss it at doctoral level.

I glance round the office. What the hell is Raewyn on about, 
nothing seems to have changed. And it’s only been a couple of  
days since I was in last. 

Okay, a few. Week at the most … few weeks?

‘Any mail for me?’

Raewyn shrugs and passes the stack over. 

‘Most of  it’s pretty mundane — some replies to your fliers, just 
the usual anonymous threats if  you keep stuffing their mailbox 
with junk … a couple of  bills. Your cat’s overdue his shots and 
your dentist is threatening mayhem if  you don’t turn up in good 
time this time for your appointment last Thursday—’

Oops. 

Memo: change dentician.

No, delete that. Every dentist in a twenty mile radius knows 
me; the only reason I scored the current guy is because he was just 
out of  college and scraping together a practice. Poor bugger, in at 
the deep end. After my first visit he almost took his shingle back 
down but all the other dentists on the Shore had a collection to 
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replace his uninsured surgery — I didn’t know that ether is 
flammable, for heaven’s sake.

‘—and Geraldine is really looking forward to your next 
attendance, with or without your somewhat overdue fees—’

Oops.

Memo: install self-destruct button and dynamite in the Brute, in case he 
ever again feels tempted to go anywhere near Shackleton Street.

‘—and there’s an anonymous parcel. Marked as personal, for 
your eyes only—’

Uh oh. Where’s Sonia?

I look round, she’s not at her desk … but she is in the queue for 
the photocopier. Phew.

‘—but it’s just the skirt from your business suit?’

An expectant hush falls in the office as many eyes swivel in my 
direction. Breaths are held. Damn, why aren’t all these people out 
hustling?

I take the parcel. It’s been opened and reclosed; but even I can 
see at a glance that my skirt has been invisibly repaired and dry 
cleaned. How kind. 

Anonymous?

‘Wasn’t there even a little note, or anything?’

Raewyn shakes her head. ‘Come on, Wanda — tell.’

I gather my goodies and turn to go. Let ‘em twitch. An 
alleyway opens in the ranks of  the curious and just plain prurient; 
a collective sigh of  disappointment rises as I plough my way to my 
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cubicle.  Butterflies are beating themselves to death against the 
goosebumps lining my stomach. Spenser. It has to be — or maybe 
Sam? Yes, that’s it, Sam. Sam, Sam, good old Sam.

Except that Sam’s never seen me in this skirt.

Okay, who else has seen me in my only business suit — 
complete with skirt, that is? Todd, perhaps … but Todd wouldn’t 
have gone back and burgled the apartment on the offchance that 
my skirt might he hanging on a handrail. And even if  he’d seen if  
from the street he wouldn’t have given it a thought; lots of  people 
hang their washing on the rails — more than one luckless passer-
by has been slapped into the ground by a falling wet kilt.

I open my top drawer — damn, full — and slam it before the 
critical mass of  papers inside can react. The next drawer down is 
also full, but there’s just enough room in the bottom drawer to take 
the bills (actually, it’s a lot like treading grapes).

I let out a sigh. With the filing done I’m now free to 
concentrate on the clippings. 

There’s copies of  all the advertisements that Raewyn has 
placed on my behalf  (she also sends copies to my listings so they 
know I’m working hard on their behalf). After an all-embracing 
glance I drop the lot into the little round filing cabinet on the floor 
and open the bulging folder of  news cuttings. 

Raewyn has been busy with her scissors and xerox. 

Thankfully she’s well organised, oldest at the front and newest 
at the back. I ditch the first third as obsolete. After a few seconds 
they’re joined in the bin by the next third (obsolescent).
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I’m just about to crumple and inbinerate the last third when a 
photo catches my eye. Instant goosebumps, I know that shapely 
bot, I sit on it quite often.

‘Do You Know This Bum?’ screams the headline. Uh oh.

The image is print-grainy but I recognise the lace trim just 
visible on the limbs disappearing into Jock’s window. Nice angle, a 
few inches more and they wouldn’t have been allowed to print it. 
Dread chases butterflies around my stomach as I read the 
accompanying text. “Daring Burglary by Broad in Daylight”. 
Catchy subhead, well done, they have my interest. Nice font, too.

‘Neighbourhood grassiologist Andrew Stringer blah blah blah captured the 
burglar with his cellphone camera…’ — ye gods, cell phones take 
telephoto pictures? Why wasn’t I notified? Cute bot, though, even 
if  I do say so myself. I make a mental note to shred those knickers 
as soon as I get home. Belay that, I’ll burn ‘em; it’s a bit late for 
shred.

‘If  you know the owner of  these limbs please help the police with their 
enquiries blah blah blah … local police officer Todd Rambotham stated this 
afternoon that catching this particular burglar will be a real frill blah blah etc 
etc …’

I feel eyes boring into the back of  my neck and spin without 
warning just as Sonia looks away. She, too, is holding a copy of  the 
newspaper clipping and I can hear wheels turning. 

*     *     *
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JOLLY JUNK-DOGS

Barbecue Day. I hate Community Barbecue Day. Every 
spring the residents of  the Close hold a bunfest to celebrate the 
end of  winter and the return of  bikinis, mosquitos, wasps, 
humidity, and soggy tomato sandwiches.

Old Tom’s winter longjohns appear on his line as a sure and 
certain resurrection of  spring, a sign that apart from the odd 
unexpected drenching the worst is over. They’re early this year, 
perhaps it’s all the global warming. Beautifully boiled, so white 
they glow, they hang in splendid isolation given a wide berth by all, 
even the birds. Especially the birds, not even the most foolhardy 
fowl would dare perch anywhere near — not twice, at any rate. 
Old Tom and his brick are territorial where the ancestral flannels 
are concerned (rumour has it that his grandfather wore them at 
Omdurman, but it’s never been confirmed). 

Barbecue Day is now official, the invitation was in my mailbox. 

Another was slipped under my front door, and one under my 
back door; several were fired in through my open window while I 
slept and during the night one was taped to my balustrade. The 
Close knows how I feel about Barbecue Day; each year the 
Committee excels itself  in finding new ways of  making it 
impossible for me to ignore the call. 

‘The pleasure of  the company of  your sausages (oh goody, I’m on 
snags again this year — you’d think they’d learn) and your good self  is 
requested at the annual blah blah blah, dress optional for Wanda, all others 
casual (cheek! Just because one year my paper bikini dissolved in a 
sudden downpour — amazing how one can extemporise with a 
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lettuce leaf  and two slices of  bread) venue usual, date this Saturday at 
ten a.m. PS Bring booze.’  

Booze — an evil thought drifts across my mind.

No!

Last year everyone brought Woody. By dusk there were more 
bodies becoming the field than at Agincourt. Delete Woody. 
Anyway, I can afford better now.

There’s a handwritten PPS on my invitation — ‘Bring a friend’. 

A friend, me? 

For a wild moment I consider inviting Sonia. I give the thought 
away as soon as it arrives. I have to face these people on a daily 
basis, I live here; and Sonia, dammit, mixes too well in any circle, 
she’s one of  nature’s naturals.

Sha Kee? No — she does like to get to know the people, as it 
were, but the Close is just a little too people. Anyway, they’d have 
her hubcaps. Raewyn? No — last time she was here Arnold 
pinched her bot. It took two firemen, a ladder and half  a bottle of  
rum to get him down from the tree and he still gibbers every time 
he sees me.

Heck with it. I have until Saturday, someone’s bound to turn 
up. Today is Monday and I have things to do.

Like mailbox drops. Seeding. 

Sow the seeds, Sha Kee says, and reap the harvest. She’s 
adamant that at least once a month we hoof  around our patches 
popping circulars into all the mailboxes, keeping the good people 
cognisant of  the fact that Sha Kee Realty still exists and Wanda is 
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still keen to service them—and although trees aren’t extinct yet 
we’re working on it. 

I always wear my baggies and running shoes.

Jogging round my patch seems to make it more worthwhile. 
Sonia does hers on a little motor-scooter thing, Frieda hops around 
on a diesel-powered pogo stick. Todd was going to give her a ticket 
once but couldn’t find anything in the police handbook about 
pogo sticks so he ticketed Sonia instead.

I used to start at the top of  Deadman’s Hill and work down but 
the Jolly Junkyard’s Dobermen reversed the natural order of  
things. Now I leave the junkyard till last, I rocket by and toss their 
flier over the fence. I’m back in the Brute with the door shut before 
the dogs can react and everyone is happy. My most fervent prayer 
is that William and his brother Benjamin never feel the need to 
move to grubbier fields, my all-time nightmare is that one day I’ll 
have to go in there and take the listing.

My round is almost done. I rise on tiptoe and enter the silent 
mode of  running, galloping the home stretch as quietly as possible 
with the flier ready in my hand, neatly folded into an eccentric but 
nevertheless aerodynamically viable paper dart. My heart is in my 
mouth, my breath a strangled hiss, the keys are in my other hand; 
I’m ranging on the Brute when a car veers without warning to the 
kerb in front of  me, honks loudly and a cheery voice calls 
‘Wanda!’.

It’s the price we moderns pay for living on the edge. Some 
people, when startled, have a dampness reflex. Others gasp, a few 
faint. We Wandas levitate. 
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A paroxysm of  ferocious barking (and truly disgusting 
slobbering) erupts from behind the fence. Software in the Wanda 
onboard computer kicks in and fights for space with conscience; all 
rational thought becomes a thing of  the past as I clutch to panic. 
The contents of  my hand fly over the fence as I accelerate (while 
airborne, I can’t explain it either) around the car now blocking the 
footpath. 

In moments I’m at the Brute, frantically trying to unlock his 
door with a paper dart just as the first of  the Jolly Junkyard’s jolly 
dogs skitters around the gatepost on two paws. He means business, 
and here’s me without my wallet. He grows rapidly larger, jaws 
crashing and grinding together, lovely white teeth—

Strong hands from nowhere lift me from the ground. 
Momentarily the world blurs, then a car door slams behind me as 
I’m plopped onto a seat. Leather, nice. Less than a second later a 
Doberman head flattens against the glass. Slobber sprays in all 
directions as the eyes cross and a very surprised faceful of  
fearsome fangs falls from sight.

Hmm. Wooden dashboard, oil pressure meter, starter button, 
the aroma of  old-fashioned class — Rover?

It is. With just one quick wriggle and a leap through the 
opposite door I can be away. I’ll send a letter of  thanks by 
registered post. And there’s not a dog in the world will catch me— 

‘Sit!’

There’s absolute authority in that quietly spoken command. 

I sit.
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Outside, so too do the dogs, three Dobermen lined up like 
prizes at a hoopla stall. I cringe for the man out there—Bill and 
Ben’s dogs are famous in the Bay for preserving the sanctity of  the 
Jolly Junkyard against rogues and vagabonds, burglars, taxmen 
and other skullduggers alike; he won’t have a chance. 

And now the poor fool is approaching them — didn’t his 
mother tell him there are times when a man can run away 
screaming with a clear conscience? Like right now, for example?

Obviously not. He’s reaching out. Wonderful, make them a gift 
of  an arm, why don’t you? They’ll tear it off  and beat him to 
death with the soggy end. I can’t watch … and pats the nearest 
dog, the big one with the red staring eyes and teeth like a circular 
shark. Fauntleroy, I think William calls it. The others are Clarence 
and Sweet Fanabella.

When I force my eyes above the level of  the window frame 
once more the man is on his knees, his arms waving like windmills; 
busily rubbing the tummies of  three take-me-I’m-yours Doberdogs 
flat on their backs with all twelve paws up in the air — okay, in 
Fauntleroy’s case three and a half, but who’s counting? And the 
swine is laughing with them.

‘You can come out now, Wanda.’

I know that voice. 

Only Rod can do Rod’s voice like that. 

Come out? Oh, yeah? Herds of  wild horses couldn’t—

‘Wanda?’
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Rod’s face appears at the window. From pure reflex I flip the 
locks so he can’t open any doors by accident. He’s left the keys in 
the ignition too, for which I’m grateful.

‘Wanda!’

I try an ingratiating grin and point at Fanabella’s face, right 
next to his, peering in. Huge paws — she should clip her nails 
more often.

‘Glop?’

After a moment Rod and the dogs vanish into the junkyard. At 
least, Rod leads and the dogs follow, bounding about like 
springtime lambs in tickle grass.

This is my big chance. I can creep out of  the car, sneak into the 
junkyard, find my keys, sneak back out, fire up the Brute and be a 
thousand miles away before … and pigs will fly. Ice cream factories 
will open in Hell before I set one foot outside of  this car ever 
again, and well I know it.

‘Yours?’

‘Eek!’

Rod’s back again, holding up my keys, and he’s now a dog-free 
zone. How nice.

I open the door and hoick him in. He’s cool, calm, lightly 
dusted with Doberman fur and grinning. I’ve seen that grin before, 
men get it just before they—

On a scale of  one to ten the kiss rates at least a twelve. My 
breath seizes in my throat, my nipples contract like a polar bear’s 
maracas in icewater, my ears roar and my heart thuds. The pink 
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begins at my toes and travels quickly the length and breadth and 
depth of  my body until I’m glowing. 

Goosebumps — do I mention the sudden goosebumps? I’m 
covered in the damn things. 

Rod, gay? Hah! Uninvited he’s delivering exactly the therapy 
nervous Wandas so desperately need. On time and in full. The 
lingering lip-locks are more than welcome, but if  that’s not the 
gear lever I’m overdue slapping some face. 

We have to breathe sometime. 

With great regrets we disengage and come up for air. Damn — 
it was the gear lever. Wimp.

Dark brown eyes brood into mine from mere inches. There are 
red lights in their depths and his breath is coming in short little 
gasps. I have the feeling a kettle is about to boil over or something. 
I feel much that way myself; the air inside the car is electric. 

‘Ya wanna come to a barbecue?’

*     *     *
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BARBECUE DAY

It’s no good, I can’t help myself. I just can’t sleep. A quick 
look at my clock tells me it’s now blinkety-blink past blink. Damn, 
I really must borrow a kid from somewhere and get it reset. Then 
again, why bother, with all the power interruptions these days a 
stopped clock is more reliable.

My watch tells me it’s just after two in the morning. My throat 
tells me I’m thirsty and the yearning in my lips tells me that a few 
more of  those kisses wouldn’t have gone amiss. Face it, perhaps 
this is why I can’t sleep. Bastard.

At least I now have a date for the barbecue. And I have no 
worries about my date, I can’t imagine anyone nipping Rod’s bot. 
Not twice. So this year there’ll be no calls on the good offices of  
the Bays Fire Service. And Rod is so — earthy. In the Close people 
are nothing if  not earthy, he’ll fit. I hope.

He didn’t turn a hair, just said yes in a voice that suggested this 
wasn’t really happening but like everyone else he’ll go along with 
Wanda’s little non secateurs.

It was the very first time ever I’ve been driven five metres in a 
lovingly restored 3-litre Rover and carried from one car to another 
by a bemused crag-faced hunk smothered in lip-prints — with 
three cold wet Dobermann noses pressing against every part of  me 
still reachable. And, dammit, my vacuum cleaner at home has less 
sniff  than any one of  them.

I flip over and lie for a while on my tummy, inviting Hypnos. 
Nothing happens, but then again, Hypnos was a Greek.
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Rod.

I think I’m in love. 

I hope not, being in love with Rod adds an undesired 
complexity to my ambitions.

But at least Rod knows I exist. Okay, his boss does too, I think. 
Anyway, he’s always been polite and hasn’t yet thrown anything at 
me, unlike most.

I flip over onto my back once more. The surge flaps me up and 
down like a wet towel in a boy’s locker room. 

A wave of  heat washes through me as I think again of  Rod. 
Damn. I am in love. 

Whoa, Wanda, time out! You haven’t spent all this effort setting 
yourself  up for a blasted lackey … with lovely brown eyes and a 
face that only a lover could love; a gardener who kisses like a fire-
pump with dozens of  warm hands.

Now I’m hot, with the miserable satisfaction of  knowing that 
it’s all self-inflicted. Blast. Flip over. 

Flip back again. 

Flip. Toss. Twitch. Turn. The barbecue is tomorrow — oops, 
today — and I’m well on the way to being an abject wreck before 
it even starts. At least I’ll have bedroom eyes, if  I can keep them 
open …

… …

DING DONG

Now what?
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It’s still the middle of  the blasted ni—day. Oops.  

Daylight. Not the soft fluffy kind, either, this is the real thing 
and loaded for bear. Poop! I snatch up my watch, yep, 0930 hours. 
Confirmation on that one, Houston, Wanda slept in again.

Ding dong

Front door, that’s nice.

I told Rod ten o’clock for ten o’clock, so it’s not him. That only 
leaves Mrs Becket and if  it’s her on any pretext I’ll bucket her, I 
really will, this time. If  I ever find my bucket. I threw a load of  
water at Puddles one night during the week when he was singing 
on the back fence, badly off-key — and haven’t seen my bucket 
since (stupid loose handle). I haven’t seen Puddles since either; 
anyway, Mrs Becket will have to put him on a diet, the little beast 
is getting quite tubby.

Ding dong

Dammit. I snatch up my in-case-of-fire gown and slip into it on 
the way to the door, hopping from one (ding dong) foot to the 
other as I force my toes into reluctant bunnies. Thank heavens it 
doesn’t (ding dong) matter which foot (ding dong) with bunnies.

It’s Rod. 

He’s early, how sweet. I glimpse him through the door, standing 
with his back to me, waving directions to someone in the grassy 
yard below my line of  sight, where Barbecue Day has been set up. 
Coloured lights and strings of  little coloured flags (it was partly 
their confounded flapping that kept me awake) and tables and 
chairs are making everything festive. By now the gingham table 
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cloths will have been spread with buckets of  tomato sauce placed 
at regular intervals.

There’s a new little white-painted barbed wire fence around 
Rangi’s hangi pit — goody, we’re having hangi again. The barbed 
wire is a new idea, last year the temporary picket fence was 
demolished to help fuel the not-quite-dry-enough manuka fire; 
after which two dancers gave a splendid impromptu 
demonstration of  fire-walking (cooled their lambada down a bit). 
No-one was hurt but everything in the hangi tasted like plastic 
sandals and Rangi was inconsolable. His theory this year is that 
they can’t burn barbed wire — his demeanour suggests that he 
wanted a minefield too but was outvoted.

I join Rod on the balcony where he’s busy directing Old Tom 
and the Commander as they wrestle a huge metal barrel into an 
upright posture between the two main trestle tables. 

Directing the Commander? 

Naaa — never; my eyes are playing tricks, not enough sleep. 
The Commander always takes charge — and where’s his beloved 
telescope?

‘Thank you, sir.’ What a smart salute; Rod gives a sort of  half  
bow in return as he hands the Commander back his telescope.

Sir?

Whoa, Wanda, you’re hallucinating. Definitely lack of  sleep. 
Or lack of  calories, I only snacked yesterday. Morning.

I fight my way out of  Rod’s arms, head ringing from the kiss. 
The round of  applause from the Close dies into an expectant 
hush. 
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I change the subject; let ‘em wish.

‘What’s in the barrel?’

If  it’s not Woody’s or some other form of  lethal rotgut Rod will 
be laughed out of  the Close as a wimp. Barrels are taken seriously 
around here.

‘Beer.’

Oh no. Not beer. Only beer? Poor Rod.

I take his hand and stand beside him while the Commander 
takes charge of  Old Tom and Rangi; they lay a huge gas cylinder 
on the ground behind the barrel. Tom fiddles with pipes and 
things while Rangi hooks up a little hose with what looks like a gun 
on the end. I’ve never seen such a barrel; it’s huge, solid, glistening 
with condensation and somehow awe inspiring … no, more like 
the Brute on a cold morning, brooding with menace yet 
magnificent at the same time.

‘You said I could bring a bottle, Wanda.’

Yeah, right. 

My hackles rise in sudden suspicion.

‘What’s in the barrel, did you say?’

If  it’s bitter, our goose is plucked and cooked. If  it’s any form of 
lager we’ll have to barricade ourselves in my unit and prepare for a 
long siege, lager is an insult around here.

‘Stout.’
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Stout? That’s not too bad. The men of  the Close don’t mind a 
stout, the hairier the better. So long as a spoon can stand up in it, 
or a cat walk across it without getting wet, they’ll tolerate it.

He’s staring at me with one eyebrow raised. I love it when men 
look at me like that, especially if  they have nice warm hands. I 
know a rangefinder when I see one.

‘Are you planning on going like that?’

Ye gods. No wonder they’re hanging out of  windows — the 
Commander, I notice, has unobtrusively taken station at the far 
side of  the barrel and is supervising with his telescope clapped to 
his eye — his good eye, dammit. I snap the gown shut; a sigh hisses 
round the Close and the Commander lowers his scope. He catches 
my eye and goes pink, thank heavens I’m not the only one round 
here with a conscience.

I set Rod to making the coffee while I have a shower and do 
the brush things. Rod doesn’t even twitch when I empty my fridge 
into a pair of  king-size pillowcases and pass him one; we look like 
two unseasoned Santas as we join the the growing mass of  people 
with  bulging sacks.

Rod’s khaki shirt (sleeves rolled up) and faded brown shorts 
blend nicely into the Close. This year I’ve opted for patchy jeans 
and a loose-necked white tee shirt. No-one says anything but I 
think most prefer their Wanda in a skirt … maybe next year. 
Judging by the lingering stares the tee shirt is a hit. I’ve often 
wondered what the Oriental characters mean, probably good duck 
or something.

It’s the first time I’ve ever been able to relax and enjoy 
Barbecue Day. Really. Having Rod between me and all the 
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wandering hands might have something to do with it. Envious eyes 
watch him, sizing up the fool who’d dare hang out with Wanda, 
taking bets on how long he’ll last, and whether he’ll still have all 
his limbs at midnight.

Our attention is diverted while the Commander climbs onto 
Rod’s barrel to make the formal opening speech. He’s a man of  
few words, which is just as well, his first and only word (‘Welcome
—’) is drowned out by a colossal PHOO as Tom prematurely 
triggers the first beer out of  Rod’s barrel. Dark brown goo 
drenches the first three ranks and spatters the rest. Great start.

Tentative tongues take tentative licks. 

The Close is silent, save for the echo of  smacking lips. Then 
there’s a stampede for the pump. A stray drop lands on my arm, 
Rod goes glassy-eyed as I lick it off. Pure Nectar.

‘I wonder if  I should tell them it’s British beer?’

It’s what?

No! Don’t tell them, that’s even worse than bringing anything 
Australian into the Close. Or at least as bad.

There’s now a wild scrumble over by the barrel where Tom is 
doing his valiant best to fill dozens of  handled pints and top up a 
few of  the open mouths while he’s at it.

The Commander appears from nowhere, bows to me and 
hands us two pints of  black stuff. He goes glassy as I return his 
bow — damn, that’s the trouble with floppy open-necks. He 
staggers back to the fray; funny, I’ve never really appreciated his 
brass telescope before, it clears a path for him in no time. No 
wonder cutlasses became redundant.
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I’m sold on this beer even if  it is from the Old Country. It’s 
nice, not at all the sootwater Mick called it before he even tried it. 
I peer round for Mick — and finally sight his boots poking out 
from under the long trestle. Fair comment. No, wait, he’s still with 
us — someone I don’t know bends and passes a beer down, Mick’s 
hairy hand reaches out and escorts it in.

I try another sip. The famous Wanda ‘heck-with-it’ reflex cuts 
in, I lift my pint and give it a good long suck. The world 
immediately takes on a rosy glow — man, that’s quick. Even Rod’s 
homely face decrags, just a bit.

A warm hand closes over mine as Rod gently forces the pint 
from my lips. What? I’ll kill the bast—

‘Easy, Wanda. Pace yourself, this is Russian Stout—’

‘Hic! You said it was Pommie beer!’

‘Brand name. It’s the strongest beer commercially available in 
Britain. Possibly in the world — and it’s very deceptive.’

I’ll shay!

On a whim I take a quick look at my watch. Ten past ten and 
already the place is a roaring shambles. New record. On one of  
the trestles scores of  bottles running the gamut of  booze from 
Absinthe to Zouave Cocktail stand unopened and forsaken. 

All except for Mrs Becket’s dandelion wine, vintage … what 
time is it now? Vintage nine o’clock. The recipe is simple, she 
distills alcohol all through the year and adds a freshly squeezed 
dandelion just before serving. Her hooch has a cult following in the 
Close where a few die-hards are now clustered round her bottles, 
elegantly ignoring the chaos over at the barrel. Thank heavens 
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none of  them is silly enough to smoke (one wet year they used 
some on the hangi — smouldering logs rained down all over the 
Bay and made the national news that night. No-one was hurt but a 
kayaker had to swim ashore after a large piece of  manuka sank his 
craft — to give you an idea, that piece was covered in ice when it 
came back down).

Someone starts the music and couples inosculate — some 
things probably should be kept private but in the Close it’s 
considered legal so long as you stay upright and stick to the beat. A 
conga forms, staggering between the tables. Thank heavens the 
hangi is covered and already wired off  or there’d be quite a few 
doing the Hotfoot about now.

It suddenly occurs to me that I’m ravenous. 

And the Russian stuff  is going right to my head. One pint of  
this on an empty stomach and I’m anybody’s — well, Rod’s, if  he 
did but know it. Where is Rod?

I peer round as a great cloud of  dense white smoke billows 
across the mass of  people, oh good, they’re firing up the barbecue 
at last. Just like folks having a good time anywhere nobody seems 
to notice as things disappear. A man staggers out of  the cloud 
clutching his throat and gagging — false alarm, he’s just taken a 
gulp of  dandelion by mistake. He’ll live (and probably regret it).

The cloud thins, shapes appear again in the murk. Ah, it’s 
Yorick on fork this time. His fifteen year old son Phil fancies me no 
end and given less than half  a chance follows me round like a 
duppy. Pog. Faithful little hairy thing that keeps popping up at 
inconvenient times. Yorick is an undertaker who opened his own 
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private crematorium. I’m glad he’s chef  this year, he’s a forking 
natural.

Yorick stands with barbecue tongs in one hand and a modified 
fencing foil in the other, watching with eagle eye as Phil empties 
bags of  snags onto the grilling plate. Another cloud of  smoke drifts 
in slow motion across the Close, blue and erotic this time.

The pints keep coming. I had no idea there were so many 
gallant optimists in the Close. I can’t refuse any, so the ground at 
my feet is covered with full pints. Rod, bless him, passes pints to all 
comers, there’s a lively commerce and everyone is happy. 
Especially Mrs. Becket, she’s taken to the barrel like Shrek to a 
swamp; heck, from here it looks like she’s set up camp.

A sausage appears in my field of  vision, done to perfection. 
Good old Yorick. If  it were me it on fork it would be done to 
death; alas poor sausage. 

‘Sauce, Wanda?’ Phil’s eyes are wide. He’s trembling as he 
holds out a bowl of  Mrs. Beaton’s home made Disaster Sauce. I 
can see why, his shorts are far too tight. 

The theory with Disaster Sauce is that you dunk your sausage. 
In practise you just wave the sausage over the top, and not too 
close; passing it through the fumes once is quite enough. If  the 
sausage drops off  the fork into the sauce, leave it. Walk away and 
count your blessings. Live to bite another day. 

Regional Geographic Magazine sent a team of  journalists to 
interview Mrs Beaton two years ago. The article appeared under 
the headline ‘Carnivorous Sauce’ and made a big deal about it 
being the world’s only sauce that bites back.
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I smile and wave the sauce away, but before I can stop him 
Rod’s sausage carves a path through the surface and emerges 
steaming on a collision course with his mouth. Too late to act I can 
only stand and watch in dumb horror.

There’s a breathless hush in the Close as scores of  eyes lock on 
to a sudden drama. Rod, blissfully unaware of  incipient doom 
takes a large bite and chews with every sign of  appreciation for 
Yorick’s artistry. A sigh vibrates the air, some people shut their eyes 
in horror; experienced parents clap their hands over their infants’ 
ears, strong men swoon. The effects of  Disaster Sauce aren’t 
always immediate, it often takes several seconds to build up to a 
fury that no number of  scorned women could ever hope to match.

He swallows, and takes a hearty slug from his pint (if  he tries to 
kiss me now I’ll deck him first and explain later). The Commander 
slips me a fire extinguisher, I hide it behind my back and snap off  
the plastic safety thingy, wishing everyone would get back in focus 
and stay that way.

‘What?’ Rod peers round with lowered pint. He has the look of 
a man who’s wondering if  he has a nice new foam moustache but 
won’t feel to find out. 

The suspense is killing me. Across the yard big men clutch each 
other in dread.

Finally it happens ...

He strokes his lips. 

Nothing. 
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He shrugs; so Wanda’s friends like to stare, that’s cool — and 
takes up another pint from the multitude at his feet while Phil 
stares at the bowl in his hands as if  it might rise up and slay him. 

Good call, it might. 

Bud and Lou lean over his shoulders, peering in. Bud and Lou 
are the Close’s rugby stars, big as bears and tough as car springs; 
and they’re perplexed. Bud risks a delicate sniff  and explodes into 
a shattering sneeze. Dentures hit the barrel and ricochet high over 
Old Tom’s roof, we hear them howl off  into the far far distance.

Lou still isn’t convinced and dips his fingertip in. 

His scream breaks three windows and sets dogs off  for miles. 
He then compounds the goof  badly by putting his finger in his 
mouth; I think his life is saved by my own prompt reflex with the 
fire extinguisher. Gas-water, my favourite kind, jetting into his 
steaming gullet as fast as he can gulp.

‘Bloody hell!’ That’s admiration in Rod’s voice. It’s a one-
gallon extinguisher and already running dry but Lou hasn’t missed 
a drop. He swells alarmingly round the middle but these rugby 
players are tough (anyone who can sock away thirteen pints in a 
row can handle a piddling gallon) (that was a fun night, too). 

Lou sloshes gratefully at me and waddles off  to help Bud find 
his missing fangs. Good luck to them, but if  it were me I’d start 
searching somewhere further south. Like Campbell Island.

‘Am I missing something, here?’ 

Rod smiles at me, goosies run up and down my spine. How not 
to panic him? People all round are paused with bated breath, 
hanging on my reply.
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‘The sauce, Rod … um … how was it?’

He sucks thoughtfully at his pint, then tips me a lopsided grin.

‘I didn’t like to say anything, but it was a bit bland—’

Bloody hell! People all round step back, several openly make 
little crosses with their fingers and hold them up (no Draculas in 
our Close, I tell you).

‘—but if  you like red sauce I can make some for you to my 
Mother’s old recipe … we’d need a ceramic cauldron, though.’

Mrs. Becket chooses that precise moment to cartwheel by, 
wearing nothing but witches britches and an enigmatic smile. 
There’s a long-stemmed rose in her teeth and she’s chanting 
‘Catch me if  you ca-aaa-aan’ — she has quite a following already. 

It only takes one to get things started ...                   

*     *     *
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CAR TAKES COVER

‘Shall we talk, Miss Lust?’

I freeze. 

Cold steel in the back of  my neck makes talking the preferred 
option right now. Much better than not talking, in fact. It’s 
amazing how garrulous you feel when you’re suddenly thinking 
‘oops’ and a Nordic accent suggests a wee chat. And what an 
accent — despite my jelly knees, despite myself  — rowf !  

If  he wants to talk I’ll talk. I’ll talk up a storm, I’ll babble, 
burble, natter and chatter—if  he wants loquacious I can 
outloquate the best of  them.

My throat goes dry, wonderful timing. Instead of  a never-
ending stream of  delightful trivia all that falls out of  my mouth is a 
single ‘Glop’, hardly the eloquence he’s gunning for.

From habit I finish putting the key in the Brute’s ignition while 
Melsen settles himself  more comfortably in the back. The ages old 
‘Bad guy hiding in the back of  the car’ routine, and I fell for it. Sucker!

He buckles in. He must be holding the gun in his teeth, the 
pressure on the back of  my neck doesn’t waver. Clever, I’ll have to 
ask him how he does it, someday, over tea and bikkies when I’m 
visiting him.

‘You may drive, Miss Lust.’

Oh goody.

‘Where?’ 
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Like straight round to Todd, for example?

‘To my hotel — I want to show you something.’

Uh oh. I’m really not that kind of  girl.

‘I’m really not that kind of  girl?’

He isn’t listening, he’s watching where I’m going. I should try it 
too, the paper delivery boy wobbles off  the footpath into a hedge 
and disappears. At least the little germ can’t blame me this time. 
The Brute goes back onto the road and behind me Melsen 
breathes again. In the rear-vision mirror I see the boy climbing out 
of  the hedge, he doesn’t seem hurt at all. In fact he looks quite 
philosophical about it; funny, everyone that has anything to do 
with me does after a while.

I knew it, I just knew it. 

I should have told them; Todd, Rod, the Sunday papers, but 
does anyone ever listen to Wanda? The Templar Hotel, of  course, 
where else?

The Brute growls to a stop in the Templar car park. Melsen is 
outside opening my door in a flash. Such a gentleman.

‘Don’t even think about it, Miss Lust.’

‘Wanda!’

For a moment I consider my options, all of  which are 
postulated on the answer to a simple question — how long does it 
take to draw a gun from a knicker holster? Then again, maybe 
not, someone might get hurt and beside Melsen the only other 
innocent bystander within reach is me.
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Despite myself  I glance down. Damn, it would have to be a 
magnum.

‘It’s actually inside my jacket, Miss Lu—Wanda.’

Wonderful, bright pink again, right on cue.

He grips my elbow and steers me inside. Instead of  taking the 
stairs to the guest rooms he guides me into the Public Bar — 
funny, I’d have thought him Lounge Bar material, myself  — where 
diverse groups of  government employees are currently taking 
lunch; dozens of  self  conscious jackets holding tiny glasses of  lager 
and formed into phalanxes while nervously eyeing the rough trade 
playing snooker at the blue-fog end of  the room. A harassed 
clerical type trots from group to group with a clipboard, putting 
ticks by names on a checklist. A Public Service ritual no doubt, 
much like the Ancient Order of  Free Stoneworkers having to 
bounce up and down on their heads in the nude with a rancid 
kipper in their teeth before being allowed into their meetings.

‘Wanda, can I trust you to stay put while I order?’

Rowf !

Dammit, he doesn’t have to smile like that. Blue eyes blaze in a 
face as smooth as virgin snow. 

I melt. 

The male equivalent of  Sonia’s perfume washes over and eases 
me down into the chair he’s pulled out. At the far end of  the room 
someone miscues violently — they’re all staring — but no-one says 
a word. They shake their heads and go back to their game. 
Unbelievable. In this suburb ladies have to fight for seats, having 
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one pulled out and held means that some pathetic male is 
grovelling beyond redemption.

Melsen returns with two frosty green bottles. One Tuborg, one 
Carlsberg, he’s covering both bases.

‘Do you want a glass, Wanda?’

No way! Not in this bar. 

One of  the snooker players approaches the nearest phalanx 
which promptly closes ranks and moves backwards. He’s holding a 
cue, it’s Lou, and his smile is wide, generous, open, friendly, 
wolfish, sharklike, hungry, ravenous, as he invites them to play. 
There’s a collective whimper from the group. It shuffles further 
back and the most junior member is ejected like a sacrificial pawn.

Lou wouldn’t harm a fly of  course, but Public Servants 
fulfilling their ‘Social Obligations’ quota are fair game (and the 
pawn will learn some valuable lessons while losing the contents of  
his wallet). I didn’t think he’d seen me, but Lou grins and waves.

Melsen pre-empts me by waving back.

‘Do you know Lou?’

He chuckles and nods at the rest of  the group, now encircling 
the pawn like an amoeba engulfing whatever it is amoebae have 
for lunch. 

‘He’s bought me a few — and paid for most of  my board here. 
He’s showing promise though, and coming along.’

Bloody hell. I look at Melsen with a whole new respect and 
absently try the Carlsberg while he undoes his belt. I glance 
nervously around, I’m the only woman here but the male clientele 
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are pretty open minded. Anyway, they have other things on their 
mind right now, a coin spinning in the air above the group drops 
to a chorus of  groans, at least the pawn wins the toss.

Melsen gives a satisfied grunt — what, already? — and another 
flip wallet appears. I don’t believe it. Who makes these darn 
things? I’d like to buy stock—

‘I won’t beat about your bush, Wanda—’

Damn.

Wait, the flip wallet is open, to a picture of  Melsen. Lovely 
shot, full face — he looks like a Viking. Rowf … oh dear,  I’m 
knocking knees with a card-carrying narcissist.

Or not, there’s embossed wording on the picture and heaps of  
red squirly markings. The photo winks at me — shades of  Harry 
Potter — no, it’s combined holographic images, very clever. The 
0.83 cents drops suddenly, I’m looking at an official identification 
document of  some kind. The embossing is hard to read with 
Melsen winking through it all the time.

‘May I hold it?’

‘Be my guest.’ He slips the wallet across the table and sits back, 
unabashedly perusing me while I peruse the laminated card.

‘I give up — what’s a ‘Seeya’?’

His smile makes my toes curl. 

‘That’s C. I. A., Wanda.’

Ye gods, another nutcase, now I really am spooked. He just 
doesn’t look the type, I’ve always thought of  them as bearded 
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anoraks who smoke funny roll-your-owns and carry placards: 
Climate In Adversity — their answer to global warming is to burn 
all the cars and oil wells. 

Melsen? Naaaa, not a—

‘Read the small print, Wanda.’

—hippie, yes, that’s the word I’m groping for. He doesn’t look 
like one of  anything else, either. Small print—what? Oh, yes …

‘Central Intelligence Agency?’

‘Shush! Not so loud. I’m an agent.’

‘I thought you were a Norwegian?’

‘Yes. It’s all very complicated, but essentially I’m on loan to the 
Americans—’

Shades of  Rick.

‘—and who’s Rick?’

Damn. I’m thinking out loud again.

‘He’s an agent too, with the UN.’

Melsen snorts. The temperature drops a few degrees, real ones, 
none of  those silly little Fahrenheit things. He reaches over and 
takes back his wallet. Goosebumps shiver my arm as his fingers 
brush against mine. Double rowf. I sense an opening here, a 
chance to answer a few questions.

‘Who’s Rick, Wanda?’

Damn, he’s not going to let it go.
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‘Just a man I met in the bank with a pizza who survived 
Marsha’s plastic horse. He undid my skirt and likes it hot.’  Phew. 
‘He also said that he was an agent and that real agents don’t carry 
guns.’

Melsen goes glassy for a few moments then shakes his head. I 
know that gesture, people do it often, usually after I’ve clarified 
some little point for them.

‘What I’m about to tell you is in strictest confidence—’

Oh, goody … wait, is this wise?

‘—I’m a field agent for the Central Intelligence Agency—’

Oh, yeah?

‘Prove it.’  Hah — gottim.

‘But I just did, I showed you my I.D.’

‘Rick said that a real agent doesn’t carry I.D. or a gun. You 
have both, which is twice as bad.’

‘But I’m acting American. Americans always have guns, it’s 
mandatory — you know, naked without?’

Damn. Am I being culturally insensitive? Some people require 
their men to grow facial hair, or wear a skirt and keep a knife in 
their sock, Americans have to have a big piece. But the card?

‘What about the I.D.? Anyone can forge an I.D. and claim it’s 
real.’

‘Forge a triple-image hologram, Wanda? That card cost Uncle 
Sam several hundred thousand dollars. Think about it — how 
much easier it is not to carry any I.D.’
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He has a good point — Rick, you take it. Damn, if  Rick isn’t for 
real then Wanda’s been played for a sucker again. But he had such 
lovely warm hands.

‘Did he mention what he’s interested in, at all?’

The question is casual, so throwaway I almost answer. Dammit, 
I will not be manoeuvred like this. The one who asks the questions 
is in control, I remember.

‘No — and even if  he did, I won’t tell you. So just why are all 
you lot so interested in Spenser?’

Oops.

Blue eyes dance as he finishes his Tuborg and sets the bottle 
down intimately close to mine. I really wish I hadn’t said that.

‘Uncle Sam is waging a war against terrorism right now, 
Wanda.’

Oh — that probably explains why the price of  hamburgers 
keeps going up.

‘And your Mr. Spenser—’

My Mr. Spenser?

‘—is currently negotiating world rights on an Australian 
product Uncle Sam is very interested in—’

Kangaroo fur slippers? No, wait, Uncle Sam is more interested 
in things for killing people with. Aussie beer?

‘—and we think he’s already acquired and is testing one of  the 
new working prototypes. Uncle Sam would dearly love to get his 
hands on it.’
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That explains a whole heap. Now there seems purpose to tying 
Wanda to the bed, something more than simple boyish fun. So 
that’s what he was doing, he was searching Spenser’s place for the 
new prototype porta-nuker or whatever. So why burgle me, on 
various occasions?

For that matter, what am I doing here, right now?

From the misty end of  the room comes a clunk followed by a 
chorus of  catcalls and jeers, it seems that Lou has just lost a game. 
It’s not a major, Lou always loses the first game, he’s unlucky that 
way. But he‘s lucky in that his opponents usually allow him a 
chance to win his money back at triple the odds—and some people 
have the nerve to suggest that sportsmanship is dead. Lou is a real 
gentleman, too, if  they lose he always does the same for them, he’s 
big like that.

‘Wanda?’

Oh yes, Uncle Thingy.

‘So why doesn’t Uncle Thingy just buy the rights for himself ?’

He’s not listening, he’s making a gesture to someone out of  my 
sight. I’d love to look round, but mustn’t break eye contact. 
Unblinking eye contact is paramount in negotiations, Sha kee says.

‘He tried, Wanda. But the Australian inventor thinks it would 
be better if  anyone but Uncle Sam has his weapon—’

Another two beers arrive over my shoulder. This time Melsen 
offers me the Tuborg. Why not? Variety, after all, is the splice of  
life.
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‘—he trusts your Spenser and has allowed him a sample to 
evaluate. Uncle Sam found out and sent me and a few others 
down this way to get hold of  it.’

It’s no good, I just have to blink. Sandpaper lids rasp down 
over my eyeballs, making them sting.

‘Don’t cry, Wanda. Nobody’s going to get hurt — not if  you 
help me.’

I don’t like the underlying menace implicit — nay, inherent — 
in that last statement. Does he really think I’d help him; betray my 
Spenser in any form, shape, manner, or means? Wait, he said ‘if ’ 
— does this mean I have a choice—’

‘But if  you won’t help, at least I’ll have the resources of  the 
CIA behind me to get it myself. Then someone just might get hurt, 
the CIA isn’t picky.’

Delete choice. An image forms in my mind of  a decomposing 
pile of  wreckage in the surf. Sonia’s Bigfoot could so easily have 
been my Brute. Why? Was it coincidence, poor timing, or a 
warning? I opt for warning and listen carefully while he explains 
about the prototype. 

It’s a handgun of  an entirely new design that will fire only for 
the designated owner. Nobody else would be able to make it shoot, 
which would be marvellous for law enforcement or disarmed 
maladroits. And it has a rate of  fire so rapid that a four round 
burst sounds like a single shot. I nod wisely, I can see why the 
Americans would want this weapon, a seventy-five percent noise 
reduction in their cities just like that.

‘How does it work?’
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Melsen picks up and sips from his Carlsberg bottle, which I’ve 
just put down. He doesn’t seem to mind.

‘Nobody knows, and that’s the problem. If  you can’t get hold of 
the gun itself, Wanda, then maybe some of  the ammunition? Even 
a single round would do.’

More groans and jeers from the pool table. The clerical type 
runs from group to group with a hat — Lou must have offered the 
pawn excellent odds on recouping his losses. He can’t have lost by 
much, he’s looking quite hopeful as he counts from his wallet into 
Lou’s paw.

*    *    *

The direction of  my life is now changed. 

Melsen was very persuasive and his logic faultless, if  the CIA 
can’t get hold of  the weapon they might try to destroy it, possibly 
with an anonymous cruise missile in the middle of  the night  … 
Knock-knock … ‘Who’s there?’ … ‘Singing Telebomb, Miss Loots’ 
… brrrr.

The Brute grumbles slowly awake, grumpy at being disturbed. 
Beside me Melsen buckles in. I resent the inference. It’s no great 
distance to the shopping centre from here, does he think that two 
little beers will affect me that much? The man’s an optimist.

The Brute is still griping as we nose out of  the car park. Across 
the road a cloud of  blue smoke blossoms as the front of  Todd’s 
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prowler dips in a great squawk of  brakes; he broadsides wide-eyed 
round the corner and out of  sight.

He’s seen us, I know it. 

Unbidden my foot thumps down on the accelerator, the Brute 
leaps forward with a snarl and the Templar Hotel disappears 
astern in a shower of  dust, small stones, bottle tops and fish 
skeletons.

‘Left!’

Into my own driveway? I do it. Ours is not to reason why, 
especially with the familiar cold steel pressing into my ribs.

‘Stop!’

Too late, I’ve already tried and it fits. Nicely. 

Hull-down beyond the crest I see Todd’s prowler sparkle past in 
the mirror, doppler very low as he howls off  into the distance.

‘I said I’d help, dammit; you don’t need to keep poking me—’

Melsen has the grace to look sheepish as he puts away his 
blasted pistol. 

‘I’m sorry, Wanda … old hards die of  habit, as you say in 
English.’

He doesn’t look at all sorry, I think he enjoys poking my soft 
fleshy parts. Rowf ! Bastard.

Todd is no fool and will be back shortly. Melsen, also no fool, 
jumps out. I catch a brief  glimpse of  his sparkling blue eyes before 
he’s gone, which is just as well, in the distance the doppler on 
Todd’s siren has reverted to high. 
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I think I may be having some explaining to do. 

I sigh, I’ll have to go back into my unit and put some fresh 
coffee on. Changing into something a bit more comfortable won’t 
hurt either, sometimes Todd is better off  distracted.

I swear the Brute snorts as I withdraw his key — naaa, it’s just 
all his radiators distributing.

*     *     *
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BILLIARDS ACED

It’s too late now to go down to the office. The day is shot so I may 
as well make the most of  it — my first thought of  Shackleton 
Street runs from my mind, driven out by the demons of  survival. 
It’s been too long again already, I’m not really sure I can face 
another Geraldine welcome so soon. Tomorrow, maybe. Yes, 
definitely. Perhaps. 

Or not.

Dammit, Todd took a lot of  convincing. For a policeman he 
has a distrusting nature and suspicious mind. So many questions, 
and so little Wanda to answer them. He finally accepted that the 
face in the passenger seat of  the Brute was a mirage but I can tell 
he wasn’t overjoyed about it.

I lean on my balustrade, peering across the barbecue area to 
the Commander’s house. I didn’t see him for two days after the 
barbecue, in fact the whole Close was like a morgue, the silence 
broken only by whimpering and the occasional plaintive bleat for 
more aspirin. But nobody died, no teeth were lost (Bud finally 
found his, lodged in a tree three streets away) and so far as we yet 
know no-one has to buy a perambulator. All in all a success thanks 
in no small part to Rod’s little bottle. British Russian stout, who 
would’ve believed it?

A dogged nagging doubt surfaces in my mind. Just as doggedly 
I force it back under.

It remakes itself  and tries again, this time as a bright idea, but 
I’m not easily fooled. Again I ruthlessly quash it, but I know my 
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respite is only temporary. With me, bright ideas strike from 
ambush when my resistance is low. 

Halfway down the Close Puddles crawls furtively out from 
under Old Tom’s unit. He peers round, and only when sure he’s 
alone he scoots across the lawn keeping very low and disappears 
under Bud’s unit. No, wait, he’s not keeping low — that cat is 
definitely structurally challenged. I make a mental note to contact 
Weight Watchers and find out if  they do cats.

Dammit, I said no.

The idea subsides again. 

I know … I can pop up the hill and visit Ronnie and Pop. They 
said to pop in anytime, and on the way I’ll just go burgle the 
Templar Hote— NO!

Damn, it just doesn’t make sense to sneak into the room of  a 
man, no matter how appealing, no matter how blue his gorgeous 
eyes, no matter how big his—

Whoa, Wanda. 

—gun. Why not? It’s been a couple of  hours already, but 
Melsen won’t be there, I’m certain. Almost certain. Fairly certain. 
I hope.

Okay, it’s a risk, but a risk I’m prepared to take. I’ll do it.

Far off  in the dusty recesses of  my mind I hear a High Five 
and a jubilant idea shouting ‘Yes!’. I ignore it.

The door of  the Public Bar was never replaced after Bud 
kicked it open that time it jammed right on opening time. I peer in 
as I sneak by, the public service is still there, all of  them wearing 
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just underpants and socks. One table is almost buried under a pile 
of  designer clothes; and wallets, credit cards, wrist watches, shoes 
and a clipboard. Obviously the game is still going.

The receptionist is the girl who doubles as barmaid in the 
Lounge, milkmaid in the kitchen, chambermaid in the guest rooms 
and maid of  all trades anywhere else. I vaguely remember seeing 
her at the barbecue but she left early, not long after some unnamed 
adventurer touched a lighter to the dregs of  a glass of  dandelion 
and blew out all the coloured lights.

‘Can I help you?’

She shakes her head with a smile, and gestures me to a seat. I 
watch in companionable silence, wondering how she is going to 
deal with all three telephones ringing at once.

Oh — wow, I wouldn’t have thought of  that — what a 
resourceful girl, such a lovely smile as she arranges all three hand-
pieces in an intimate triangle on the desktop — she says ‘Good 
afternoon, Rosella’s Guppy Farm’ and leaves them to sort it out.

I have it all figured. 

My cover story is that I’m from Sha Kee Real Estate and 
interested in listing businesses, or if  they don’t want to sell I can 
give her a free appraisal anyway, a once in a lifetime offer, never to 
be repeated.

‘Really? Your Sonia Freemount was here doing that too, just 
last week—’

Was she, the little harlot? That’s poaching, this isn’t her damn 
patch, it’s Frieda’s patch. Plan B, Wanda, and quickly.
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‘Not quite, it’s a new marketing concept we’re experimenting 
with. I need to trial a few pubs like yours first.’

Twitch twitch

I think I’ve struck a chord, she looks intrigued. At her belt a 
cellphone starts ringing, she unclips it and adds it to the pile on the 
table where total strangers are now negotiating God alone knows 
what, sight unseen. Aah, capitalism.

‘I can sign you in, and let you wander through by yourself, but 
I’m afraid I really must rush—’

Manna from heaven. Never in my wildest dreams … she passes 
me a huge key ring that clatters like skeletons in a bath; then she’s 
gone in a cloud of  Chez Bin not unlike my own.

There’s just five guest rooms on the landing. Two of  them are 
currently vacant with their doors wide for airing. The smell of  a 
rough shag comes from under the door of  number five, I’m pretty 
sure that Melsen doesn’t indulge so that leaves just two.

No-one answers my silent knock on number four so I try a key 
at random … lucky me, right first time.

Good heavens.

A pair of  huge eyes stares at me from the bed — what an 
unusual balloon, so large, I wonder where he bought it? Nice 
pump, lovely shade of  blue. I excuse myself  and leave; not this 
one.

The next room has to be Melsen’s, I let myself  in. From behind 
me comes the sound of  someone dragging a chair, several little 
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tables and possibly the bed itself  to behind the door. He must 
really want his sleep.

Melsen, though, obviously travels light.

There’s a portable toothbrush on the wash stand and a 
disposable razor. Four bladed, I note, it must be like shaving with a 
venetian blind. CIA, of  course.

There’s nothing in the nearside bedside cabinet except a frantic 
spider and a well-thumbed North Shore telephone book put out 
by the local Contrarians.

The other bedside cabinet holds a paperback novel — 
Valkyries on the cover, the man’s a bloody romantic — lovely long 
blonde hair, why are Valkyries always blasted blondes? I close the 
drawer, hmmm,  Melsen sleeps on this side of  the bed too …

Damn. I haven’t found it yet.

I try the cupboard. 

A dark suit, three freshly laundered shirts hanging in plastic 
bags, an expensive leather briefcase. Next to the briefcase a near 
new pair of  shoes, black, American style. Possibly Grand Avenue 
Gentleman’s Courts like Donald wears (the laces are dummies, he 
can slip in and out of  them just like that when viewing houses).

Nothing much here, and I know better than to touch the 
briefcase. James Bomb always used to lick little hairs on briefcases, 
to tell him if  they’d been interfered with. But then, James Bomb 
was a clever agent — wait, a thought, don’t clever people hide 
things in subtle places?
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I peer around and listen. Other than the man in the next room 
now working out on a squeaky trampoline, nothing. Do I have 
enough time for subtle?

How subtle could an agent be?

I read somewhere that agents attend special universities of  
agentry and it’s a three year course. Perhaps diploma level agentry 
is full-circle stuff  — maybe the ultimate in subtle isn’t subtle at all 
but right out in the open, too subtly unsubtle to be noticed? I look 
round for inspiration. What is right out in the open, too obvious to 
be noticed?

Me.

Bugger. 

Okaaaaay, the cabinets? No, done them. Carpet? No. Under 
the carpet? No, too obviously too subtle, unless he failed his 
degree. Or perhaps he’s using reverse psychology and hiding 
things in less than the most subtly obvious places; blatantly 
concealing them. The swine.

Damn. Not only have I not yet found it, I’m confused. 
Wonderful, Wanda, come again, and next time bring a corkscrew. 

The bed? No, nothing subtle about a bed. Anyway, the 
chambermaid makes the bed every day, so can’t be there.

From next door comes a dull BOOM followed immediately by 
a thud and muffled curses. Absently I guess that his trampoline 
needs fixing, which is good, a girl needs silence to think. 

Dammit, if  I knew what the hell I’m looking for it might help.

Bingo. 
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A sudden thought — how subtle can we get? 

Whatever he’s hiding in this room it isn’t in this blasted room, 
he’s checked it into the hotel safe. Possibly a locked box, small 
enough that no-one would ever query it, whatever it is.

I have to see inside that safe.

If  they have one.

This, I tell myself  as I stand at reception, will take great 
cunning. I’ll have to be very, very devious—

‘Would you like to see how we cater for guest’s valuables, while 
you’re here?’

For a moment my gasts are all flabbered. I can but nod yes and 
go glop.

She kneels to a small safe, an 1897 Klondike portable from the 
look of  it. Hardly a safe these days, glorified tin box really, but she 
seems quite proud. My grandfather Olaf  had one just like it, he 
kept pipe tobacco and his old Meerschaum in it. I used to sit for 
hours in a dense fog while he told me bear raising stories of  
Kodaks in the wilds of  central Skagway.

The door creaks open. No baccy in this one, just several 
ancient envelopes, a well-thumbed first edition of  Lady 
Chatterbox and a shoebox tied shut with string. 

A new shoebox. 

A Grand Avenue new shoe box, would you believe.

Well now.
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Just as I’m unable to believe my luck the deus strikes ex 
machina, serendipity gets no more serendipitatious than this — 
that right at this very moment a forlorn flock of  near-naked civil 
servants appears.

The clerical chap, I observe, is wearing a pink thong. I fight the 
urge to rush round and slap his chubby little bot — but judging by 
all the palm prints not everyone has been so constrained.

The serving wench stands up and takes the situation in at a 
glance.

‘Left you your fare, did he?’ 

Several dozen sheepish nods, and from somewhere near the 
back a cough that sounds awfully like a bleat. 

‘And you’d like to use the desk phone to call a cab?’ 

More nods. A definite affirmative bleat.

Behind them the bar empties as Lou and quite a few of  the 
neighbourhood bucks amble out, several sporting new jackets 
while others are trying out their new cellphones. Lou tips me a 
grin, he’s thumbing through the keys on a ring.

‘That one — the big brass one.’ The older man in the starfish 
boxer shorts is pointing. ‘Anyway, it’s the only bus out there.’

The pawn is inconsolable. He’s morosely staring at his feet 
while several of  his colleagues pat him sympathetically on the 
head. Either that or they think he’s a tent peg.

I see my chance. A quick bend from the waist, a wriggle and a 
shuffle — the shoebox is in my hands, victory — of  a sort — now 
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what? It’s not as if  the damned thing’s heavy but I don’t expect 
shoes (from the weight I’d say diver’s boots).

I steal a peep over my shoulder. 

She’s dialling the local taxi company and done it before by the 
look of  it. 

How nice, but it doesn’t help my own immediate problems, like 
what the hell am I going to do with this blasted box? Crunch time, 
she’s about to turn round … do something, Wanda, anything. Or 
put it back while there’s still a chance.

I opt for put it back. 

Too late.

She’s turning round, I’m out of  time. I step forward, my knee 
catches the open door of  the safe and slams it shut, she whips 
round at the unexpected tinny clank. Her wide eyes catch mine, 
then drop to my waist.

‘Oh! I’m sorry, I should’ve seen, I didn’t realise—?’

Beyond her the civil service is efficiently organising itself  into 
carloads colour-coded by knickers. The thong, the starfish and a 
tubby one with little sewn-on teddy bears are standing by 
themselves, presumably ‘misc’.

‘It was very sudden.’ 

Ye gods, I’m babbling again, face bright pink and surrounded 
by Chez Bin; patting the bulge in my now closed jacket, hoping 
against hope that I don’t give premature birth right here right now 
in the lobby.
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Will I, though, or won’t I? 

Damn, this is too wearing on the nerves as I back out from 
behind the counter. The key is still in the safe door, my geese are 
scrambled if  she opens it — but she just takes it out and tests the 
door for locked. It is. Self-locking, thank heavens, must be the 
1900.

She smiles me the tentative smile of  a busy person. Been there, 
done that, bought the tee shirt and ate the lunch; I know how it is. 
I make my excuses, thank her profusely and leave through the 
respectful lane that opens in the pack of  pink people. I can’t resist 
it … there’s a loud yelp, the clerical type levitates almost to the 
ceiling and my hand stings ferociously— it was there, no jury in 
the world would convict me.

Uh oh.

Sweat beads my forehead, I clamp my hand to my bulge and 
break into a gallop. Behind me the ‘Should I call you an 
ambulance?’ is lost in a sea of  ‘Baa’s.

The Brute’s door flies open at my touch, I just manage to 
tumble in before parturition.

*     *     *
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GYROCOPTER

I now have several little problems. One of  them is a tightly tied 
box belonging to an American agent with a predilection for guns 
and goodness knows what else. Another is the aforementioned 
agent, who sooner or later will feel nostalgic about his box and 
who will promptly come visiting me when its loss is discovered.

Yet another is that currently I have no idea of  the location of  
said agent, although I do know where he hangs his shirts. 
Perroquets, from France — rowf !

Whenever I’m panicking — did I mention that I’m currently 
panicking? Might’ve slipped my mind — I usually clutch to auto, 
which saves wear and tear on the nerves. It also adds a certain 
spice to life, like where the hell are we right now?

The Brute slows. I know those gates. Oh, goody, a chance to 
see how Ronnie and Pop Hawke are getting along in their new 
home. And perhaps, if  I can wing it, an opportunity to quietly 
bury this blasted box in a hedge.

In the driveway Donald’s sleek Fairmilia is conspicuous by it’s 
presence so I park behind it, making a mental note to bone Ronnie 
and Pop about leaving the gate open. I drove straight in off  the 
street; hell, I could’ve been anybody.

I step inside, taking care not to skitter on the polished floor. 

The carved table is still there, mocking my caution, it must’ve 
changed hands with the house. The Taiwanese Siamese is sitting 
on it staring at me. I’ve given up with him, he never responds, 
never calls, never writes — and nobody answers my yodel.
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I finally find Ronnie on her knees out back, planting weeds 
between the flowers in an immaculate veggie patch. Her delight is 
unfeigned, her enthusiastic greeting makes me warm and gooey all 
over. She offers me her arm, I accept and haul her to her feet with 
an alarming series of  breakfast noises. 

‘Did you see them, dear?’

‘What? Oh, yes … weeds … how lovely—’

‘No, dear, not my lavenders — do you like herbs, Wanda? 
They’ve very good for what ails you.’

So that’s what lavender looks like. Funny, I always thought it 
came in little bags that you put in your pillow, like tea.

‘Very nice?’

‘I meant Donald and Pop, dear. Didn’t they pass you?’

I can honestly say I haven’t seen them. While I’m wondering 
how best to break the news to her there’s a sudden cacophony 
from beyond the cliff  edge as a weird — helicopter? — thing rears 
up and over, touches, bounces, touches again and dribbles to a 
puttering stop. Lawn mowers have their blades on top these days? 
I never knew.

The engine dies. Pop and Donald flip goggles to the tops of  
their heads and grin at me.

Two men to a lawnmower? They’d be laughed out of  the 
Close, where Old Tom keeps the grass perfect with an ancient 
scythe so sharp that he’s back enjoying a well earned beer before 
the blades of  grass realise and topple over.
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‘Gyrocopter, dear — the two seater model. He’s been trying to 
get someone to go up with him ever since he won it in a poker 
game two months ago at the pensioner’s Club. Thank heavens 
little Donald has a sense of  humour.’

I simply have to touch, I can’t help myself, some things are just 
irresistible.

‘Lavender, you say — really? Ouch?’

‘Not that one, dear, that’s a thistle. The other’s are lavender.’

Goodness, what will they think of  next — Pop’s hug leaves me 
gasping, such enthusiasm. I leave him staring at the lavender plant 
in his hand while it’s Donald’s turn, little Donald’s hug makes my 
ribs creak. Rowf !

‘Would you like to have a go, Wanda?’

What, here? 

The idea has merit, but not with everyone looking on, thanks. 
Reluctantly I shake my head. Try again, soon, but do it properly 
next time, dammit; flowers, chocolates, perhaps candles and some 
wine; not just out of  the blue like that—

‘Pity — she handles beautifully.’ 

That’s Pop now, talking to Ronnie. 

I go pink, how the hell does he know — oops. He means the 
lawn mower, the gyrocompass thingy.

I shake my head with greater vigour, my hair fluffs into a black 
furry cloud. No way. Not without a total anaesthetic, or at least let 
me run home for my lucky magnum of  rum first.
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Pop looks hurt. 

Oh hell …

‘It’s just that I’m allergic to heights. Really. I get dizzy 
sometimes just looking down at my feet — Mum used to tell 
everyone that that’s why I’m so short.’ 

I babble in overdrive but it’s not enough, I can tell. Poop. 
Aren’t all men just little boys at heart? I’ll have to go all the way. 
We women are like that, tactful. Diplomatic. Kindly. Considerate. 
Stupid. 

I swallow hard.

‘How does it work?’

Pop perks up at once, Donald shakes his head — what does he 
know that I don’t? — and follows Ronnie into the house, leaving 
me alone with an enthusiast.

Not good.

Enthusiasts, Sha Kee says, make the best salespeople — just 
watch a teenage boy alone in a car with his girlfriend, you’ll hear 
some real selling — be enthusiastic and you’ll make your mark 
every time. Perhaps she’s right. Sonia is one of  the most 
enthusiastic I know and she scores heaps.

‘Rudder pedals — Wanda?’ 

Oops, yes, enthusiasm. What? Oh, he’s pointing at the footrest. 
How cute, little rubber footprints on a stick. Must show more 
interest, keep his mind off  taking me for a spin. ‘And this is the 
handbrake?’
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‘That’s called the joystick, Wanda.’

I’ve heard of  those. All the rage with boys at my high school, 
always sneaking off  and playing with their joysti—

‘See? Right to go to starboard, port to go left … throttle, this 
thing … push it forward to go faster or make it climb. And that 
little red button starts it.’

Goody, now I know what not to touch. Everything.

It’s got padded seats, too, they look quite comfy.

‘Would you like to sit, Wanda?’

Actually, I wouldn’t mind taking a load off  my fee— no bloody 
way. Good heavens, Mother Plunkett baby seats? Naaa, surely not 
… they have the same safety belt arrangement, though; perhaps 
Mother Plunkett is moonlighting. I’d thought about fitting 
something similar in the Brute, once, but when I tried I couldn’t 
get his doors open. Luckily I got my money back. 

I sit down. It can’t hurt to sit. It’s quite comfy, and the seat belts 
— Pop’s an optimist? As if  I’d ever — not with my vertigo. No, 
he’s just worried I might fall off  the seat; that’s so sweet, snibbing 
the belts round me. No wonder his son is such a caring person. 

He finishes buckling me in and cinches the straps to just north 
of  snug; he’s right, I really do feel more secure.

Ye gods. Flying in this thing would be hideous, all there is 
between me and the universe is a little pedestal with three clocks 
on it. I sneak a quick peep at my watch, I was right to doubt this 
contraption — how safe can something be with three clocks and 
all of  them wrong?
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‘Better put these on Wanda, I want to start ‘er up—’

Eek!

‘—and taxi over to the garage. Hangar.’

Phew. I put the goggles on and watch him press the button. 
The engine fires at once — would that my Brute did the same — 
and there’s  a sudden strong breeze. I can’t help thinking that one 
of  these would be ideal in the bedroom on a hot summer night 
(flying backwards would confuse the mosquitoes and I wouldn’t 
have to worry so much about what I feed Pu).

Just as we’re moving off  Donald and Ronnie step chatting out 
of  the doorway with mugs of  coffee, or tea, and a plate of  bikkies. 
Pop doesn’t see them. I do — collision imminent — do something.

By the time I realise that I’ve shoved the throttle thing the 
wrong way we’re not only not stopped but are racing towards what 
I know from experience is a three hundred foot drop. My ladylike 
‘Eek’ becomes a long drawn out, wholehearted, no-holds-barred 
wildly enthusiastic scream as we cross the dividing line between 
rumbling wheels and sunlit silence. The last thing I see before my 
eyes clamp tight is Pop fiddling with knobs and tweakers and 
things, his eyes vibrant behind his goggles.

*    *    *

‘Wanda! Speak to me!’

Donald, who else? How sweet the sound, that saved a wretch 
like m—
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‘You can let go now, Wanda.’ 

I know that voice too, it’s Pop Hawke. He sounds relaxed, 
humming to himself  as he tinkers with various mechanical 
doohickeys. He must be getting to know me.

Donald’s strong fingers gently massage mine, trying to break 
my deathgrip on the seat. Hah! You’d need Raewyn at least, but at 
a pinch I guess any aikido expert should be able to do it—

‘Let me try, dear.’ Ronnie’s here too, how nice.

A thousand electric eels bite simultaneously. My tingling hands 
fly at once to my mouth, whimpering for the tidings of  comfort 
and joy that only soft lips can bring.

I open my eyes in surprise, this wasn’t high in my list of  
probabilities. Donald, too, is staring at his mother who is now 
making modest ‘Aw shucks’ body language.

Pop finally flips his goggles up — Houston, the Eagle has 
landed — well done; but for now Wanda wants nothing more than 
to go somewhere private and scream her little head off. Here 
would do nicely but people might confuse me with the Tsunami 
Warning Siren and I wouldn’t want to be responsible for 
thousands of  people leaving work and racing down to the beach. 

Ronnie knows aikido?

‘I’m a mother, dear — one has to learn these things.’ Donald 
has the grace to blush. 

He glares accusingly at his father. ‘I thought you were just 
going to taxi her over to the hangar?’
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Pop grins. ‘So did I — then Wanda took us up. When I saw she 
knew what she was doing I just let her take it.’

I stop mentally rehearsing my scream to listen, this is 
fascinating stuff.

‘Glop?’

‘And that was the nicest landing I’ve ever seen, Wanda. Well 
done, very well done indeed.’

I’m not sure I like the direction this monologue is taking — 
delete private scream, insert bathtub full of  ice-cream with 
lashings of  cartons of  Woody’s. And I still have a shoebox burning 
a hole in the Brute’s boot.

‘We’ll make a fresh brew, dear, you stay and help Wanda.’

Donald’s hands are all over me, and for once it’s legal. I lie 
back and enjoy the sensation of  being divested of  all the straps, it 
reminds me of  a boyfriend I once had. Oops—

‘That’s my skirt, dammit!’

Donald blushes. That’s twice in five minutes, what a lovely 
complement to his blue eyes. He grins sheepishly as he rebuttons 
my skirt; another time, another place …

Coffee comes, hot and strong and black. 

I guzzle shamelessly, as if  prohibition is imminent. The spoon 
rattles in my saucer and the cup rattles against my teeth making a 
nice accompaniment to my rattling knees. No-one notices, they’re 
lazing back in the afternoon sun, casually chatting about lift-to-
weight ratios, and whether polishing the rotors would give greater 
speed and range. We’re sitting in the clifftop arbour, Ronnie 
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excuses herself  and goes to help Templar make the dinner to 
which I’m now invited. My colossal Woody’s ice cream sundae will 
just have to wait on temporary hold (and they have the cheek to 
say I’m not ambitious).

Maybe not ambitious, but something has just tweaked my 
‘subtle’ button. I think I’ve seen the perfect hiding place for a hot 
shoebox full of  who-alone-knows-what.

Now all I have to do is practise lying through my teeth.

*     *     *
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KIT KATS

I haven’t seen hide nor hair of  Rod for over a week and I’m 
missing his craggy smile. Not that he’ll ever speak to me again — 
his cellphone rang just as he was carrying me up the steps to my 
unit with the smell of  sausages and sounds of  revelry by night 
hanging heavy in the air around us. Everyone thought Wanda was 
finally on a promise, and so did Wanda.

He went from festive to restive in milliseconds and told me he 
had to leave at once, if  not sooner. It was lucky for him that all I 
had in reach was a packet of  coffee beans. They exploded on 
impact and showered such revellers as were still on their feet with 
fresh Blue Mountain, but I don’t think he even noticed. He lost no 
face in leaving so inelegantly, it’s widely recognised in the Close 
that where Wanda is concerned discretion is often the only part of  
valour.

My problem now is how can I help Melsen avert World 
Terrorism whilst avoiding any form of  contact with him; how can 
I prosecute my ambitions towards Spenser, and how do I get 
Sonia’s mini off  my tail without her realising she’s been tumbled?

Damn — the Brute turns into Wilkinson Walk, a dead end. I 
really wish he’d ask first, sometimes. Now I’ll just have to face her, 
there’s no way to avoid it.

Oops, the silly girl, I wouldn’t have done that. 

Her little eyes go wide in sudden fright as the Brute’s brakes 
fail. Serves her right for cutting across my bows and stopping. I’m 
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thrown hard against the seat belt when the Brute’s anchors finally 
get a grip, for a moment the world goes pink. 

Goody, flat boobs. 

Even after we stop my foot keeps pumping the brake pedal, a 
form of  lingering exuberance which doesn’t seem to impress 
white-faced little Sonia one bit. She scrapes herself  off  her 
windscreen and storms over to me, fingers twitching on the trigger 
of  a wishful Knickersov assault rifle, her teeth gripping the pin 
rings of  mouthfuls of  wishful grenades — phosphorous, blast, 
fragmentation, gas, neutron, even smoke; anything that might 
deny aid and comfort to Wanda.

‘Lovely to see you too, Sonia—’

‘You did that on purpose!’

I’ve never seen her so excited, she really must be pleased to see 
me, it’s been such a long time.

On purpose? Of  course, the alternative — drive right through 
her — although tempting was unthinkable. Honestly, some people; 
she’d have done the same for me, I’m sure. I keep both hands on 
the Brute’s steering wheel to show peaceful intent and wait for her 
to stop spluttering.

Uh oh — she’s fossicking about in her shoulder bag — the 
Brute’s purr becomes a throbbing growl. 

Relax, she pulls out an envelope and thrusts it through the 
open window, along with a few stray tissues and several condoms 
still in little sealed wrappers. 
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As she storms off  I turn the envelope over and recognise Sha 
Kee’s writing. Conscience immediately doth makes coward of  me 
all, it seizes the opportunity and berates me roundly for my recent 
lack of  attention to detail — little things like sales, getting listings, 
making mailbox drops, attending the rah-rah meetings in the 
office. Or even showing my face in the office, for that matter. I 
make a resolution right here right now that henceforth Wanda will 
be the absolute epitome of  real estate virtue. 

Then I open the envelope.

It doesn’t work.

I’m cut to the quick, Sha Kee sure knows how to kick ‘em 
where it hurts—

‘Wait, Sonia — your little packets, hang on, I’ll pick them up 
for you—’

Too late, she’s off  in a hurry, poor thing. There’s a loud grunch 
of  mismashed gears as her mini lurches away, the Brute’s front 
bumper removing a long stripe of  dust from its port side en 
passant. Arthur Kem? Who the hell is Arthur Kem — that must 
be where she’s going, then, to Arthur Kem. 

So she’s okay for condoms, that’s good. Absently I brush them 
under my seat with my shoe; I’m cringing from a well directed 
broadside of  Sha Kee subtlety, right on target. No recriminations, 
no letter, no note — just a photocopy of  my Salesperson of  The 
Year Certificate. Ouch.

*    *    *
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I take it as a timely challenge and work harder than ever before 
and it shows. My tail is in the dust. But it’s also paying off, 
amazing how lucky you become when you get off  your butt.

Luck? I sold the impossible. 

The Green Dreams Motel is now under new ownership. It took 
only five trips backwards and forwards to negotiate the price up 
from negative thousands to straight gift. Bloomsberry is now the 
proud (?) owner, though what on earth he can possibly want with a 
ratty old twelve unit motel on a full hectare of  land in such a 
popular built up part of  the growing business heart of  town is 
beyond me. I must admit to a degree of  pride in the sale, and at 
least I won’t now have to give the old owner hundreds in 
commission.

There’s a good healthy interest in Bloomsberry’s place, too. 
He’s dropped his price to little more than twice my 
recommendation, I think he’s almost ready to move on it. 
Certainly he keeps moving on me, I’ve learned never to sit down in 
his house—and he’s learned to keep all shelves clear of  fragiles 
when Wanda calls. The little green Twang jug, I note, is 
inconspicuous by its absence. He told me he’s stored it somewhere 
safe.

I’ve done two lots of  mailbox drops, too, carefully avoiding the 
Jolly Junkyard. If  the Jolly Junkmen ever decide to sell I don’t want 
to jolly well know, let ‘em go to Donald, or Serena. 

I also received more death threats, which I find encouraging, 
people are reading their circulars. I can’t take the threats seriously, 
there’s just not that many chilli peppers in the whole Bay.
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All in all I have grounds for a degree of  satisfaction (take that, 
conscience) as I stroll up to my back door with an armful of  mail, 
anticipating a nice cup of  coffee, a cheese and pickled walnut 
sandwich and an early night for once. If  there’s any cheese left, 
that is, I’ve been neglecting my shopping of  late. 

The last thing I’m expecting is to be ambushed.

Mrs Becket’s door crashes open without warning and Wanda 
levitates. Not bad, almost reached the roof-gutter this time. I 
wonder what she wants, she’s looking wondrous grim. Surely she 
can’t be on about me entertaining men in my unit, there was only 
the one and I didn’t even get him past the door — and this while 
she was entertaining every male in the Close; it was standing room 
only in her place on barbecue night. No wonder her cabbages are 
doing so well.

‘Wanda!’

‘Eek!’

She’s armed and dangerous. Her eyes follow mine, she lowers 
the dishmop and I relax. Just as well, all I have to defend myself  is 
my letters and a large tray of  eggs; range eggs, yes, but I should 
sue for misleading advertising, they weren’t free. 

‘Would you pop in here for a moment? There’s something I’d 
like to show you. Coffee?’

She wants to show me coffee, how nice. Perhaps over a cup first 
thing in the morning, right now I’m knack—  Good heavens, 
Puddles has been on a diet? He has his own box to sleep in, and 
what a lovely ginger rug too; Pu sleeps with me. At least he sleeps, 
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I spend much of  my time fighting for air in summer or for at least 
some of  half  of  my share of  the duvet in winter.

Mrs Becket’s unit is the mirror image of  my own, the same but 
backwards. I’d really hate to have to find my way out in the dark 
after a glass of  Woody’s. After two glasses there’d be no problem, 
unless I somnambulate (I’ve been known to sleep in my sleep, but 
never walk, so there’s not a great deal of  risk).

I never knew anyone could have so many flowers, there’s vases 
of  them everywhere — most with little cards or notelets. Damn, I 
know ‘Singing Telegraph’ when I see it — I stiffen, he’s here? Is 
this a trap? Naaa — relax, Wanda. If  he’s made this many 
deliveries either something’s happened to his bugle or I’ve been 
working too hard, I never heard a thing.

Good heavens, it’s Pu. 

What on earth has she done to him, and Puddles is about to eat 
hi— relax, just picked him up and returned him to the box, 
adding him to the others.

Uh oh.

I’m going to be slapped with a caternity suit, I just know it.

‘Well, that was nice, thank you, we really must do it again 
sometime, for now I have to rush—’

Damn, she’s between me and the back door. A quick glance at 
her ranch slider tells me there’s no escape that way either. What 
sort of  paranoiac has a deadlock, for goodness sake? I always rely 
on Pu, he’d shred any intruder. He certainly rearranged my dress 
that time I stepped on him in the dark — fancy sleeping on the 
rug when I was working late. Lucky I know his weakness, he went 
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from atavistic to sweetness and light the moment I snatched up the 
can opener.

Kittens? 

Pu?

No wonder he’s been so smug lately.

‘It wasn’t me—’

‘Relax, Wanda, I’m keeping them. There’s only three, aren’t 
they adorable?’

If  they’re Pu’s offspring I’ll hold judgement on that. I peer in 
past the purring Puddles at three gorgeous little Pulets. Perfect 
copies, right down to the little furry socks.

Aaaah.

I reach down. At once six sets of  tiny claws sink in, followed as 
an afterthought by the medium artillery that is Puddles. Hah! 
What a wimp he is — she is — after Pu.

 I withdraw my hand delicately and remove the kittens one at a 
time; don’t want anybody getting hurt. Yep. Perfect little Pulets, no 
argument there.

The last looks me right in the eye as I loosen his claws, his tiny 
mouth opening wide — uh oh. I do the only thing I can to stop his 
jaws from closing on my throbbing digit.

‘Funny, I wouldn’t have thought of  that.’ 

Mrs Becket is genuinely impressed. 
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The kitten’s claws finally release my right hand, he swings 
happily from the little finger of  my left; too good-mannered to 
purr with his mouth full. Blue eyes, cute.

‘Wanda, I know what you do for a living—’

Eek, not again—

‘—and I understand how it is, I really do, but do you have to 
bring your work home?’

Someone’s house has shown up, looking for me?

‘Glop?’

‘I mean all those strange men about the place.’

But they live here — wait, perhaps she means unknown 
strange?

Absently I reach down and remove a kitten from halfway up 
my pantyhose. Nice try, kid, but better men that you didn’t make it 
to the top either. 

Ouch, more teeth.

‘There was a man picking my lock this afternoon when I got 
home. He said he was the official knob tester from Neighbourhood 
Watch. Gave me ten out of  ten for my Yalubb, he did, and asked 
when you were due home.’

I look at her with new respect. Mrs Becket has a nasty 
suspicious little mind, I like that in a neighbour. Sometimes.

‘What was he like?’

She goes all dreamy. Ah, like that.
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Could be anybody.

‘He was gorgeous. American. I like Americans, they sure know 
how to treat a lady—’

Rick.

‘—I’d have invited him in but I don’t want to lose my Sundays 
— so I told him you were in bed asleep and not to be disturbed.’

Well done.

Constant repetition dulls the edge of  meaning, I give away the 
idea of  trying to put Mrs Becket right on the subject of  my 
occupation. For now it’s enough to know that I’m not being sued 
for maintenance, and that Rick is trying to penetrate my defences. 
I must have something he wants, goody, now I have two highly 
trained agents to avoid.

Sundays?

*     *     *
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PURSUIT

Once is an event, twice could be coincidence but a third 
confirms a trend. Bloomsberry is the third client of  mine to defect 
to Sonia in as many days. I smell vindictive poaching, a skull is 
being dugged and I don’t like it. If  Sonia is poaching on my patch 
she’s going to be blasted. Okay, technically Bloomsberry is on her 
patch, but I inherited him fair and square when she was 
temporarily in bed alone, with the ‘flu.

I can’t go whimpering to Sha Kee with mere suspicions, 
though, I’ll need proof. She’s beginning to smile at me again, I 
don’t want to rock the boat, not without concrete evidence 
(preferably in the form of  overboots for little Sonia, and involving 
the co-operation of  very deep water).

For now something less dramatic would suffice, like a photo of  
Sonia in bed with Bloomsberry, or similar. I should be so lucky, in 
the meantime I have to hustle if  I want to retain a full portfolio.

My new cellphone rings, sounding urgent — they all sound 
urgent when you’re rocketing around the Bays looking for Sonia’s 
mini and trying hard not to be seen by Melsen, Rick, or at this 
speed, Todd. I hit the anchors and take a hard left, into an uphill 
driveway that’s partly hidden by overhanging bush. Sylvan 
seclusion if  you get the listing, urban fire trap if  you don’t.

Conscience makes a coward of  me again, the effect 
compounded by guilt. I answer the cellphone, hoping against hope 
that the driveway’s owner doesn’t come home and want to use his 
drive. People can be so damned inconsiderate at times … it’s 
Todd.
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‘Eek?’

‘Wanda!’

‘Todd! How nice. Just thinking of  you. Glop?’

His chuckle leaves the ground, flies hundreds of  kilometres up, 
ricochets from an orbiting satellite and comes back down to the 
cellphone where it rattles my eardrums.

‘Speeding again, were we?’ 

Good heavens, him too? Psychic, he has to be. Down boy, good 
cop. Copped — do I throw myself  on the mercy of  the court right 
now and get it over with, or should I run to the ends of  the earth? 
Isn’t the Foreign Legion an equal opportunity employer these 
days? Would a kepi suit me?

‘Wanda?’

Oh yes, Todd. For now deny everything. It’s all the same in a 
hundred years anyway.

A flash of  lightning catches my eye in the mirror, from habit I 
count off  the seconds. I always stop at ten because any storm more 
than two miles away is hardly a threat. Not here, at least.

‘Ten. Nothing!’  

‘What?’

‘Todd?’

‘Wanda, can you talk?’

Can I talk? Of  course I can talk, the problem for most people is 
getting Wanda to shut up. Thunder, finally? False alarm, it’s a 
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Jetliner climbing far overhead, hundreds of  battery-people flexing 
their knees and gambling with deep vein thrombothingy.

‘Wanda!’

I drag myself  back to the moment, trying hard to ignore the 
world’s biggest pit bull currently slobbering all over my passenger-
side window. Lovely teeth, I should try gnawing a few bones myself 
sometime. If  they’re healthy bones, not fluoridated—

‘Wanda?’

Oh, yes — ‘Yes?’

‘I’d like to meet you after work, are you free tonight?’

His sergeant is on leave again? Wait, I resent the inference, I 
never thought of  myself  as cheap, but free? 

I nod.

Outside the pit bull nods too, his head synchronising with 
mine. Cute, love those red eyes.

‘Wan-daaa!’

Oh, of  course, not everyone has a two-way tv cellphone yet.

‘Yes?’

‘I said I’d like — Bloody hell! … Cop you later—’

Just like that I’m cut off, the phone goes dead. A second or so 
later it starts playing Greensleeves in lieu of  a tone. Is that classy, 
or what?

From somewhere close at hand a siren sounds. Event.

CONTENTS! Page 286



As I back back down the driveway, followed by an anxious 
(ravenous?) pit bull, a white mini hurtles by. Coincidence.

I stop at the end of  the driveway to let Todd’s prowler, 
sparkling red, white, and blue like a giant patriotic panda hurtle 
past in hot pursuit of  the mini. Trend confirmed, minis attract 
official attention; glad I’m not in one.

Two kilometres down the road I pass Todd’s car parked some 
distance behind Sonia’s mini. Todd has Sonia spread-eagled 
against it with her palms flat on top, enjoying a good frisking. 
Other than the two spray cans of  Mace at her feet — and now a 
tiny radio? — no, an electronic stun-gun — she has to be clean. In 
a manner of  speaking. There’s a soft crack as I go by and a spidery 
hole appears in one of  her side windows. Good heavens, I didn’t 
know ballpoint pens came in that calibre.

Todd looks up and catches my eye, I haven’t seen him grin like 
that since the time I dropped the Rugby Captain with a deep 
frozen rat in lab class. I wave and give Sonia a toot of  
encouragement, the look on her face would make me a fortune if  I 
could bottle it — people could wear it round their necks instead of 
garlic.

*    *    *

Meeting Todd always means Le Batard unless otherwise 
specified. ‘After work’ can mean any time, Todd’s shifts vary and 
my own hours are somewhat plastic. (In real estate regularity is a 
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thing of  the past unless you take special care with your diet—
funny, since discovering Woof  I’ve never had any problems).

So an afterwork appointment to meet Todd always has a 
certain refreshing spontaneity about it — we missed each other by 
a mere two days once, I decided he wasn’t going to turn up after 
my fifth latté. That was the night I had to walk home, the Brute 
kept shaking too much to let me put the key in his lock. Funny, I 
had to sleep under the porch, too — sleep? — I had the same 
problem trying to get the key in my front door.

A shadow falls across my plate. I look up, it’s Todd. Anyone else 
trying to snaffle my croissant like that would get creamed, I’m a bit 
territorial sometimes.

There’s something different about him — black face, black 
hair, black uniform (nice shreds); his hands are black too and he 
smells like a deranged kipper.

‘Have you taken up bad habits?’

A white grin appears in the black as he plonks down a latté and 
two grubby doughnuts. 

‘Don’t ask. Actually, it happened when I was testing Sonia’s 
lipstick.’

Todd’s coming out? Naaaa.

‘Lipstick, all over? Unusual shade, even for Sonia. It’s really not 
your colour—’ 

It’s not, either. Peach Blush would suit him much better.

The grin widens, good cheer freely dispensed.
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‘It was a mini smoke bomb. Had me fooled, best I’ve ever seen. 
Had to get rid of  it quick, there was a truck coming—’

I could see why he wouldn’t want a truckie to see him with a 
smoking lipstick. People talk.

‘—tossed it into her mini … did you know her car had a petrol 
leak? Damn thing shouldn’t have been on the road.’  I gather from 
the satisfied smile as he settles down that it’s not, now.

‘How is she taking it?’

Quite without conscience he uses half  a doughnut to mop the 
creamy foam from the top of  my latté. I love it when he does that, 
he looks so … predatory. 

‘She’s not overjoyed. Funny, I’ve never seen anything like it — 
she grabbed my hand and pulled me off. Quite some distance, 
actually — usually a petrol fire brews up with a whoomf, hers went 
with one hell of  a bang. Lucky I’d parked a fair bit behind.’

I’m glad. Todd is so proud of  his prowler, it would break his 
heart if  anything happened to it. A bit like me with the Brute, I 
guess.

‘Where is she now?’

His grin is a delight. Talking with his mouth full I can ignore, 
the hand inoffensively trying its luck with my knee gets the 
standard slap. Proprieties have to be observed.

‘Ouch. Thank you. After she stopped swearing I took her in 
and charged her. She’s out on bail now, pending more charges — I 
got writer’s cramp. Made her wash and polish my car, too, it was 
all over soot … my sergeant’s organising for the forensic bods to 

CONTENTS! Page 289



poke about in what’s left of  the mini, she’s not happy; a mini 
shouldn’t leave a three metre crater in the road.’

For no reason at all, I shiver. Brrr. Sonia must use the high 
octane.

‘Is it a good idea to have her running around loose?’

The last half  of  his second doughnut breaks off  in my latté and 
disappears. Hard luck, I get salvage rights. He shrugs 
philosophically as I raise the bowl to my lips.

Pure reflex kicks in, my knee thuds the underside of  the table 
and flattens his hand. Swine! And I nearly fell for it, the oldest 
male trick in the book. He looks quite rueful as he pulls his 
throbbing hand from under and flexes the fingers. Still working, no 
damage and we’re about equal on points.

‘She’s not exactly running round loose. I’ve had a word with 
Sha Kee, told her Sonia’s only allowed out if  she can be kept 
under close supervision—’

Uh oh.

‘—Sha Kee said she’d put her with one of  her best people—’

Double uh oh.

‘—so starting tomorrow she’s with Frieda.’

Phew. 

‘But Frieda can’t have her at night—’

Uh oh.

‘—neither can Sha kee, that only leaves—’
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No way!

‘—Roger, as first choice. He’s rapt.’

Phew. 

More the fool him, she’ll bust his other leg and flatten him with 
the stump if  he even breathes.

‘Anyway, I didn’t invite you here to discuss Sonia — I have an 
announcement to make.’

Oh … it had to happen, I always knew it would. He’s getting 
married, he’s finally tying the knot with his sexy sergeant. I met 
her once, at a Blue Lamp barbecue the Bays Police put on, free, 
for local youth, to show the community that modern kids aren’t all 
a bunch of  ratbags. It was cancelled soon after it started because 
someone stole all the sausages, and while the sergeant was 
interviewing a line of  suspects someone else stole the charcoal, and 
while Todd was chasing them the barbecue disappeared along 
with all the cutlery, plates, and everyone’s hubcaps.

Sergeant Angelina is a lovely person. She’s just a little taller 
than me with fiery red hair that billows in the wind when she lets it 
out and a temper to match. I’m ever so happy, it will be a dream 
marriage for them both. I can’t help it, a tear wells up and plops 
down into my latté.

‘Bloody hell — Wanda, I’m only being promoted—’

What? Life goes on? Give me my tear back. Not that Todd was 
ever a starter, unless one of  us wins the Lotto; but why change 
things?

‘Glop?’
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‘—I’m being made sergeant and put in charge. Angel is being 
transferred to the Helensburg station.’

Ah. Congratulations are in order. While I’m sifting through the 
list of  appropriate clichés the last of  my croissant disappears. 
Sergeant or not, he’s quick.

‘Bloody hell!’  

But is he quick enough? 

His bowl is empty and he’s only just realised. Honestly, some 
people, how on earth do they make sergeant?

Slap!

Not even a nice try, too reactive, too predictable. Anyway, kittens 
get further than that.

*     *     *

‘Wanda — what have you done?’ Raewyn’s eyes are wide and 
concerned.

Done? Nothing, no sins rise in front of  my eyes, darkening the 
view, my conscience is as free as Sonia to her prospects.

‘Done?’

‘Boss wants to see you the moment you step in and I’m to hold 
all calls. It’s not looking good—’

This doesn’t look good.
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I run a quick critical eye over myself, skirt’s on straight. Is my 
hair nicely brushed — silly question, I’m the only person I know 
with self-brushing hair, it’s almost always immaculate. I’ve given 
up wondering how or why, I just accept it gratefully. And still 
brush.

Sha Kee puts her pencil down as I step in. Raewyn closes the 
door silently behind me, my very own personal crack of  doom. 
Sha Kee doesn’t stand, she just motions me to a spot on the carpet 
in front of  her desk. It’s a spot I know well, especially reserved for 
miscreants and is known by all and sundry as ‘Wanda’s website’.

Brrr. A few quick shivers wouldn’t go amiss right now but I 
don’t want to lose points so I transmogrify the urge. 

Not a good start. Sha Kee finishes wiping in silence and hands 
the tissue to me.

‘You’ve been poaching.’

Goody, no beating about the bush, no lead in, no delicacy, she 
goes straight for the jugular. I like that.

‘Glop?’

How can a five-foot-nothing diminutive fill my whole vision? 
Must be some mystical side effect of  all the Ly Chee she practises.

‘Don’t try to deny it. Sonia and Frieda both—’

Et tu, Frieda? 

‘Poaching?’ 
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Damn, that sounds trite. I mean outraged innocence but it 
emerges as squeak. Memo: read more, build a better vocabulary 
for a better tomorrow.

‘Wanda, how could you? You, of  all people! And I had such 
high hopes …’

My heart goes out to her, she’s so disappointed in me.

Poaching? Moi? Never!

She jerks open a drawer and brings out some grubby business 
cards and a couple of  photographs. The way she tosses them 
down on the desk in front of  me suggests I should look at them.

I look down and recognise the name on one of  the cards 
straight away. Wanda Lust … hey, I know her—

‘Yes, Miss Lust. Yours.’

Really? I didn’t know I’d lost them. The photos are no more 
elucidating. There’s a lovely shot of  the tail end of  the Brute half  
concealed by shrubbery, with a huge dog standing with legs braced 
against the window, peering in. Visible in the picture is a mailbox 
with the number sixty-nine and a little notice stating ‘Junkmail 
Posters Will be Savaged’.  Another says ‘Beware of  the Dog too’.

Also there’s a photo of  me talking to a man in the doorway of  
a shop, could be anybody, anywhere; and there’s a picture of  the 
Brute parked in front of  a house, I’m apparently offering my 
elevated rear end to a googly-eyed househusband type.

‘Wanda, this is totally unacceptable! This card—’

She picks up one of  the muddy cards and hands it across, I 
take it automatically. Yep, definitely a card, she has me there.
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‘—was found on a property in Oaktree. Sonia’s patch. There’s 
no reason why it should have been there, unless, of  course, you 
dropped it whilst poaching.’

Damn, this isn’t happening.

‘And this card was given to me by the Manageress of  the 
Templar Hotel when I called there after Frieda said you’d been 
prospecting on her patch—’

Ouch. This will be a toughie. I don’t think she’ll respond too 
brightly to tales of  secret agents.

‘This other photo clearly shows your car hidden — clumsily, I 
might add — up a driveway on Sonia’s patch.’

Now I recognise that dog, he’s the one with all the lovely teeth. 
Damn, I still haven’t tried gnawing bones. 

‘That explains the lightning, then.’

‘What?’

Oops. I have to get over my habit of  thinking out loud, it tends 
to discombobulate people.

Suddenly I see it all. Sonia, of  course. 

I’ve been set up, superbly — no, I’ve been superbly taken 
advantage of. Wanda sets herself  up just by breathing. I gather 
that this won’t be a good time to go to Sha Kee with my suspicions 
about Sonia, especially since she has Frieda convinced, too.

‘Have you nothing to say in your defense?’

Her dark eyes flash fire and she’s quivering. Poaching is the 
only unforgivable sin in real estate. For all that, she’s still looking at 
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me hopefully, but how can I defend against this? I’ve been wrung 
out and hung out, cut out and dried out; photos don’t lie. Much.

‘No?’

I shake my head, too full to speak.

‘Then I have no option, Wanda. Give me your blazer. You’re 
grounded, pending investigation. You’re no longer to deal in real 
estate, as of  now your certificate is frozen. Raewyn will collect 
your business cards on your way out, Roger and Alice will field all 
your calls and service your clients — and may God have mercy on 
your soul.’

The door opens and Raewyn steps in, eyeing me warily. 
There’s a loud silence as she marches me through the office, 
suddenly I’m outside, blinking in the sunlight.

*    *    *

There has to be an up side to my sudden change in lifestyle. At 
least I’ll have more free time to devote to new interests. Model 
making for example, I must remember to buy some beeswax and a 
few more cartons of  pins. You never know, it might just work.

Not a good line of  thought. Wanda needs more positive mental 
therapy. I should be looking forward, not back. Okay, just for now 
I’ve been checked but it’s not the end of  the game, that doesn’t 
come till I’ve been mated.

Oh goody, free time. 
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Hey, I can do a mailbox drop — whoa, Wanda’s not allowed to 
do blasted mailbox drops. Damn. For once I really want to do a 
mailbox drop — to feel the gravel crunching underfoot near a 
hundred different mailboxes, to feel unseen eyes tracking my every 
move from behind curtains, to take flying leaps into the Brute 
moments before slobbering dogs arrive (or in one particular 
instance, a deranged rabbit.)(An imported American attack-bunny, 
would you believe?).

Life is just so unfair, sometimes. Now that I have all the time in 
the world to practise real estate I’m not allowed to practise real 
estate, which otherwise takes all the time in the world. Ouch.

I need ice cream.

At ten in the a.m. perhaps ice cream by the gallon mightn’t be 
such a good idea. Dammit, I want to be creamed.

Then I need coffee. 

A nice gallon of  Latté topped with lashings of  hot cappuccinos 
with a finely ground family-size bar of  choc sprinkled over. To hell 
with the little black cocktail number — face it Wanda, you’ll never 
get to wear it.

Okay, I need a hug.

Oof  — I bounce off  Donald Hawke’s heavy frame, why the 
hell doesn’t he watch where I’m going, dammit?

‘Wanda.’

Correct, top marks. I try to pick myself  up — funny, he 
normally catches me. I perceive a degree of  ice in his usually 
warm blue eyes, brrr. No hugs here.
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Belatedly he hauls me to my feet and lets go.

‘I heard that you’ve been suspended for poaching — is this 
true?’

Sod you too, Hawke.

‘Yep.’

News travels fast. I wonder who told him? Probably Sha Kee, 
making sure that everyone in the Bay knows just in case Wanda 
tries to join another firm.

‘Wanda, how could you?’

Et tu, Donald?

‘I had no option—’

‘But poaching?’ 

Nobody in real estate likes a poacher. Competition between 
firms may be ferocious, often we have to queue up to interview 
prospective listings, but within a firm the patch is sacrosanct. 

I shrug, take me or leave me.

The icy glare softens, his shoulders relax; sight unseen I’m 
forgiven, even for poaching.

‘I need a temp, Wanda, if  you’d like the work?’

No, thanks. As if  I’d ever work for a firm that would employ a 
blasted poacher. Anyway, I haven’t been fired, just suspended. 
How long I’ll be kept in suspense is unknown, but the commission 
from the sale of  the Mansion won’t last forever. Pu needs to be fed 
several times a day or he takes it out on my slippers; so far I’ve 
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kept up the installments but the poor old bunnies wouldn’t survive 
arrears.

However, I have my pride and will not accept charity.

‘It isn’t charity, Wanda, I really do need someone … and you 
won’t be doing anything that might clash with Sha Kee’s interests.’

His eyes are warm and twinkling again, and he hasn’t let go of  
my arm. His grip is warm and twinkling, too — rowf !

‘What do you want me to do?’

For a moment his eyes go glassy, I think I could have worded it 
better. He shakes his head and smiles.

‘Just drive the van, Wanda, and put up the signs whenever we 
get a new listing. No calls, no selling, no prospecting — you’ll 
never have to go on to anyone’s property, so no dogs … how about 
it?’ He’s nodding, yes, yes, take it.

Me, drive the signage van? 

Follow the sales elite and hammer in their damned posts and 
staple up their blasted signs, all day? No way. 

Me, with regular hours, and regular pay? No way. Where’s the 
excitement, the adventure, the cut and thrust, the thrills, the very 
romance of  real estate — oops, regular pay—?

‘When do I start?’

His smile shames the sun as his hand flies inside his jacket, 
pulling out a box of  Hawke Realty cards. My name is on the 
sample stuck to the top — so new the ink is still wet behind the 
‘e’s. I look up, we’re standing in the doorway of  Caxton’s Instant 
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Printshop where “Someday Your Prints Will Come”. Donald was 
hurrying out when I banged into him and I’ve only been 
unemployed for five minutes. New record? 

Fax, Sha Kee must’ve broadcast the news by fax or e-mails.

‘Now, Miss Lust, come with me while I run an errand. Then 
I’ll show you the ropes.’ Oops, ropes — been there, done that. 

I have to jog to keep up as he strolls briskly into the Dunromin 
Travel Agency. Crowds of  browsers part like fish as he strides to 
the desk where a bored girl looks up and drops her pencil.

Fiji? For two?

Two?

First class?

Bastard, I’ll—

‘Done!’ 

He smiles as he folds the tickets into his jacket pocket. ‘Mum 
and Pop’ll have no excuse now, these tickets are non-refundable.’

I breathe again. From sheer paranoia I was thinking of  Sonia. 
Damn, why didn’t he say so before and spare me all the heartache?

‘Glop?’

‘They haven’t had a holiday in years, keep putting it off. Now 
they’ll just have to go, the booking’s for tomorrow — will you drive 
them to the airport in your van?’

I don’t have a van — oh. Of  course, but—?
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‘Wanda, my mother hates spending money unnecessarily — 
she’d rather make a dozen trips on a bike with the luggage on her 
head than take a taxi.’

Oh.

‘I’ve booked them into the Tututango Hotel for the first week, 
just to unwind. After that they’re free agents … Mum likes 
SCUBA and Pop can catch up on his sky diving. They’ll be back 
revitalised at the end of  the month, and you’ll be invited round to 
watch the vids and help drink the kava.’

Kava? I didn’t know they still made it, something to do with the 
lack of  qualified people. Live and learn. Anyway, he can’t expect 
me to believe all that about Ronnie and Pop, there must be some 
hyperbole here— they just don’t look like people who need to 
unwind.

At the back of  my mind a tiny idea surfaces and runs around in 
small circles trying to attract attention, ruthlessly I ignore it.

I’m in enough trouble already.                                 

*     *     *
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SONIA AGROUND

It’s fun. All I do is call into the office where Jasmin gives me the list 
of  the day’s new postings and makes sure I have enough signs 
before sending me into an unsuspecting world. In and out in 
moments, which must be a good thing (judging by the way Sonia 
was bragging about a boyfriend of  hers once).

Funny, in the three days I’ve been doing my signs I’ve seen 
neither hide nor hair of  the Sha Kee mob. At least I’m not 
constrained to a patch, I now get to cover the whole of  the Bays 
area. 

Donald’s sales force was a bit aloof  at first but they accepted 
me when Donald explained that nothing’s proven; the clincher was 
when he told them it was Sonia who brought the charges against 
me. They took to me like chickens to garden mulch when they 
discovered that I’ll happily work all hours, that I can whop up a 
sign within minutes of  them getting the listing, day or night. 

Only once so far has there been any trouble. I was attacked by 
bees at two in the morning. Luckily I’d just bent down to pick up 
my stapler, the whole angry swarm razzed right over the top of  me 
— then the front tire of  the motorbike across the street chose that 
very moment to explode. I hotfooted it out of  there before 
someone came out and tried to blame me for all the racket.

Now I’m finishing a new sign right at the foot of  the road that 
climbs to the Mansion. There’s nobody home up there, Ronnie 
and Pop are in Fiji, probably catching crabs.
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So I suppose I really should do the decent thing and pop up 
and run an eye over their place, just from the outside.

And while I’m at it, wander round and check all the windows, 
to make sure they haven’t got the burglars in, that sort of  thing?

And perhaps, remove a cardboard box from that spider-
covered old brick barbecue … dammit, I’ll never get a clearer run 
or a better chance to see what’s inside, shoes be damned. 

Melsen doesn’t seem to have missed his box at all. Certainly he 
hasn’t been round asking about it. Maybe the Manageress at the 
Templar hasn’t even noticed yet?

Hah — I knew it, the front gates are wide open. Now I have to 
go in, to make sure.

Cat up on his post again, I see. 

Everything looks normal. 

The doors and windows seem secure too, from here, but a 
burgle-person would be silly to do anything where she could be 
seen from the road.

The last thing I expect to see after locking the van, and 
bimbling cheerfully round the side of  the house on foot, is Rod.

In person.

In person, with protective earmuffs on, walking the lawn 
making side to side sweeps with the world’s quietest weeding 
machine. Either that or he’s forgotten to turn it on; poor bugger, 
it’ll take weeks to cut the grass like that.

CONTENTS! Page 303



Beyond him the Rover is parked in the shade under a huge 
macrocrappa tree, and it’s not alone. Samantha, in the world’s 
skimpiest ever bootlaces is sitting like a whore’s d’oeuvre on a 
lingham tablecloth, caught in the act of  pouring three coffees from 
the ancient percolator. Gas ring, of  course.

Three?

Did I miss someone?

Rod finishes his sweep and goes to her. Sam points at me, he 
takes the earmuffs off  and a huge smile of  welcome cracks his 
face.

Three?

‘One’s for you, Wanda, do please join us.’ Sam’s voice hasn’t 
changed a bit, it’s still essence of  music. Bitch.

There’s a subtle exchange of  glances as she hands him a coffee, 
his gaze lingering longer than is necessary or decent in mixed 
company. I grit my teeth. With the worst will in the world even I 
have to admit she is stunning. She’s also oblivious to the fact. Did 
he shake his head imperceptibly, there, and did she nod?

There’s a loud squawk from the earmuffs as he puts the 
weedeater down next to the percolator but Sam leans over and 
touches something, cutting the squawk off  in mid yowl while Rod 
hauls his face away and catches my eye; going pink. Hah, a 
conscience, serves him right, men should be more discreet when 
they’re ogling. Not that I blame him though, nice boobs.

And I should learn to be more discreet, too. Obviously the 
Hawkes took the gardener along with the property; and he’s now 
an item with Spenser’s nurse. 
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There has to be a relationship, they’re so relaxed in each 
other’s company and the au-naturel outfit she’s almost wearing 
bespeaks intimacy of  some kind, or at least she’s confident he can 
be trusted — wait — didn’t she say he’s gay? 

My blood runs cold. 

What if  he’s one of  those acey-doucey types? Not that it 
worries me at all, if  she wants him he can have her, I’m after 
bigger fish, sod it. But wait — if  she’s here, then Spenser must be 
in the wings? Am I hijacking his coffee? I peer round but there’s 
no sign of  him.

‘Are you staying for lunch, Wanda?’

‘Lunch?’

‘Lunch.’ Samantha has that patient tone, it’ll be monosyllabic 
words next. ‘We’ve brought some sausages and steaky bits, and 
there’s a barbecue round the back—’

No!

The sudden horror must be showing on my face, luckily the 
cup is made of  strong stuff  and just clangs off  my teeth. Stainless 
steel, good choice.

‘—and we brought some salady bits if  you’ve gone veggie. 
There’s plenty, so don’t worry.’

I have to sit still while she sponges coffee from my legs, Rod 
goes bright pink again and gets up. Gay? Naaa. I’d get up too but 
it would be unseemly of  me to break away from Sam’s 
ministrations. I’m trapped until the sponge bath is finished, during 
which Rod exits stage left with a bag of  charcoal, bottle of  meths, 
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box of  Pyroblast long matches (‘Light Your Coals, Not Your 
Fingers’) and a cheery grin.

Poop.

By the time Sam’s finished, having followed the tissues with 
scented baby-wipes (from a pink plastic dispenser, wet and cool) 
there’s no sign of  Rod. Typical.

There may yet be time. 

I spring to my feet but she beats me to it, cheerfully stuffing 
packets of  things into my hands. And arms. And piling more on 
top until all sensory input is reduced to the sound of  her voice. My 
worst fears are confirmed, I get all the easy stuff. Blast, I really 
hate not pulling my share.

The old barbecue has been despidered, cranked open, fuelled 
up, lit, and is now blazing. What a wonderful shape to generate 
roaring heat, a brick pyramid, how nice. Already the grill plate is 
dull red. Sausages and steaks would vaporise on contact. 

Anything inside must now be gas.

*    *    *

I’ve seen Sonia several times, in the distance. Give her credit, 
she’s down but not out (she has an infuriating ability to turn any 
situation to  advantage).

Most of  the time she’s with Frieda, but just sometimes she’s by 
herself, peddling her bod through the Bay on a ten speed bicycle. 
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It hasn’t cramped her style at all, I saw her once from far off, 
rocketing down Dead Man’s Hill with a wide-eyed prospect on the 
luggage rack holding on with both hands — dammit, those aren’t 
handles — but she didn’t seem worried. It’s only a matter of  time 
before the insurance pays up and she can replace her Bigfoot with 
a Biggafoot (newest model).

So she’s alright but I’m no closer to being able to prove my own 
innocence, which is a mere bagatelle compared to explaining to a 
CIA operative that he’ll have to find a new home for his favourite 
shoes.

*     *     *

CONTENTS! Page 307



ROUNDABOUT FIRE

The words to the old song keep echoing in my brain, ‘Life gets 
tedious, don’t it?’.

I wish.

At four in the morning with Dawn’s left hand in the sky a wee bit 
of  tedium is only to be expected, almost as a sort of  birthright. But 
does Wanda get it? No.

The Hawke Realty van shudders under a full power turn as I 
haul it once more around the roundabout next to JetGirl’s 
bookstore ‘Brain Food and IQ Tit-bits’. Catchy, I like it.

Fifth time around and whoever it is in the darkened van with 
blacked out windows behind me hasn’t gained an inch. Surely he 
must be getting dizzy, I certainly am. 

Six times. Love that huge Harry Potter poster in the bookshop 
window, I now know the times of  all the matinees.

Seventh time, quick glance in the mirror — amazing how 
quickly the unusual becomes routine — oops, he’s not there. Hah! 
That’ll teach the silly sod to try it on with Wanda … too late my 
panic transfers to the brake pedal, there’s a Gotterdammerung 
BOOM as the red lights in my path shatter into a million pieces, 
along with the front end of  Donald’s van. My door flies open on 
impact and the blossoming fireball picks me up, carries me across 
the street, and drops me in a doorway behind stacked milk. Damn, 
I use green top these days, trying to lose weight (I just can’t bring 
myself  to give up on the little black cocktail number).
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Over the snap, crackle and pop of  rapidly oxidising vans I hear 
the sound of  an approaching prowler with siren on full (it must be 
Todd, he’s on nights this month), just before the shop door behind 
me bangs open and the world disappears in a blaze of  silver stars.

*    *    *

‘Wanda?’

I know Todd’s voice, so it can’t be him. He’s alive and I’m 
dead.

‘Wanda, speak to me!’

I know Donald’s voice too, it’s not that one; so I’ll just have to 
run with my first pick. Todd.

I open my eyes. Good call, it’s Todd. And he has taken up bad 
habits, he’s all sootened again. Nice shreds. Idly I wonder just how 
many uniforms he has left.

‘Wanda, dammit!’

Oops, emphatic. I really should put his mind at rest, the poor 
dear looks quite worried under all his lovely carbon.

‘Glop?’

‘Thank goodness, she’s alright—’

‘That was a nasty knocking up, I am telling you.’

I know that voice too, it’s Ramset Ram Singh, his family has 
owned the Delhi Belhi Dairy for generations. Of  course I took a 
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nasty knock, why don’t people check for recumbent Wandas before 
they come rushing out?

‘Can you get up, Wanda?’

‘Life gets tedious, don’t it?’

‘She’s delirious, I am telling you.’

‘No, she’s alright, thank heavens.’

Enough of  a good thing is a sufficiency for the day thereof, or 
something; I apply effort to various groups of  organic levers and 
the Wanda conglomerate staggers to its feet.

‘Oh, my golly goodness gracious—’

‘Wanda!’

This really is different. 

I stand up but what’s left of  my baggy tracksuit stays right 
where it was. Is. Fascinating, there’s a Wanda outline on the 
ground in tracksuit bits. Which means I’m not wearing a great 
deal, if  even that. But I’m not cold, the blazing wrecks still 
consummating their recent nuptials are making sure of  that. 
Damn, it’s always the same, never a sausage handy when you have 
a decent fire.

‘Morning, Wanda!’

‘Yo, Wanda!’

Ted and Jackson wave as they trot by, playing out hoses from 
the reel on the Bays fire engine. Mitch on the control panel catches 
my eye, he waves cheerily as he spins the little brass thing. There’s 
a colossal PHOO, Ted and Jackson momentarily leave the ground 
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and just like that last night’s ball of  fire becomes this morning’s 
heap of  ashes. Steam blankets the street — much like a Close 
barbecue but without the hangover.

Speaking of  which, my head hurts, and there’s a huge lump. 
The huge lump backs out of  the wreckage and flips its visor up. 
Sally Hempthorn smiles the happy smile of  someone who’s come 
to grips with the realisation that the gravitationally challenged can 
do a useful job too, so long as people don’t mind how the uniform 
fits.

‘Any sign of  the other driver at all?’ That’s Todd being a 
policeman, again.

‘Nothing. He must’ve jumped out before impact and scarpered, 
probably frightened of  being done for drink.’

Damn. It’s too late to feign insanity, Todd’s giving me that 
‘C’mere, you, and talk to me lots’ look again. I sense a nasty 
suspicious mind at work behind the singed eyebrows.

I make my eyes go wide, it works every time.

‘Goodness, Todd! Eek. What happened to you?’

It’s a weak pre-emptive counterattack, but it will have to do. 
Uh oh, he’s not buying it, not this time. 

Mrs Ramset Ram Singh steps out from behind her motionless 
husband and slips a large woolly overcoat over my shoulders. 
There’s a collective ‘Awww’ from the thronging onlookers, many of 
them in pyjamas and two in wetsuits.

Ram Singh suddenly loses the dreamy look — actually, he’s 
gone bright pink under all that brown; his diminutive wife beckons 
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him to lean over so she can slap him for me. Sally’s snort drowns 
out the slap. Slaps. Slapping; don’t stop her now, she’s got the 
range and on a roll. Nice beat.

Sally glares towards Todd.

‘He dived into that lot looking for you, instead of  leaving it to 
the professionals.’ She sounds quite miffed. 

Todd passes Sally’s glare on to me. And so he should, there’s 
lines of  demarcation — how would he like it if  Sally went around 
arresting people?

Oh! He thought I was still in there, and went looking? That’s 
just so sweet. Next time check behind the milk first.

A companionable silence falls, with everyone staring 
expectantly at Wanda. Hard luck, the buttons are holding.

‘Well?’ 

Todd is getting impatient, like he’d be really pleased to get back 
to the office and start filling in hundreds of  report forms. He also 
has that “track it back to source” look which suggests that only a 
miracle can save me now. I need divine help.

Far overhead a cosmic traveller expires in the upper reaches, a 
fiery moment of  glory both silent and unseen. Damn, not this 
time.

Several more moments of  expectancy pass; people staring at 
Wanda, Wanda begging for her miracle, any miracle — a shower 
of  sheep, a plague of  cricket players, anything at all.

Nothing. 
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A huge truck with a crane on the back rumbles the length of  
the road and grinds to a halt right in front of  us. Two pairs of  eyes 
scan the gathering and settle on me. Todd reluctantly breaks off  
from roasting me with his icy gaze and goes to the driver; Mr. and 
Mrs. Ramset Ram Singh and now their little Singhlets too go 
inside and shut the door, the crowd disperses and Wanda is left all 
alone.

Damn, no miracle, I’ll just have to wing it.

Sudden horror, how the hell do I explain all this to Donald?

*    *    *

The new van is a beauty. It’s this year’s Daipoo Gotuloo; two 
front doors, a loading door each side, a rear door that opens into a 
shelter against the elements and two hatches in the roof.

My first official job in it is to collect Ronnie and Pop Hawke 
from the airport, both tanned and fighting fit. Ronnie has to make 
two trips from the baggage carousel, I help a bit by pushing one of 
the trollies while Pop staggers under a wooden kava bowl big 
enough to bathe bullocks in.

I drop them off  after ferrying several cases of  souvenir 
coconuts and return to my duties with Ronnie’s invitation to come 
back later for a sundowner ringing in my ears.

Sundowner?

It’s all downhill going down the hill from the Mansion; a 
glorious drive on a glorious morning with white fluffs floating in a 
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cobalt sky. The sight of  Sonia on her bike speeding towards the 
junction at the bottom of  the hill doesn’t tempt me one little bit. 

Not much.

Uh oh.

Brake failure. Why now, of  all times? Oh, shi—

Donald’s lovely new van rockets through the space occupied by 
Sonia’s bike mere milliseconds before, she neither sees nor hears us 
coming, just flies gracefully through the air to a perfect five point 
landing in the thistles. Let’s hear it for slipstream.

About a mile further on the handbrake finally bites and the 
new van slithers to a theatrically perfect stop. Leaves everywhere.

Gasp, gasp

It takes two strong men and a crowbar to break Wanda’s grip 
on the steering wheel and brake lever. While I’m gibbering into my 
cell phone one of  the men pokes about in the engine making wise 
noises, by the time I’ve convinced Donald that I’m unhurt and 
sober the man is telling me somewhat pompously that women 
drivers really ought to learn to put fluid in the brakes or they won’t 
work. Fluid — and I thought they were worked by pedals, no 
wonder Sonia was nearly creamed.

Donald is less than amused as he explores the nice new van, 
now neatly parked in some poor soul’s once-was-a-hedge. I 
thought I did well, the alternative was the oncoming bus or jump 
the seawall and drop anchor out in the tide.

‘Why did you cut through the brake lines?’

‘Glop?’
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‘There’s no fluid in the braking system, wanda—’

‘Funny, that’s what the man said—’

‘What man?’

‘The nice man with the crowbar—’

‘Crowbar?’

I shake my head, are all clever men thick? 

He shakes his own head and does the only thing that might 
work under the circumstances. Like Wanda he’s had a hard week 
and a little lip massage goes a long way ... ROWF!

Then he hands the van over to the Pullmiof  tow-truck 
company, shoves me into his Fairmilia, and runs me back up the 
hill to Ronnie and Pop for something a little stronger.

*    *    *

At first Simon walked around the outside of  the pool with his 
trays of  sundowners. After a while he gave away the long walk and 
took to the water like a duck — actually, more penguin in that suit, 
he’s always elegantly dressed — dog paddling one handed with the 
tray out in front and spilling not a drop.

So this is a sundowner. Badly misnamed, it’s hours yet till 
sundown. Gin, tonic, twists of  lime and lemon, heaps of  ice, 
served from a chilled bucket. It does its work, I’m relaxed in no 
time, this morning’s fun-filled frolics a rapidly fading memory. 
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After just two of  them I’m feeling no pain, after the third I can 
eat the big wedge of  lemon with impunity. And what a wonderful 
thing that I won’t have to drive home, I can concentrate on 
matters in hand (Donald will be personally taking me in his little 
Fairmilia).

Ronnie and Pop had one just to be sociable but they’ve gone off 
now to do their thing. 

Donald went off  to be with his father and discuss some 
modifications to the airspeed and stuff. I’m left alone with 
Templar, who has instructions to keep Wanda well supplied and 
out of  the pool.

He’s very good at both. 

I slipped on an ice-cube (it jumped out of  my glass, I swear) 
and he made a noble sacrifice catch. He’s now rising like a 
phoenix from the shallow end with another tray and a huge bag of 
crips. Chisps. Those little fried potato things you drink when 
you’re eating beer.

A movement catches my eye and my blood runs cold — 
through the acreage of  windows there’s a figure prowling the 
hedge edge. How subtle can you get? Right out in the open, 
waving a weedeater in long leisured sweeps. Rod. Okay, so he 
works here, that’s suspicious in itself.

I suspect everybody these days. I have to. Someone cut through 
the brake fluid and I’m only off  the hook because I have a cast 
iron alibi, inside with Ronnie and Pop at the time. I can vouch for 
them too.
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A connection clicks in my mind, voltages sparkle at the ends of  
dendites. Dendrites. Tiny little skinny brain things. Of  course, the 
only chance anyone would have had to munch through my brakes 
would have been while I was here, delivering Ronnie and Pop 
from the the airport.

Templar stops in the act of  passing me a tumbler, his alert gaze 
follows mine through the window. He relaxes when he sees Rod, 
still eating weeds as he disappears into the hedge. A conversational 
vacuum develops, one of  those things that convention creates 
when unwed human beings share proximity of  this minitude. I feel 
a pressing need to stuff  something into it.

‘Kept the gardener on, I see?’

Templar’s sudden start is followed by a beaming tight smile, 
and without even a hint of  apology he leans across and lifts my 
long dark hair out of  my sundrowner. Wait, it’s not his smile that’s 
tight, it’s me.

Oops. 

Perhaps a bit less of  the sundowning for a while—?

‘Coffee, Miss Lust?’

I have to think about this; coffee, isn’t that the stuff  they put in 
beans — and we all know what beans do to people?

He’s smiling, nodding.

Hah! I’m a salesperson, you don’t catch me that easily. I know 
the tricks, I know a close when I see one. Hear one. Ye gods, I’ve 
drowned too many suns. Maybe I should tallyho on the coffee and 
go for a woll. Stralk. Ambulate around the place, take in the 
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slights, burn a few calories, sober up a bit; and perhaps sneak up 
on Rod and frisk him subtly for concealed hacksaws.

‘Yes, please — love one, and have shome yourshelf ?’

His blue eyes dance. The man’s an anachronism, a buccaneer 
misplaced by centuries.

‘You’ll have to come with me though, Miss Lu—’

‘Wanda!’

‘—Wanda. I’m not to leave you alone, not even for a moment. 
Mr Hawke was most emphatic.’

Damn. That could be embarrassing, I hope he doesn’t mind 
pink walls and lighted mirrors.

The kitchen seems empty without Alphonse’s colossal bulk and 
pile of  ducks, but I recognise the battered percolator blooping 
quietly on the stove. I imagine this means that either Spenser is 
nearby or he’s out of  the equation completely and people are 
taking liberties. Servantsh tend to take lib— did I just shay 
servantsh? Damn, I meant shervantsh.

‘Here, Wanda.’

A lovely black coffee appears in my field of  vision, rich and 
dark and with the viscosity of  treacle; coffee to chew, jawbreaker 
coffee, bounce-bullets-off-it coffee, my very favourite kind. I gaze 
in awe — who is this marvel? Whatever they’re paying him I’ll 
halve it. Hell, he can even have the spare room, I can always move 
my euphonium somewhere else.

Templar sits opposite me. There’s a smile on his lips, I get the 
feeling he may be older than he looks. A shiver detaches itself  
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from my pantyline and runs up my back leaving a trail of  
goosebumps as he leans towards me … relax, he’s just lifting my 
still wet hair out of  my coffee, again. Rowf !

‘Aah, there you are.’

Eek! 

Delete rowf, delete everything except trying to keep Donald in 
ficus. Focus. Delete ficus, ficus is a potplant, as far as I know 
Donald doesn’t do pot. Three eyes, cute. Now he’s making man-
code signals to Templar, they go into a conversational huddle while 
Simon pours him a coffee. Pours? It’s more like he’s scraping it 
out.

Through the window Rod emerges from the bushes. His weed 
machine must be on the shallowest setting, it doesn’t seem to be 
eating the weeds much. He’s going to do the drive next … why, I 
haven’t a clue, there’s not a weed anywhere. Of  course—silly 
Wanda, that’ll be because Rod eats them before they’re weeds. He 
stops suddenly in the grass and pokes with his foot — he’ll need 
more oomph than that to dislodge a Bays weed — then drops to 
his knees. Hand-to-hand combat with a thistle? No wonder they 
keep him on, he takes his job seriously.

‘Wanda?’ Donald is staring at me, both of  him, and Simon has 
gone off  without saying goodbye. That’s buccaneers for you, 
probably got a wipe in every fort too.

‘Wanda?’

Oh. 

‘Yesh?’
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Donald grins, I love it when he does that, nice even white teeth. 
Even nice white teeth. Nice teeth, even white? Even teeth, whi—

‘I’m taking you home now, you look about ready for bed.’

Damn right there, Toots. 

And a bit sleepy, too.

‘Is there anything you need to pick up on the way home?’

I think blurrily for a few seconds. A doggy bucket of  those 
sundowsers wouldn’t go amiss. Then again, perhaps not if  I’m 
going to bed — just one more and I’d fall asleep.

I’m following as I float him out to the Fairmilia, Templar has 
brought it around to the side door and is holding a door open for 
me. There’s no sign of  Ronnie or Pop to say goodbye, although 
over and above the intermittent running of  an engine somewhere 
I do hear distant genteel cursing.

Donald slows as we approach the figure in the drive, still weed-
eating in broad sweeps. A glint of  metal distracts my eye from his 
butt as we go by. For a moment I stiffen in disbelief, then Rod is 
history in our wake as the Fairmilia accelerates and I sog down to 
periscope depth in the upholstery.

Even I know what a mini hacksaw looks like, and Rod has one 
sticking out of  his back pocket.

*     *     *
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MIDNIGHT GUEST

Damn, I can’t breathe. There’s a weight on my chest and warm 
hairy hands around my throat. The waterbed squelches as I rise to 
the occasion, whipping my hands up to grab; sudden pain lances 
through the fog. 

Thank heavens, I know those claws. Pu, sleeping on my throat 
again, I don’t know how many times I’ve told him not to. It must 
be a cool night.

Tentatively I relax my grip, I fancy there’s a silent hiss as claws 
slip back into their silos. His tail is still thrashing from side to side, 
so I’m not out of  the woods  yet, not until I say the magic words.

‘Nice kitty — munchies?’

A purr like an idling motorboat fills the room. I almost hear the 
soft clicks as he goes to standby and the claws lock down.

Donald?

He’s not in bed with me — funny, I don’t remember going to 
bed, I hope I didn’t miss anything. Pu’s golden eye stares into mine 
from a distance measured in paws, not metric feet or inches. 
Something tells me it might be a good idea to quit moving about, 
maybe even stop breathing. 

Donald must have left hours ago, and the sundowners have 
worn off. I’m dehydrated, wide awake and furious. How dare he 
treat me like a lady?

Perhaps a nice black coffee might help me get back to sleep. 
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The bed squelches like the last echoes of  a mid-winter duck 
quack as I roll out. The clock catches my eye and tells me that 
millions of  electrons are unanimously concluding that the time 
right now is two minutes and thirty seconds — wait, thirty-one 
seconds … no, thirty-two … thirty-three … poop; it’s not long 
gone one in the morning.

I can’t sleep and I’m blaming Rod. 

Dammit, I thought he liked me, at least a little? Yeah, Wanda, 
right; he likes you enough to chew your pipes and drain your 
fluids.

I could always go for another run?  Predawn jogging is good for 
the soul … but predawn is hours away, yet. Anyway, an incipient 
pang suggests that multiple shock waves transmitted by pounding 
feet might trigger a hangover. Not this time, Wanda.

Pu stretches luxuriously, rolling into my recently vacated warm 
spot. For a moment his “take me, I’m yours” posture invites a 
tummy rub but I’m not that gullible. I know from experience that 
five of  his six fluffy ends go all sharp when I do that and have to be 
dislodged one at a time afterwards.

Television. I can watch the infomercials, or perhaps the 
Romance channel … a good romantic story, see how it’s done in 
real life, pick up some tips. 

Gently, quietly, all the while watching Pu’s relaxed — coiled, 
loaded, spring-like — menace, I set my feet down.

Alright so far.
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I rise and pad through to the kitchen, drawing the door almost 
closed behind me, lest anything disturb my bedmate with 
foreseeable consequences.

Damn — there’s light, I must’ve left the fridge door open.

Or not.

The figure searching through my drawers spins, a gun appears 
from nowhere and the barrel points at me. Thank heavens it’s only 
Melsen, I’d know his six inches anywhere. He drops my drawers 
back in the basket (I was going to do my ironing, I swear) and 
smiles wolfishly. Rowf !

‘You!’ Cliché, but I had to say something.

‘So nice to see you again, Miss Lust.’

There’s an icy formality that sets my teeth on edge. Does the 
unwavering gun barrel mean we’re no longer buddies, or has he 
forgotten that his thing is in his hand?

‘Where is it, Miss Lust?’

Ah, the question all men ask, sooner or later. You’d think they’d 
find it for themselves — hardly, you can’t even train them to put 
the seat down.

I shrug. If  he’s going to keep pointing his silly banging thing at 
me let him find it for himself.

Oops, I shouldn’t have done that — the silky negligible I’m 
wearing falls open. I snatch it shut but the damage is done, his eyes 
acquire the glassy look. I know what that used to mean with the 
boys at my old high school — my shorts split when jumping 
hurdles once; after four miles of  desperate steeplechase I rocketed 
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past the harriers ‘A’ team followed closely by two hundred glassy-
eyed athletes, three panting masters and Miss Phetlock (sports 
mistress). I only lost them when I took refuge in the aeration tank 
at the Sewage Farm.

He motions me back to my bedroom — what a lovely tongue, 
there’s something delightfully lupine about the way he runs it 
round his lips. 

But I think he may be making a tiny tactical error. 

Going into my bedroom right now will disturb Pu, which is 
never a good idea — the paperboy tossed a copy over the hedge 
onto my doormat when we first moved in, Pu returned it forthwith 
(sunning on the mat at the time). To give him credit Pu believes in 
fair warnings so no blood was drawn. Okay, the paperboy needed 
a complete new set of  clothes, new tyres, new saddle, new canvas 
delivery bag and seventy-six replacement papers before he could 
finish his run, but he lived. 

It occurs to me that my secret weapon may need loosening up 
a bit to enhance his mood so I give the door a God-Almighty kick 
as I step in, hoping against hope that Pu hasn’t chosen now of  all 
times to visit Puddles or do whatever else it is that male cats do at 
night.

*    *    *

‘Wanda?’
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That’s Rod’s voice. Daylight too, how did he manage that? 
Clever, these practical men.

‘Wanda! Are you in?’

Good question, I’ll ask.

I’m in, I think, but my head thumps like blue blistering blazes 
and I can’t move a muscle. Paralysed, how nice; always knew it 
had to happen one day.

I need input. It hurts, but I force myself  to lift my head and 
scan the length of  the Wanda conglomerate. Yep. Wanda’s been 
tied up again, and no prizes for guessing who by. By whom. 
Whatever.

‘Waaaaand-aaaaah!’ Rod’s voice at my window, his head will 
appear, next — and me without a brick.

‘Mmmfph?’

Dammit — gagged too, he really didn’t need to have done that.

Right on cue Rod’s face appears at my window. He takes the 
whole situation at a glance; instead of  falling back laughing he 
hauls himself  up and over, tumbling through the window headfirst 
onto the carpet. Been there, done that. Except I hit with my 
elbows, not my beak.

‘Wanda — are you alright?’

Why on earth do they always ask that dumb question? Of  
course I’m alright. I’ve been slugged, knocked out, tied up, bound, 
gagged and made comfortable on my own bed while a C.I.A gent 
did God alone knows what with which to whom, but I’m alright. I 
think.
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His eyes sparkle with what looks suspiciously like a professional 
interest.

‘I know these knots — same guy?’

‘Mmmfph@#&.’

He’s very gentle as he unties me, massaging my limbs. Wisely 
he leaves the gag till last — ouch, now I won’t have to wax for a 
month. Unfortunately I can’t remember any of  Sonia’s words so I 
content myself  with throwing my arms around his neck to throttle 
him, ferociously returning his kisses. To hell with the headache, 
some things are important …

It occurs to me from the way his fingertips trail fire up and 
down my back that I may be just a trifle underdressed for the 
occasion — dammit, so that’s where Melsen got the nice comfy 
ropes. Pity, it was such a lovely thing, too; I bought it with some of  
the commission.

I break free from Rod’s grip and roll out of  bed, leaving him 
passionately kissing my pillow. I’m still mad at him for cutting my 
brakes. Dammit, hacksaws don’t lie, a joke’s a joke and Wanda 
likes a giggle as much as the next dizzy bit but it wasn’t my van.

I stumble over things that ought to be in the closet. Funny, I 
thought I was a better housekeeper than this. Still, it will make 
dressing easier, kneeling for my clothes. The whole place has been 
well and truly done over. Whatever he was after he would have 
found it — if  it had been here and not barbecued. Hah! Take that, 
Melsen.

My blood freezes. 
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He didn’t find it, of  course. And he doesn’t know about the 
barbecue, which means he’ll be back. The last thing I remember is 
seeing my bedroom door hit the rubber stopper thing and start 
getting bigger and bigger until the night erupted into a sunburst of 
stars.

So of  course he’ll be back, unless there’s some way I can get 
word to him that the box he wants just can’t be had. He’ll just 
have to find somewhere else for his blasted shoes.

‘Drink this, Miss Lust.’

A coffee, for me? Brrr, the man’s psychic—

‘What was he after, Wanda?’

—or not. 

‘I don’t know?’ Give him the big wide eyes over the cup. The 
waify look, men fall like flies before it every time.

Almost every time, damn.

Fortunately I’m saved by the return of  my attack-cat, now 
savaging  the hell out of  Rod’s ankles with its furry neck. You can 
go off  cats.

Or not, Pu follows Rod out to the kitchen where after a few 
seconds the urka-urka-urka of  a can opener competes with the 
racket from his throat. Pu purrs too, nice descant.

I take my newly emptied cup and newly dressed self  into the 
kitchen where Rod sets Pu’s bowl down on the floor in the midst of 
a sea of  potting mix. 
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Now I really do have to query the quality of  CIA training. 
There’s simply no way I could even begin to get a blasted shoebox 
into the plant pots but he’s emptied every single one and spread 
the contents on the floor, lining the plants themselves up neatly in 
the sink with a wee bit of  water. Honestly, some agents …

Rod excuses himself  and goes off  to mutter in the spare room. 
He’s grinning as he comes out. Reflexive glance down, my laces 
and frills are properly secure—

‘Have you eaten, Wanda?’

Not since the last time — which was a while ago, when you 
come to think of  it. Damn, the swine did that deliberately — I nod 
as the echoes of  the my latest rumble fade.

‘Good. I need a guest for lunch — and you need to be out of  
the house for a while, I’ve just booked the Mopsy Maids for this 
afternoon. Give ‘em a free run at it — there’s nothing private?’

There may have been, once. Damn that Melsen, after the 
Mopsies have been I’ll never find a thing — maybe that won’t be a 
problem, I can never find a thing anyway. Lunch, great idea.

It takes just a few minutes to shower and freshen up with 
various brushes (hair, nail, tooth)  then I’m ready for whatever 
rolling fate may from his vintage bring.

The headache is gone, I didn’t even notice. There’s magic in 
Rod’s coffee but he’s not off  the hook yet, I’m still mad at him.

*     *     *
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THE KEY

I’m at thirty thousand feet and descending fast with my long 
blonde hair frizzing in the slipstream. Blonde? I’m also surrounded 
by a loud wailing as the horse under me works up to full speed. 
Way to go, he’s not even sweating yet.

I am, though. 

My battle mail and samite garments are drenched, my under-
armour deodorant working full-time. 

Armour?

I take time out from steering the horse to cast a suspicious eye 
over myself  — it’s true, I’m a Valkyrie, how nice. I guess that 
explains the blonde hair and armour, and possibly that I’m 
running from something. The horse banks into a scorching turn 
around a towering cumulus, allowing me to snatch a quick glance 
astern.

Not far enough behind there are four mounted riders on a 
motley assortment of  flying nags; Donald, Melsen, Rick and Todd. 
Of  course. Who else would be chasing me through the sky?

Wake up, Wanda, you’re dreaming … but not yet, I want to see 
how it all turns out … Melsen is in the lead on a pale horse; the 
black hood and cloak go well with his blond hair but that scythe is 
a bit over the top — wait, now Donald surges to the fore — but 
Todd switches on a siren, his horse sparkles red white and blue as 
he powers past. Well done — but I can’t let Todd catch me, he’s 
engaged to a Goddess and sadly lacking in the gold ingot 
department anyway.
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There’s a sudden crack-of-doom as a lightning sizzles over my 
shoulder — Melsen’s scythe does lightning? From backfield Rick’s 
mount surges forward and gobbles up the distance in lazy strides. 
I’m left with no option, just as he reaches me I dive my horse into 
the cumulus, conscious that it’s a damn sight more solid inside 
than it looks from the outside, pounding my nose with paws of  
fluff.

Hard fluffy paws — good heavens, now what?

Pu sees my eyes open and stops batting my face. No claws this 
time, I’m grateful, the joys of  fatherhood have obviously improved 
his nature.

But still I hear trumpeting sirens — I jolt upright; the new 
alarm Rod insisted I have fitted. Help, help, I’m being bugled — 
no, relax, nobody can get past all the bolts, bars, dreadlocks and 
other hairy great things Rod also insisted on fitting. 

I’m perfectly safe. 

Unless the racket awakens Mrs Becket, in which case safety 
becomes a term open to amendment at short notice. A low rumble 
from Pu tells me that all is vanity, I may not be safe at all. Nice 
kitty — rather than overdraw my account at his Bank of  Goodwill 
I’d better get out of  bed and cancel the racket, toot sweet.

Flickering lights catch my eye through the window. The Close 
is lit up like a disco by the red white and blue flashes of  a police 
strobe — of  course, Todd’s still on nights. Which doesn’t explain 
the mob heading this way with pitchforks and blazing torches … 
Todd at the head, I see, I always said he was a born leader. But 
wait, my euphonium is still in its case—
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‘WANDA! Are you alright?’

I slip the last of  the bolts back and open the door just as Todd’s 
flying leap reaches it with lowered shoulder. He rockets by (‘Hi, 
Wanda’) into my kitchen where a God Almighty crash tells me he’s 
found the broom cupboard. He’s followed by an unstoppable surge 
of  humanity baying for blood, glory, or booze. Old Tom, I notice, 
is right in there, brandishing a jewel-encrusted scimitar. Tom was 
once in repertory, he showed me some of  his ‘Pirates of  
Perchance’ photos. He may be ancient but the man has style.

The surge fans through my unit, checking all rooms until it 
reaches my bedroom door. No man of  The Close would ever 
dream of  entering a lady’s bedchamber uninvited, especially not 
when Pu is in residence on the lady’s bed and his tail is thrashing 
from side to side and gone all fluffy.

I fight my way through friendly hands to the kitchen where the 
Commander and Mrs Becket are already organising coffee. Young 
Phil is deep in my new chest freezer, held upside down by Bud and 
Lou, one to each ankle. He emerges covered in frost with my tin of 
biscuits — I’d been wondering where the Mopsies put it.

As far as impromptu pyjama parties go it’s a roaring success, 
especially when we pull the bristles out of  Todd’s face — headfirst 
into a toilet brush, ouch, he’s lucky I hadn’t used it yet (only on my 
back in the shower, so that doesn’t count).

‘Is this yours, Wanda?’  Lou shoves a skinny piece of  stainless 
steel under my nose, snapped off  part way along its length. ‘—it 
was in one of  the locks on your back door.’
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For a moment I wonder why he needed to open my back door, 
then I remember Mrs Becket’s cabbages. A looming shadow 
looms.

‘What’s that?’ 

Todd never misses a trick. About to leave, he’s already frisked 
me twice for broken bones, and twice more to make sure; and had 
his coffee. He takes the steel thing, turning it over in silence. It’s 
like a skinny adjustable rod; forged into it are the words ‘MI6 
PROP Q. KEY SKELE MK2 MO …’. Whatever was written 
after ‘mo’ is on the missing bit.

Todd’s eyebrow goes up, he pockets the Skele Mk2 and nods 
towards the battery of  locks and bolts.

‘Wee bit paranoid in our old age, are we?’

I shrug. The wet-look plastic mac crackles (it was the nearest 
thing to grab). A deathly hush falls, broken only by the sound of  
scores of  lips being licked and Phil’s sudden hiccups. Conversation 
restarts as I pop the buttons back, Todd grins and departs with the 
Skele in his pocket.

Melsen, it seems, never quits.

*    *    *

Sha Key looks up and smiles, the face-splitting enchantment 
that only an oriental of  good breeding and great sensuous beauty 
can come up with. I hesitate in the doorway, she seems so 
genuinely pleased to see me — I was expecting a barrage of  desk 
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clutter. Her pen drops, the wholehearted hug makes my ribs 
squeak, for such a tiny person she packs a lot of  power.

Gasp, gasp

‘Wanda! It’s been so long!’

That’s hardly my fault, Toots. 

Then again, let’s be fair, perhaps it is — if  I weren’t me I 
wouldn’t be such a sucker for a set up. If  I weren’t me I wouldn’t 
be me here right now, hoping against hope that perhaps Sonia’s 
made a full confession or been eaten by undiscriminating sharks. 

Sharks would be the safer bet.

‘We’ve been just so busy without you—’

I’d wondered about all the grumpy people filling the waiting 
room. And snaking out the doorway, forming a line threading 
twice through the office, out the main door and halfway down the 
block. I’d noticed that other than Sha Kee at her desk and 
Raewyn not at hers the whole place is deserted but I must admit I 
didn’t think too much about it.

‘We’re completely run off  our feet — you’ve not been here, 
Sonia has to report to the police four times a day and Roger has a 
broken leg—’

‘I thought his leg healed?’

‘His other leg.’ 

She gives me a wry grin. ‘Sonia took exception to the way he 
was alive and tossed him off—’

This has a familiar ring.
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‘—his balcony, clear over the hedge. He would’ve been okay if  
he hadn’t landed in the neighbour’s hammock—’

‘Oh, lucky—’

‘—the neighbour’s wife was in it at the time.’

‘The neighbour’s wife broke his leg?’

‘No — she thought she was being attacked and defended 
herself  with the first thing she could grab—’

‘A sledgehammer?’

‘Close — Neapolitan mastiff. Luckily Musso didn’t get a proper 
grip, Roger managed to burst through the hedge back into his own 
yard—’

‘Ooh, lucky—?’

 ‘—and stepped on a rake. Poor soul, the handle flew up and 
smacked him full in the face. It knocked him dizzy, so he fell and 
broke his leg.’

Wow. Poor Roger — been there, done that — most of  it, all 
except for the broken leg part. Mastiff ? I haven’t tried those yet …

‘So now we’re snowed under. It seems that everyone wants to 
sell their home and invest in real estate — are you sure you can’t 
prove you weren’t poaching?’

‘Quite sure.’ Prove a negative? Not even a politician can do 
that.

‘Wanda—’

She looks serious, as if  struck by a sudden thought. I allow an 
eyebrow to raise, poor thing, she’s so earnest.
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‘—were you poaching?’

At last. It took you long enough.

‘No—’

WHOOSH

‘That’s good enough for me! Wanda, your desk is yours again, 
effective immediately—’

Whoa, slow down, hang on there, you can’t go round forgiving 
people just like that! What about the jury trial, the exorbitant 
lawyers, all the write-ups in the scandal rags, the jeering herds, the 
tumbril and tomatoes?

‘—and I’ll let Donald know that you won’t be doing any more 
signs for him … he’ll just have to find someone else.’

Signs? Donald? How the hell does she know about that? 
Anyway, I’m not sure I’m ready for this. I was enjoying the 
freedom, the erratic hours, the new vans, the regular pay packets 
… I can’t let poor Donald down, he’s every bit as rushed as Sha 
Kee. Perhaps Soni—

‘—I’ll fax and offer him Sonia. She can drive his van and it will 
do her good to bonk up signs instead of  signing up bonks.’

I stare in awe — English is her second language but she has the 
grip. And so perspicacious with it. Wait — is this how I got that 
job in the first place? No wonder Donald was so quick off  the 
mark. Poor man, it would’ve been a lot less expensive if  he’d 
simply turned the fax machine off  that day. Still, Sha Kee doesn’t 
need to know about his va—
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‘Is the new van back on the road yet, Wanda? Wasn’t there 
some trouble with the brakes?’

She knows? 

Is this Lady really sure she wants me back?

‘Anyway, Miss Lust — welcome back! Raewyn will show you 
your new listings as soon as she gets out of  the interview room. 
She’s been in there signing them up for four hours now without a 
break. Would you be a dear and spell her for a while?’

A while — yeah, like for the rest of  my life, judging by the 
racket in the street outside. Unbelievable, not only are they coming 
in droves to be listed, they’re forming themselves into lines and 
policing those lines. The queue is even longer now, snaking right 
around the corner into Beach Lane. Two little old ladies are 
working the line selling hot soup and near the far end a juggler is 
making a fortune tossing his balls in the air. Even now two more 
cars pull up and disgorge people into the line, they take places at 
the tail while the cars go off  to park.

Quick reflexes I didn’t know I possess save my knickers as I 
open the door to the interview room, the paperknife quivers in the 
woodwork of  the frame. Raewyn missed at that range? She must 
really be getting frazzled. Oh, I see — warning shot.

‘Sha Kee sent me to see if  you’d like a coffee, Raewyn?’

No way am I going to offer to spell her, once out of  there her 
next communication would be faxed in, advising me where the key 
is hidden these days.

WHOOSH
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There’s a pen in my hand — ye gods, it’s hot — and a shower 
of  papers fluttering down as the client’s hair sucks out towards the 
door now slamming firmly in Raewyn’s wake. The heartfelt 
‘Thank you’ comes through the woodwork, Raewyn, after all, was 
properly brought up. By wolves, I think. I know she’ll make one for 
me too, whether she’ll risk delivering it or not is another thing. 
However, I for one am grateful that I’ve learned one of  life’s 
precious little lessons this day. Dammit, dammit, dammit.

What have I got here, anyway?

I flop into the chair and fire a questing glance at the dweeby 
little man sitting opposite. Hunched shoulders, feeble attempt at 
an ingratiating smile, unseasonal shorts and fashion-free long socks 
— in sandals, yet. Take the initiative, Wanda.

‘Yes!?’ Not bad, as barks go. Nice cringe.

Keep him there. Control is power. Power is pace.

‘Buying or selling!?’ Arf  arf.

He looks helpless, poor soul. The beginnings of  a chin quiver, 
damn, I hate myself  when I do this. I soften my approach and try 
to ignore the busloads of  people disgorging outside. Pressure? 
Hah! We Wandas laugh in the face of  pressure. 

Gasp, gasp

‘Are you alright, Miss?’

I knew it. Plummy Oxford with hints of  south Somerset, like 
an educated apple.

Educated. 
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Educated people can write; and read too, some of  them. An 
idea germinates — why didn’t Raewyn think of  it? I slip the 
Prospecting Pad across and thrust the pen into a limp hand.

‘Just fill in the top boxes — name, address, contact details and 
roughly what you’re about, I’ll get back to you.’

His eyes light up. I’d forgotten that Englishmen like firm 
women. And cricket bats. While he tries to remember his name I 
grab a stack of  the pads and charge to the door. Wonderful idea, 
Wanda, gallop the length of  the queue firing pads in at frequent 
intervals, gallop back discharging pens likewise; gallop back again 
after a few minutes and collect the pads. I may yet get home 
tonight.

A whole stack of  pads and two cartons of  pens later I pop back 
in to see how the soxy Mr. Sandals is getting on. How nice, there’s 
two coffees on the desk and no sign of  the pen. Raewyn must have 
taken the opportunity to deliver our coffee, that’s so sweet. She’s 
not stupid, there’s no sign of  her either.

First I’ll read what he’s written, then I’ll gather all the pads; 
once the herds have gone I can peruse my new listings at leisure.

Name — Mortague. I might have guessed. Is that his surname 
or forename? Address — ye gods, popular place that Templar 
Hotel. I wonder if  he shares pink gins with Melsen, or plays pool 
with the natives? Naa, he’s still got his watch. And what a watch, I 
hadn’t really looked before, it’s a Scampermaster Constitution 
deluxe from the Omigod Seamister range — Morty? Naaa.

He’s buying, not selling. It figures, a dweeb like Monty here 
wouldn’t have anything much to sell. Suggested price range … 
oops.
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I hadn’t noticed before, but he has lovely eyes — sort of  a 
hybrid Manukau mud and Rotorua breeze. Bifocal, too. What’s 
two million pounds in kiwi dollars these days? 

No, he has to be joking. And here’s Wanda, way behind the 
play, without a clue what’s currently on the market — just about 
the whole of  The Bays I’d say, judging by the queue which is now 
ominously quiet.

The door crashes open and Raewyn trips lightly in, arms 
bulging with grubby Real Estate Fellowship prospecting pads 
which she drops cheerfully on the desktop in front of  me. A 
solitary pen bounces to the floor and shatters. For a moment I 
think she’s going to clobber Mr. Mortague for no reason other 
than she can reach him but she simply ruffles his wig and departs 
whistling. Before the door closes I see no sign of  the lines of  
people, just empty cups all over the place; it’s as if  they’ve been 
taken by sudden plague or bloody war.

Good.

Now I can give the new love of  my life all the care and 
attention such a good-looking well-heeled prospective … buyer … 
deserves. But first, to clarify a point—

‘Mortague?’

‘Yes, Miss?’

Ouch, I hate being missed.

‘That’s Wanda, dammit!’

‘Yes, er … Miss Dammit?’

Let it ride, Wanda. Reload, try again.
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‘Mortague — is that your first name, or your last?’ 

He’s put Mortague in both boxes. I respect that, I like a man 
who hedges, it shows a sound investment inclination.

‘Neither, really—’

‘Glop?’

‘—it’s sort of  my title. I’m Lord Mortague of  Messex, son of  
the  Duke of  Dorking, who etc etc blah blah blah dribble drip …’ 

I let him swing through his family tree, he seems harmless 
enough. 

Lord — isn’t that English for money? 

Duke, I remember from geography lessons, means the same as 
lots of  lords, only more so. Son of  the Duke — I wonder how old 
his daddy is? Perhaps he’s an only child … I sneak another peep, 
he has to be. I imagine Mummy is in a convent or at least has slept 
alone these many years. 

I wonder briefly if  I’ve missed something by becoming a 
working girl and neglecting the mandatory Overseas Experience; 
there’s a sudden yearning for the green grass of  the Mother 
Country and pints of  warm flat beer.

I wonder if  his Mortyship would be free for a scamper round 
the listings, tomorrow, after I’ve burned some midnight oil?

*     *     *
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ARRESTED DEVELOPMENTS

It takes a full week before I can get back to the lord. He translates 
as about five million dollars kiwi — which makes him my new best 
friend. And he’s mine, all mine. Sonia won’t even get a look in, 
most of  the time these days she’s either reporting to the police or 
pushing Roger about in his wheelchair. She’s been allowed a 
limited dispensation to drive Donald’s van; Donald fitted a little 
ramp at the back for Roger’s chair, and a winch.

In fact, she takes him everywhere now, they’re often seen 
around the Bay, him holding a post with a large pair of  tongs while 
she belts the bejabbers out of  it with a sledge half  as big again as 
she. Sha Kee and Donald have joined forces, to a degree; the 
Roger/Sonia combo serves both agencies.

The only fly in my current ointment is the dearth of  properties 
in the Lord’s target price range, even though it seems that 
everyone with a place is either selling it or buying. Beachfront and 
clifftop, however, are being resolutely hogged.

The Brute slows, his usual throaty purr a muted mutter — I 
haven’t a clue how I’ve offended him this time but I can’t let it 
cloud my day. I have bigger fish to fry.

Morty peers out the passenger window with his stunned cod 
expression. He’s a queer fish this one; gave me absolutely nothing 
to work with but price. We’ve pulled up outside a score of  places 
so far but he’s not even ventured out, obviously he’ll know what he 
wants when he sees it.
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I knew it. Another quick shake of  his head and apologetic 
whimper from his watery eyes. Damn, I’ll …

Stress, I’ve been told, is the body’s natural reaction when the 
brain countermands the instinctive compulsion to kick the living 
shivers out of  some bugger who richly deserves it … someone like 
the lord presently slumping in the next seat. Right now Wanda’s 
feeling a little stressed, you can go off  lords.

His lordship sogs into the leatherwork as the Brute leaps 
forward with a throaty growl. A hundred yards away a road repair 
gang dives for cover scattering coffee, tea, sandwiches, buns, cake, 
biscuits, bottles of  chianti, a portable colour television, a huge 
cheese, racing forms, folding chairs, a folding table, playing cards, 
several hundred coins and a small shovel in their wake. Some 
growl.

The Brute snarls around the JetGirl’s bookstore roundabout. 
With no prompting from me his door bursts open, the last I see of  
the lord he’s a ball bouncing through JetGirl’s open doorway 
towards Romance. Serves him right — I kept telling him to buckle 
up. A papery crash as we blast down Hyde Road suggests he’s now 
up to his neck in light reading, which is good — Reference might 
well have broken a few bones.

Raewyn is too wise to say anything as I storm in. I want my 
desk, not banter. I want my next challenge, not her witticisms. 

Dammit, I want ice cream.

Sha Kee looks up with a benign smile and friendly wave as I 
scorch by her door — we never used to polish this floor — and 
crash headlong into my desk where an enormous vase of  flowers 
wobbles twice before falling once. There’s something satisfying 
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about the boom as the vase shatters — spiritually uplifting even, 
one moment of  enlightenment in annihilation's waste; though we 
all know who’ll be picking pretty petals out of  the crooks and 
nannies for the next two years.

What—no splosh, no tidal-wave surge of  water?

A soft feminine hand slips under my shoulder and raises me 
effortlessly to my feet. Someone has discovered the secrets of  
antigravity.

‘They only just arrived, five minutes before you did—’ 

Raewyn, I knew it. The sort of  relaxed power that aikido gives 
when practised for years and years and years.

‘—and I haven’t had a chance to read your note yet, much less 
put ‘em in water.’

‘Glop?’

She hands me an envelope. I don’t recognise the typing — all 
in capitals too, could this be ominous?

‘—it was a weedy little guy with a hat and trumpet—’

‘Bugle.’

‘Bugle, flugel — whatever it was he won’t be blowing it in my 
face again.’

I can well imagine. Five minutes? He’ll still be rolling, unless by 
a million to one chance he landed on the tray of  a passing truck. I 
wish.

‘The note, Wanda.’
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Oh, yes, the note. I flop into my executive all-angles fully-
cuddling fully-adjustable deep-piled ultra-cushioned office chair 
and rip open the envelope.

*    *    *

Sergeant Rambotham spends too much of  his time in the 
station these days. From  being one of  a staff  under his lovely 
Angelina he’s now head Honcho with a bob’s worth of  coppers 
reporting to him. Responsibility sits lightly on his broad shoulders 
but he tends to fret a lot behind a desk.

I know the feeling. My self-brushing hair goes frizzy if  its not 
exercised daily. And without fresh air I seize up and tend to start 
chewing things.

Which is why I’m now cruising sedately towards Foodville, I’m 
out of  nibbles right now and Sha Kee is insistent that I catch up 
on some of  my paperwork. Foodville is the closest supermarket 
and I’m going to be buying in bulk — Raewyn had that look of  
unholy bliss as she buried my mesk under masses of  piles of  
papers. Contracts cascaded to the floor, stacks of  listings lurched to 
starboard—you know how it is when you’re out of  ice cream and 
those little crunchy things that taste almost as good as the 
cardboard tubes they come in.

In the police car astern Cedric settles down to enjoy the trip. 
He’s the main reason I’m driving sedately. 

Cedric is Todd’s replacement in the ranks; brand new, keen, 
bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, eager to make a name for himself  
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and get started on the long ladder towards his distant pension, 
fresh out of  Police College and rarin’ to go. He hasn’t arrested 
anybody yet and keeps looking at me hopefully. Todd gave him 
strict instructions — he is (a) not under any circumstances to arrest 
Wanda and (b) he is to follow Wanda very closely because 
following Wanda for a week is worth at least two semesters in 
Police College. Wanda is known to the police as a “catalyst for 
change”, and when swamps are stirred many slimy things tend to 
bubble up ripe for arrestation. Apparently Cedric nodded brightly 
and said something about Wanda not looking all that slimy to ‘im, 
Sarge; but Todd still has infinite faith in police recruitment and 
selection procedures. He’ll learn.

So now I have a shadow, how nice — and it may even prove 
convenient, providing he doesn’t want to come inside at night (I’d 
have to get the roof  raised, Cedric is at least six and a half  feet in 
his socks). It’s lucky the prowler has a sunroof  hatch, he keeps it 
open when driving with his head poking out wearing goggles. The 
first thing he does when he stops is pick the bugs from his teeth — 
but for all that he seems a nice enough lad, built like a bean pole 
with a crew-cut, almost as graceful as an inebriated giraffe on ice. 
I’ve seen gangly before but never in such ponderous slow motion, 
he’s raised awkward to an art form.

I indicate left in good time, ready to pull into the Foodville car 
park. 

Ye gods.

I slam on the anchors as a white van hurtles out of  the IN. 
Sonia doesn’t see me but I see her, and I also note it’s not Roger in 
the passenger seat as she fishtails wildly across the centreline before 
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stabilising on course for Burrwood Estate. With no prompting 
from me the Brute roars and rockets off  in hot pursuit — good, I 
was about to suggest that. Not that I have any great desire to see 
Sonia, but I’d love to know where she’s taking Lord Mortague of  
Messex — I’d know his slump anywhere — technically she’s 
poaching; legally he’s still mine.

Behind me red, white, and blue lights sparkle. 

Damn, I don’t want to attract attention, I don’t want Sonia to 
see me. I glance back just as Cedric turns his siren on too (oh no, 
she’s getting away) and powers past, forcing me to the side of  the 
road.

*    *    *

‘Didn’t I say she’s not to be arrested? Not under any 
circumstances?’ Todd is more emphatic than I’ve ever seen him 
while Cedric makes modest ‘Aw shucks’ noises.

I’m standing brightly on the carpet in front of  Todd’s desk — 
I’m good at carpets — and note happily that he has almost as 
much paperwork spilling off  it as I do. There is a God.

‘She’s not arrested, Sarge—’

Todd is a master of  physical understatement, the raised 
eyebrow, the unspoken query. He allows Cedric to hang himself.

‘—I just brung ‘er in to ‘elp wiv me enquiries, like.’
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Is that a London accent? Damn, I don’t mind the handcuffs, 
but he could’ve warmed the blasted things a bit first. And I have 
no idea where Sonia and the flower of  British chivalry will be by 
now. Cockney? West End? Funny, I’ve gone off  the idea of  travel, 
the great OE will just have to wait.

‘And exactly what were you thinking of  charging her with?’

Todd is now at the gently spoken stage, which in mariner’s 
terms equates to the calm before Ragnarok.

Cedric squirms like a rope being wriggled, only vertical.

‘Dangerous drivin’?’

Todd comes out from behind his disaster zone and lays an 
avuncular hand on Cedric’s shoulder. I’m impressed, if  I were to 
try that I’d need a stepladder.

‘I’ve been looking through your course reports—’

‘Stoppin’ without doo cause and consideration? Failin’ to give 
free second’s notice—’

Ye gods — any period of  notice given on my part would have 
necessitated the surgical removal of  the Brute from the side of  
Sonia’s van. It wasn’t the Hawke Realty van that she was driving, 
either. And I’m certain she was alone in that van, no Roger, no 
Frieda — okay, the Lord was with her, but it means the same in 
the end.

Todd smiles.

I know that smile. It’s the smile you get when the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses realise you’re in gardening clothes, with a potting fork in 
each hand and a mouthful of  seeds. 
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‘Your tutors said that you have a predilection for office work. 
You’re a genius behind a desk, a peerless paragon with piles of  
paper—’

Aw shucks becomes a rosy glow. My heart warms towards little 
Cedric, I sense a kindred being. Wow, even I’m impressed.

‘—so as of  now you are promoted to Officer In Charge of  
Officialese—’

He waves expansively, the single sweep of  his hand 
encompassing the creaking desk and all who sail in her. 
Somewhere below the debris a phone is ringing — they’re right, 
paper is an excellent acoustic insulator. I make a note to repaper 
the wall adjoining my bedroom to Mrs Becket’s; I don’t mind her 
exercising to keep fit but it’s mostly at night when less active souls 
are trying to sleep. Perhaps instead of  wallpaper I should glue up 
old telephone directories, she gets a wee bit vocal sometimes.

Cedric moves behind me — now he’s breathing hard down my 
neck — what on earth? The handcuffs fall with a tinny clank.

Mum always taught me that good manners are cheap, and 
where would we be if  we couldn’t help each other? There’s a 
delicate ping as I dart down to pick up Cedric’s shackles for him, 
followed by a couple of  soft plops.

‘Constable Peel, eyes FRONT!’

Todd can be a bossy boss at times. He lets himself  enjoy 
Wanda’s loose buttonry but watches like a mother hawk over the 
moral well-being of  his juniors, I respect that in a sergeant.

‘Wanda — what’s that?’
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Unusual question, for a cop.

‘Handcuffs. You know, things lovers use, to stop someone 
making off  with their bike while they—’

‘No—’ 

Todd bends to the floor and picks something up. Several 
somethings, it occurs to me that the dicky zipper on my shoulder 
bag is dicking again.

‘—this.’

‘This’ is a little steel thing that I found on the floor of  the Brute 
just this morning, when I was looking under the passenger seat for 
my missing Chez Bargain Bin atomiseur. Dammit, I really should 
get that zipper fixed.

A light goes on in Todd’s face. He reaches deep into his front 
trouser pocket — ye gods, any other man doing that in mixed 
company would be arrested — and pulls something out. He brings 
the two together and they mate. Would that it were always so 
simple.

Without a word he holds it in front of  my face, turning it over 
so I can read ‘MI6 PROP Q. KEY SKELE MK2 MOD 3 UK’.

Uh oh.

‘Where did you get this, Wanda?’

I haven’t a clue. Honestly. I just found it on the floor of  the 
Brute, right where Lord Mortague of  Messex had been sitting— 

Goosebumps sprout all over, like radishes.

‘Bloody ‘ell!’ Cedric, in admiration. How sweet.
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‘Wanda?’

‘Glop?’

‘What’s them uvver fings, Sarge?’

Oh no; please … I’d really rather—

Todd’s eyes gleam. He looks from his hand to my reddening 
face. His shoulders shakes as he passes Sonia’s little rubbery things, 
still in their sealed packets, to me. I found them as well, this 
morning, under the driver’s seat.

His lips sub-vocalise the words ‘You and your hobbies’ silently, 
it’s all he can do to keep from cracking up.

If  Cedric weren’t here I’d slug the bugger.

*     *     *
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LABURNEM PARK

She’s up to something, I can tell. Not only was Morty my 
client, she shouldn’t even be out of  bed without Roger or Frieda in 
close attendance. Sonia is beginning to arouse my suspicions, 
which is another way of  saying that the paperwork on my desk is 
now flooding out of  my cubicle into the main office for lack of  
loving attention on my part. So far Sha Kee hasn’t objected, even 
Raewyn is being subtle about it — if  you can call those black-on-
yellow DETOUR signs subtle.

Not that anyone can complain, really; Bloomsberry has come 
back to me with his tail between his legs, so have the other 
defectors and my portfolio has grown immensely thanks to the 
current boom and people being brand aware. Sha Kee’s insistence 
on all that mailbox dropping is finally paying off.

Bloomsberry was very contrite. So much so he even slashed his 
asking price from outrageous to merely optimistic, now just a little 
more than I’d suggested in the first place. At last, he’s on the 
market. It’s working, too. I’ve already shown several out-of-towners 
through so his place won’t last long. In fact I would have sold it 
already if  he hadn’t put the people off  by following me round 
drooling — next time I’ll wear my trouser suit.

On a hunch I’m now parked in the shade across the street from 
Hallibutt’s Heap Hire. Bridgewater is the seedy end of  town where 
anyone can get anything at anytime, no quarter asked or given. 

If  Sonia was driving a non-Hawke van it had to have been 
hired or stolen. The only person I can think of  who would hire or 
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steal a van on a no-questions basis is Joe Hallibutt. So I’ve taken it 
upon myself  to stake out Joe’s until she turns up. 

I just hope I don’t get seen. I’m working on the principle that 
people don’t see what they don’t expect; subtle, very subtle. Also 
I’m lying down in the seat with just my eyes peeping over the dash. 
No-one would ever guess I’m here.

KNOCK KNOCK

‘Who’s there?

 No, what—

Two simian faces peer down at me. They look vaguely familiar 
— if  one can ever be familiar with huge, tattooed and hairy in 
greasy black leather.

‘Excuse us, Miss, may we have the pleasure of  your hubcaps 
and anything el— bloody hell, it’s you!’

Mutual recognition kicks in. I know these guys, they tried to 
mug me once in the alley behind the Dag’s Hill Booze Barn when 
I was taking a short cut. Somehow a mountain of  empty bottles 
collapsed and buried them both, by the time the rescue teams dug 
them out they were drunk on the fumes. I’d tried to render 
assistance and triggered another avalanche, of  crates, it took 
almost twenty minutes to dig them out a second time and ages 
afterwards to remove most of  the splinters. I was just helping the 
ambulance men load them in the back when the radio squawked, 
so I grabbed the microphone thing — how was I to know the 
handbrake wasn’t latched properly?  
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At least the ambulance stayed afloat in Dag’s Pond long 
enough for everyone to be rescued  … and here they are again. 
How nice, just like old times.

‘Hi, guys.’

Pete bursts into tears and backs away at once, a grizzling bear 
in reverse. Dud is sterner stuff, he promptly empties his wallet 
through my open window, rips off  his watch and tosses it in on top 
of  the pile of  notes covering me, then his nerve breaks and he runs 
after his pal, screaming.

That was nice, we really should do it again sometime.

There’s a squeal of  bike brakes and the air turns blue. Smoke 
rises from the bike’s tires as well. Sonia straightens with a 
disdainful snort and slews over Dud into Hallibutt’s, still muttering. 
Nice timing — without the distractions she may have noticed me 
and the Brute.

It’s fifteen minutes before she emerges in a black van with 
blacked out windows.

I give her time to get well clear then start the Brute and drive 
him slowly through the gates into Joe’s place. I have no intention 
of  stopping, I’m just a weary lost traveller using Joe’s yard to turn 
around in. As I reach the zenith of  my turn Joe staggers out of  his 
caravan office and flops on the steps, a cigarette hanging from his 
lips and beatific smile on his scars. I’d been wondering how Sonia 
was paying him, seeing that Todd had all her bank accounts frozen 
as a condition of  bail — now I know. With cigarettes, obviously.

A thought strikes suddenly, two can play at that game. 
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I don’t have any ciggies but Joe might consider an alternative, 
thanks to Pete and Dud’s abandonment with their wallet. The 
Brute will be safe behind Joe’s caravan. He’s a man of  reliably 
plastic professional ethics but he does have principles.

Ten minutes later I’m in a pretty red mini with — get this — a 
huge Union Jack painted on the roof. How subtle can you get? 
The mini runs a bit rough but it still goes, which can be important 
at times like these. 

Sonia took off  to the west, which makes west an excellent 
starting point for me too.

*    *    *

Damn. I’m in a multihand mini with a mind of  its own. And 
how the hell do you make up a ten minute head start?

I plant my foot firmly, the engine gives a reluctant roar, passes 
wind and stops. Starts. Stops again. 

Restarts. 

Not good, I must have a word with Joe later. Dammit, my 
Brute would be airborne by now. But I had no option, it’s hard to 
remain anonymous in my bright red Jaguar, everyone in the Bay 
knows it belongs to someone.

Furious, I pump my foot up and down on the accelerator. The 
mini gets the message, Wanda is in charge and the lady wants to 
go. A loud bang underneath is followed by a clattery clunk. Bits of  
old pipe fall out and lie smoking in the road while the mini rears 
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up like a startled mule. The roar of  a thousand dive bombers fills 
the air. 

Something kicks in and we rocket off  along McGhoulie Drive 
towards the coast with my hair fluffing around my face, this is 
good, except for the hair bit — generally I like to see where I’m 
going. 

Winding the window doesn’t help either, the snap of  the handle 
coming off  in my hand precedes the glass falling out and 
shattering by milliseconds. But it’s alright if  I look down, the 
breeze fluffs my hair back over the top, clear of  my eyes.

What a lovely carpet. 

Wait, instruments. 

All is not lost, after all they fly planes by instruments, why not 
minis? Quick glance, what have we got here — airspeed; oops, the 
needle is hard against the stops. We’re either doing a hundred — 
good heavens, miles per hour, this is an old car — or the gizmo is 
defunct. Altitude … about a metre or so, every few seconds, I’d 
say. Course? Dammit, no-one fits a compass to cars these days?

Finally the brake pedal moves under my pounding foot. Blue 
smoke pours out as we slide along the road with all wheels locked. 
Great brakes. Sideways is fun, too, once you get used to it. Hah — 
now that we’re almost stopped the speedo is working again. Ten?

As the smoke disperses I find I’m in perfect formation with two 
galloping primates in black leather, one to each side. How nice, 
small world, it’s good old Pete and Dud again. What are they 
doing in the road?

Oops.
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Pete, ever the more alert, sees me and promptly dives over a 
hedge — western roll, we were taught that one at school. Dud 
vanishes astern in a shower of  dust and small stones. I’m too busy 
trying to rejoin the road to observe his technique as he joins Pete 
but I suspect that it may be a variant of  my own levitation.

Hey, I know this road. It leads to the street that becomes a 
junction, you can choose between the Bay itself  or you can head 
towards Wanda country (the Close). I wonder …

Two hundred metres away a balding man halfway up a high 
ladder against a tree stops and gapes in disbelief. As I roar by the 
cat abandons ship in a flying leap that lands it square on the man’s 
dome. Ouch. I know from experience what happens when cats do 
that to you while you’re unbalanced up a ladder.

Yep. 

The long drawn out toppling-backwards scream terminates in 
a squelch as man and cat vanish into a thick shrub. Nice 
rhododendron, was.

Progress through the suburbs is uneventful, marked mostly by 
heads popping up from behind hedges, windows opening with 
heads poking out on stalks, and folk coming to front doors in a 
motley assortment of  aprons, casuals, and in one instance, bubbles. 
Nice brush.

The black van is parked in the street outside the Templar. 

Why doesn’t that surprise me? There’s no sign of  life other 
than little Sonia holding the side door open while half  a dozen 
men and Lord Mortague file in. No-one looks up as my mini roars 
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by, racket is background for this part of  the Bay. She’s doing mini-
tours?

I thrust my misting hair from my eyes long enough to watch 
Rick and Melsen climb in, right behind an Indian, an oriental and 
what can only be, judging by the headgear, a Russian. It must’ve 
taken a whole Cossack to make that hat. Melsen, I note, is 
carrying a box.

Goody. What a splendid chance to burgle a few rooms. 

Nobody notices as I do a yowling u-turn with smoke pouring 
from the tires. Subtle. You’ve got to be subtle.

Better delete burgle, been there, done that, all I got was a box 
and a reputation for poaching. Try the sheep approach for once. 
Baa.

The mini settles in unobserved to follow at a discreet distance. 
In the Bay the traditional discreet distance is about five millimetres 
of  clear space between bumpers, which suits me as it means I 
won’t be visible in Sonia’s rear vision mirror. She probably 
wouldn’t recognise me anyway, not through all the webby cracks 
and stars all over the mini’s windscreen.

It’s going over the cattle-grid that does it. 

First I have to stop and pick up the doors — both of  them, at 
the same time, talk about premeditated obsolescence; I’ll have to 
write to the mini people — then after just a couple of  hundred 
metres into Laburnem Park the engine quits.

The silence is shattering. I can’t hear a blessed thing. My ears 
ring like a million desperate skull-bound cicadas as I climb out to 
consider the options.
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There’s no sign of  the van or its crew. 

Poop. That leaves me with two choices, I can wait here to be 
discovered when they come back out — surely she can’t be selling 
them the park? Naaa — or hoof  off  after them and trust to luck.

Trust Wanda’s luck? Brrrr.

I shiver convincingly (certainly I’m convinced) and lock the car 
as best I can … dammit, at least I can lock the boot. Trunk. 
Dammit, baggage box.

Wrong. 

The boot flies open as soon as the key touches and nothing will 
make it close again. Like my Brute this mini has a mind of  its own; 
okay, that’s cool. I feel a momentary pang as I walk briskly away, 
the poor little thing looks so unloved sitting there with it’s boot 
gaping, no doors, crazy starred windscreen and dented Union 
Jack. Oh goody, my ears are coming back.

Now where?

Looking along the road is no help. It’s a winding road that 
loops through the pines and trees with lots of  little parking bays, 
most of  them delineated by the skeletal remains of  burned out 
vehicles. The further in you go the more recent the wrecks, the 
rusting pile nearest the entrance was once a Model T Ford.

Do I follow them on foot, hoping to surprise them at their 
purposes; or do I aim off  — add some deflection into the 
equation, take the other side of  the loop and observe from 
concealment?

Instinct says follow, but with subtlety. 
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No, delete subtle, this time I’ll have to be furtive.

Like a ghost Wanda leaves the road on foot, melding into the 
undergrowth — such undergrowth as you get with pines. Briefly I 
wonder if  I should cover myself  with pine needles — why couldn’t 
she have chosen a deciduous forest, these blasted needles itch …

The loop is three kilometres around. 

The seal ends after the first few hundred metres and the road 
becomes all rutted and dusty, pock marked with pock marks 
bestrewn with pitfalls for the unwary and haphazards for the rest. 
Now and then at the side of  the road stray parts of  cars lie like 
abandoned skulls.

I’m almost halfway round when a sudden deafening BOOM 
levitates me right out of  my needles. Stray bugs drift in the breeze 
as I try to silence my pounding heart. 

After several long seconds of  shock a few courageous birds test 
the air with tentative tweets; less than three metres from me a 
steering wheel still on its stick crashes down through the branches 
of  a tall tree and thuds into the ground, landing upright like a 
stone thing you’d find in a Viking graveyard. It doesn’t even quiver.

*    *    *

It would’ve been a long walk home if  Todd hadn’t answered his 
cellphone.
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We’d have gotten home a whole lot sooner if  he hadn’t stood so 
long admiring the lovely new hole where I’d last seen the mini; still 
reeking of  fresh fumes.

‘Wow!’

Good old Todd, unstinting in his praise. I wait, there’s always 
more after wow. Mostly questions, the answers to which mean 
intensive periods of  Wanda grilling.

‘This is your best yet!’

Oh— 

Admiration, this I can live with. He turns to me, eyes sparkling 
with curiosity.

‘Mini?’

I nod. Now it begins …

‘Thought I recognised the hole, must be a design fault. Come 
on, I’ll drive you home.’

That’s it? No Wanda on a rack? No thumbscrews, no what-
were-you-doing-way-out-here-all-alone, no where’s-your-Jaguar; 
not even a what-the-bloody-hell-happened-this-time?

My Jag, damn. My Brute is still at Joe’s, and Todd may not be 
overjoyed to learn that I’ve had commercial intercourse with Joe 
(he thinks Joe is too easily led). And I’m having a few doubts 
myself, wondering how Joe will take it.

Joe, of  course, is all sweetness and light.

Not because I’m delivered in a polished prowler by a huge 
hunk in police denims, Joe doesn’t intimidate easily. In fact, Joe 
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doesn’t intimidate at all, not receptively. No, all I have to do is sign 
a dozen or so insurance claim forms — amazing how many 
different ways there are to spell mini. He waives the hire fee, I even 
get my deposit back. By the time I’m finished Todd has scuppered 
both our coffees, chatted rugby with Joe, established that I don’t 
need a lift and driven off  humming to himself, shaking his head 
and chuckling.

Sonia’s bike, I note on my way out, is no longer leaning against 
the wall, and the van with the blacked out windows is back in the 
pack. I’d thought that was a fresh ciggie in Joe’s lips — she must’ve 
paid him the balance.

Dammit. No-one’s looking … on a whim I sneak over to the 
van. 

Poop, locked. 

I zip round to the other door, locked too. Bugger … roof  
hatch? 

Locked. So much for idle curiosity. I almost fall over in surprise 
as the back door springs open under my frustrated thump. 

There’s no-one inside, I didn’t expect there would be. 

No-one’s watching, I jump in and pull the door shut, just in 
case; and look around. There’s nothing here, no forgotten bags, no 
boxes, nothing out of  the normal at all. I jump out again, face blue 
from holding my breath.

Gasp, gasp
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Whatever the cake they’d had with their lunch it must’ve been 
solid marzipan, sheer hell in there from the stink. That at least 
explains the box Melsen was carrying, of  course.

I give up. There’s no clues. Whatever Sonia is up to that 
involves agentry from who alone knows where and the English 
aristocracy remains a mystery, as does a self-destructing mini. 
Maybe Todd was right, design fault. Go home and feed the cat.

The Brute, of  course, is sulking. It takes ages to make him open 
his door, but once I’m in he wraps his leather around my bot like a 
grope in a swinging lifeboat. 

His engine fires right off. Maybe he’s forgiven me for going out 
with another car — and maybe not, his steering chooses right now 
of  all times to go dickey, try as I might I just can’t turn him away 
from the culvert — bugger — rather than dive into it I hit the gas, 
let’s fly … there’s a soft CLONK from underneath as we rocket 
over the top, then the steering comes back just in time for us to 
scorch through the gate at full power. In my peripheral vision I 
glimpse Joe stepping down from his caravan, then he jumps up 
and flips over, back into it. Great somersault, how on earth did he 
manage tha—

A colossal hammer whacks the Brute and an overpressure kicks 
the breath right out of  me.

Gasp, gag

Bloody hell—

Momentarily the world is dark, I hit the anchors and broadside 
to a halt. Seconds later the caravan lands right side up on the 
grassy verge across the road.
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As the dust clears Joe staggers down the steps a second time, 
sans eyebrows and with the now frizzed end of  his ciggie hanging 
from his lips like a wet noodle. 

Hallibutt’s Heap Hire is a smoking disaster zone of  dead and 
dying heaps, with shreds of  paper drifting down on the breeze like 
a languid summer blizzard. 

Where the culvert had been there’s just a gaping hole. 

Easily three metres, I’d say.

*    *    *

‘From the top again, Wanda, please.’

Todd’s eyes are twinkling, I think some of  Joe’s exuberance has 
rubbed off  on him. I’ve just spent the better part of  two hours 
filling in and signing mountains of  insurance claim forms, some of 
them somewhat unsteadily — not my fault; Todd, Joe, and a dozen 
interested bystanders carried the caravan back across the road and 
put it up on its blocks with me inside doing the paperwork. 

In the caravan on its blocks, right next to the brand new 
opencast mine (or Olympic swimming pool, take your pick).

‘I was just driving out when there was a loud bang, and that’s 
about all I can tell you.’

There’s a tiny flaw in my story, otherwise it’s the truth. Use 
Occam’s razor, keep it simple and he has to believe; the simplest 
fib is always the best. Twitch twitch.
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‘About?’

Oops. Any second now I’m going to generate pinkness to rival 
the setting sun after a typhoon in the south China Sea, I just know 
it.

Dammit, I will not be a victim.

It’s all very well for Todd to ask questions and expect answers. I 
have a whole heap of  questions myself. The injustice makes my 
eyes sting, who can I hound for answers? I only have me, and she 
doesn’t know any more than I do, and wouldn’t talk even if  she 
did. Contrary bitch, it just isn’t fair.

‘Do you have any enemies, Wanda?’

Enemies? None that I can think of  offhand. Why? Oh—

Dammit — what is Sonia doing, involving herself  with Rick? 
Morty I can understand, he represents money and it’s every 
salesperson’s duty to divert as much of  it as possible from the 
Morties of  this world. Property is simply a signpost on the road to 
diversion, the tool of  exchange we use; our lever, our gun and 
mask. 

And Melsen — what was he doing there? How did she meet 
him — belay that, try again — when and how did she become so 
chummy with the man that tied her up at gunpoint and hijacked 
her Bigfoot?

And what caused the recent bang that so delighted Joe? He’s 
out of  business and overjoyed, it’s even better than a flood. Gas 
leak? No, the long-drop was way over the other side of  the yard 
(where it is now is anyone’s guess).
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‘Joe said that you were just leaving when it blew, Wanda?’

Yeah, right, but I didn’t—

Uh oh.

An icy shiver shivers all the way up my back and back down 
again. Todd is staring at me in a manner that can only be 
described as old fashioned. The new stripes look good.

‘He said that you’d just driven over that culvert, just seconds 
before—’

Did he mention the clunk, I wonder? The one that sounded for 
all the world like something scraping off  the underside of  my—

‘—and the next thing he knew he was on the other side of  the 
street spitting out spiders.’

Thank heavens for amnesia.

‘Three explosions … three three-metre craters … vehicles.’

Uh oh. Todd is usually swift. At other times he switches to plod  
but mode is immaterial, he always arrives. He’ll go a long way in 
the force if  Angelina stimulates him often enough.

Soon, I hope.

‘We have a common factor here. Almost.’

‘Glop?’

‘Sonia.’

Phew.
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Correct, though. Can’t get more common than her, despite the 
silver-spoon inbreeding. Which incidentally, doesn’t show. Well, not 
often. Okay, sometimes, dammit. Mostly. Always.

‘Give or take a few minutes, she was at explosions one and 
three.’

Two too, Toots, but I won’t mention it if  you don’t.

‘And Sonia was a factor elsewhere, too.’

‘Glop?’

‘We’ve run a trace on the van that collided with you at the 
roundabout—’

Suddenly I see—

‘Joe admitted the van was one of  his but said it was stolen from 
his yard that night.’

Yeah, right — stolen? From Joe’s yard? Oh, really?

‘Unfortunately we can’t check the records, all his paperwork 
was destroyed in the explosion.’

Aah ... that explains why Joe was running round fighting all 
those little fires with buckets of  diesel. 

‘I find myself  wondering just who it was driving that van, 
Wanda?’

Me too. One of  life’s little mysteries, Toots.

‘So I ask myself, who do we know that hires vehicles from Joe 
and would dearly love to see you gone?’
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Cross off  Pete and Dud for a start — they don’t hire vehicles 
from anyone. And Donald has his own vans. Raewyn? Naaa. 

In fact, the only person I can think of  with that as a desire, an 
ambition, as a passion, as an all-abiding all-consuming relentless 
remorseless burning goal, is cute little Sonia.                                       

*     *     *
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OLD TOM & TWANG

Life, as they say, goes on.

And life is filled with surprises sometimes.

Old Tom knocks me up early on Saturday morning. Very early, 
dammit. All through the Bay the cocks aren’t even up yet, much 
less crowing about it, and here he is bashing on my door.

I answer his knock and blear him in. Without a word he sets to 
in the kitchen, making three omelettes (been here before) while I 
stagger off  to get dressed and force myself  through a cold shower, 
not necessarily in that order.

Ye gods. Tom’s chili omelette — what a glorious way to kick-
start a day. Ouch. Just hope that Pu likes his, he’s no respecter of  
age or mileage.

Old Tom wants me to sell his unit? 

No. Thank heavens, the Close just wouldn’t be the same 
without him — oh, he wants me to rent his unit. Very nice, but 
I’m happy with the one I’ve got. Oh. He wants me to find a tenant 
for his unit?

I don’t handle rentals myself, but I can pass it along as a rental 
listing. Raewyn looks after the rentals for Sha Kee, she’ll be happy 
to pop out and sign him up—

Oops. Wake up, Wanda! What a splendid opportunity, no-one in 
the Close has ever gotten past Tom’s front door; and like all of  us 
I’m dying of  curiosity.

And he’ll need somewhere to live, of  course.
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‘I’ll need somewhere pretty soon, Wanda.’

It takes several more seconds of  Tom’s expectant stare before 
the penny drops. Good old ever-alert Wanda doesn’t miss a trick. 
Much.

He isn’t shouting.

As the realisation hits and widens my lips into a smile he fires 
me a huge toothy grin.

This is too much — Old Tom, teeth? Naaaa. 

Yep, new teeth. Nice overbite.

‘Hah! Knew you’d like them.’

Ears, too? Old Tom can hear?

‘—got ‘em when I bought this hearing aid thing.’

That’s it, he’s won lotto. Or he’s not really here and I’m still 
asleep, dreaming.

Ouch — another bite of  omelette, definitely not dreaming. 
Dammit, I need input. Let his unit? When?

‘How soon? A week?’

Another dazzling smile. Ye gods.

‘As soon as, Wanda. I’m all packed, almost. Made me mind up.’

This is all very sudden — I wonder if  it’s anything I’ve done?

‘Sold off  some of  me investments. And at this time of  life I 
need something with a bit of  privacy, somewhere I can do me 
water-colours and not offend anyone.’
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Water-colours? What’s offensive about colouring water?

I follow him into his unit. 

Poop.

It’s the same anticlimax Aladdin would’ve felt if  he’d entered 
the cave and found it all boxed up ready for camelling. Damn, 
nothing to report here but the pictures and hangings still on the 
walls. Love that scimitar.

‘Careful, Wanda, it’s heavy—’

THUD

Oops. Two halves of  a carpet sausage roll away to the sides of  
the blade now firmly embedded in the floorboards. Stage-prop 
nothing, that thing is real. Lucky my brain thought to move my 
feet while the rest of  me just stood and watched. Hopefully his 
next house won’t need draught excluders, at least not big ones.

Oh.

I see what he means about the water-colours. Old Tom did 
these? Lovely girl — old fashioned hairstyle. Nice boobs. Nice 
technique, nice brush. Nice poses; risque even now they would 
have been outrageous once. The walls are covered in pictures of  
the one girl, either he couldn’t afford other models or—

Ye gods. She looks more like me than I do. In fact, she even 
could be me; I wonder …

No way. You can fake the date on a painting but these pictures 
are easily twice as old as me. I wonder who she was?

Then my roving eyes see it.
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All by itself  on a shelf. 

For a moment I don’t believe, then incomprehension takes 
refuge in the subtle — obviously Old Tom knows Bloomsberry. I’d 
wondered where Mr B was keeping the little Twang vase safe from 
Wanda. How safe can you get, not even on his own premises. 

And how subtle, too, almost in Wanda’s own home.

‘I didn’t know you knew Bloomsberry?’

‘Whom?’

No, he’s not joking. Like most people in the Close he speaks 
fluent Wanda so my query is allowed to die in peace as he lifts the 
little Twang down and holds it out.

To me.

Me.

For me … to hold?

To handle, to feel, perchance to dream, for in that fondle what 
dreams may come when it has shuffled off  this mortal coil … no 
bloody way.

Dammit, beads of  sweat break out on my upper and lower lips, 
and everywhere else for that matter. Doesn’t he know I’m just not 
a Twanger?

I whip both hands behind my back and smile down at the little 
thing. Yep, lovely, in a vasey sort of  way. In a complete sort of  way, 
an unbroken sort of  way; the sort of  way in which I’m sure that all 
present would just love for it to stay.

Brrrr. Please put it back on the rack.
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Bloomsberry?

My mind enters the overdrive of  panic. A Twang vase, a jewel-
encrusted scimitar (or jewel-encrusted one-metre razor, if  you 
want to be realistic). Privacy. Twangs. Jugs. Bloomsberry.

I must still be half  asleep, it takes forever for all the connections 
to go SNIB in my mind.

*    *    *

It’s the quickest sale I ever made or ever will make.

Old Tom likes Bloomsberry, Bloomsberry likes Old Tom, Old 
Tom loves Bloomsberry’s house and they toss a coin to see who 
buys the other’s Twang.

Money is discussed but fleetingly, as befits true gentlemen. In 
the end it’s a straight swap. Old Tom wins or loses the toss (his jug 
for Bloomsberry’s house) with Bloomsberry happily making up the 
trifling difference in cash.

Dammit, I’m left holding the sock. A big sock, full of  rolls of  
hundred dollar notes, which I now have to pop down to the office 
to see if  Raewyn is there so she can bank it; and if  she can 
organise contracts and formalise the paperwork.

Old Tom? I still can’t believe it. He could buy or sell the whole 
Close just on the proceeds of  the one vase. Hmmm … all this time 
and I never noticed, he has lovely eyes.
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Bloomsberry is rapt. Having both vases doesn’t merely double 
the value, it apparently morphs it from extreme to Beyond Mortal 
Comprehension.

Old Tom — why on earth stay in the Close for so long, he 
could’ve bought bigger, better, privater at any time—

As I tumble down the front steps Old Tom’s arms shoot out 
and break my fall. For a moment there’s a wistful look in his eye, 
then the world goes dark. He breaks away and sets me back on my 
feet, grinning. Rowf ! That was the sort of  hug men one third his 
age would give their testimonials for. Bloomsberry’s regretful ‘Why 
didn’t I think of  that?’ echoes in my ringing ears as I crank up the 
Brute and rocket off, for Raewyn, death or glory. 

Hah — it’s not even lunchtime and already Wanda’s earned a 
plump commission (and a listing) by servicing two clients. That’s 
the true essence of  Real Estate; timing, timing, timing. You have to 
be in the right location at the right time, time, time.

Donald’s Fairmilia is just pulling out of  the Sha Kee car park 
as I round the corner, with Sha Kee in the front passenger seat 
talking to him; neither notices me as I jounce over the kerb — 
dammit, Wanda, watch where you’re going. I sense righteous 
indignation as the Brute eases into Sha Kee’s personal park (my 
own is taken by a blue Mistybitchi which must belong to a 
customer, I don’t recognise it). In fact, all the spaces are occupied, 
business must still be booming — and this is a Saturday? Or is 
there another waterfront ‘Tinkers and Piddlars Fair’ on again?

The Brute is still muttering as I take the keys out and race 
inside with a bulging sock clasped to my bosom.
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Uh oh. I decide against trying to get into my cubicle, someone’s 
built a little wooden gate across the entrance and shovelled all the 
paperwork back over the top. It still overflows, but just a trickle. 
Raewyn won’t notice if  I dump the sock on her desk and run, after 
all, it’s Saturday and she probably isn’t even up yet.

Then again, she might be up already; standing between me 
and the door with her arms at her sides and the vacant look in her 
eyes which tells the initiated that an aikido expert is in residence, 
and not to make any linear moves. In fact, not even to breathe.

Gasp, gasp

‘Wanda — so nice to see you. Purr.’

‘Hi, Rae — you want a nice new rental listing?’  

Normally I regret my habit of  babbling the first thing that 
comes to the surface but this time it seems to work.

Her eyes drop to my heaving bosom.

‘A sock, for me? How sweet.’

I step sideways as she glides past, only noticing afterwards that 
I’m now missing one sock filled with cold hard cash in notes. Cute.

Grey eyes look back into mine. The fact that there’s someone 
home again allows me to relax. A bit.

‘Money? You’ve finally done it, you robbed a bank?’

She tosses the sock onto her desk and ambles over to the coffee 
machine, I swear a cup falls and coffee starts flowing before she 
even gets there. Black, with no sugar, just how we like it. Brrrr.

Take the horn by the bulls, Wanda.
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‘You seem a little distracted, Rae?’

Raewyn shakes her head, takes a sip from a sheet of  paper;  
catches herself, takes a sip from the coffee and passes me the sheet. 

Without her even looking at it the machine drops another cup 
and I hear a gurgling. No, this is just too much—

‘Relax, Wanda. I got Mick to fix me up with a remote.’

Mick — oh yes, the fingerprint guy with the butt. She’s still 
with him? There’s hope for us yet. Remote control? I knew that. 
Brrrr.

‘What—’

‘Just read it, Wanda. I found it on Sha Kee’s desk.’

It’s a list of  staff, the sort of  thing one could reasonably expect 
to find on Sha Kee’s desk. 

So?

Wait — several names have been crossed out.

Frieda … poor Frieda, she was good at selling but had too 
much of  a mind of  her own, I’ll miss her. Sophie … well, what 
more can I say, a good steady worker but she does tend to speak 
out sometimes, especially when she thinks Sha Kee is making a 
mistake. Funny, her suggestions were mostly good. Raewyn … 
well, I guess grey-eyed iconoclastic coffee-making lateral thinking 
aikido extraverts are a dime a dozen, but the place won’t be the 
same without her. Wanda … I had my doubts about her, too, 
scatterbrained and with a tendency to come up smelling—

‘Interesting, isn’t it?’
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‘On her desk?’

‘I thought it was funny, Donald Hawke almost living in her 
office these days, and her going off  with him all the time.’

Funny? It’s hilarious. Ho bloody ho ho.

‘All the time?’

‘If  you ask me, I think some of  us are going to be downsized.’

Dammit, I’m downsize enough already.

‘I also think Sha Kee may be going to sell up. Probably go back 
to the old country. She’s been awfully relaxed and cheerful lately.’

Damn. I’d noticed that too but put it down to business being so 
good. Trust Sha Kee not to miss a trick, when it’s booming is the 
best time to sell a business. Sell it herself ? No, she’s too close … oh.

‘Donald?’

Raewyn finishes her coffee and throws the cup over her 
shoulder without even looking. It bounces off  the wall into the bin, 
a perfect shot. Fluke.

‘He’s in there with her a lot, heads together over accounts and 
a calculator. Every time I go in they chase me out.’

I finish my own coffee and absently put the cup down. Just as 
absently Raewyn tosses it over her shoulder with a lot more 
oomph than necessary. At the far end of  the room there’s the 
hollow clunk of  a cup falling into an empty bin. Coincidence.

‘Anyway, what’s with the sock?’
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I wonder if  this is a good time to add to her load. But then 
again, a little bit of  banking might take her mind off  things. Oops, 
it’s still Saturday, delete banking, she can pop it in the safe.

After several minutes of  Raewyn’s fingers twirling the knob she 
turns to me a face of  all sweet accord, with a look suggesting that 
someone’s changed the combination and she doesn’t know the 
new. Yet.

I know Raewyn. I also know she prefers to work alone when 
opening safes; a skill I don’t think she ever mentioned to Sha Kee. 
Our eyes meet and make fond farewells.

By the time I reach the office door with my sock she’s forgotten 
I was ever there, the last I see of  her is a hunched figure huddled 
over the safe, the physical embodiment of  concentration.  

*     *     *
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SAFE FOR SOCKS?

For a wild moment I’d considered my options. In the end I decided 
that even slipping the sock under Pu’s side of  the bed wouldn’t 
guarantee its safety. In fact, Pu would sense it was there and with 
the famed curiosity of  his species he’d investigate and wouldn’t 
quit until the sock itself  and possibly the entire bed were 
dismembered.

The Templar Hotel, I recall, has a safe — but I don’t think the 
Managerette would be overjoyed to see me again so soon, if  ever.

No, it has to be a place where money and the safekeeping 
thereof  is an understood phenomenon, an art-form, even the way 
of  life.

The blasted gates are still wide open as the Brute comes down 
from warp to mere speed; am I the only one round here with a 
security sense?

Pop Hawke is on the front steps as I sweep to a halt behind the 
Rover. His smile unites his ears, he’s so pleased to see me.

‘Wanda! Do come in, and join us for coffee?’

What a marvellous idea, I will. It’s not as if  I sleep at night 
anyway, which probably explains why I have to keep guzzling 
coffee to stay awake. A point, Wanda; guzzle later, for now we 
have a more urgent problem.

‘Do you have somewhere I can put my sock?’

A true gentleman, he doesn’t even flinch.
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‘Of  course. You can put it in my sock drawer, if  you wish. Or I 
can get Simon to wash it first, if  that’s what you’d prefer?’

Class, the man is pure class. 

‘Actually, it’s not a sock sock, it’s a security sock — you know, a 
bit like hollowing out a lettuce for keeping your money in the 
fridge?’

‘Ah … a money sock. We’ll have to be a little more discreet 
with a money sock. Simon?’

Templar appears beside Pop, as immaculate as ever, well 
groomed and debonair. He takes the sock from me and weighs it 
thoughtfully in his hand.

‘We could keep it in the hangar.’

The man’s a genius. Bury it under the gyroscope, no-one would 
ever think of  looking for a money sock down there. We make a 
motley procession, Templar leading the way with the sock 
dangling elegantly from one hand, me in the middle pondering the 
vicissitudes of  fate; and Pop Hawke in the rear, pondering 
whatever it is older men ponder when following me out to check 
their hangars.

‘There … done.’

Templar nonchalantly tosses the sock under the bench where it 
joins an assortment of  bags of  rags, tool boxes, rubber things, 
round things, spare rubber things, square things, things with holes 
in them, little fat things, long skinny things with handles, and a 
shoe box.

Whups. Replay …
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                         … and a shoe box. 

A tied shoe box. A tied shoe box labelled ‘Grand Avenue 
Court’.

No way. Impossible. Can’t be. I mean, that barbecue was 
blazing.

‘Please don’t touch, Miss Lust — it has to look tossed.’

Templar does well to stop me, but I wasn’t going to touch 
anything, I was only sniffing. There’s an overweening background 
aroma of  something annoyingly familiar coming from somewhere. 
Probably oil or grease, they use funny stuff  in aircraft. A quick 
surreptitious sniff  at the machine itself  yields nothing more than a 
snootful of  dust that makes me sneeze.

Moot point anyway, time for that coffee.

*    *    *

What’s he doing here? 

Okay, the man works here and has as much right to a coffee 
break as I do, guest or otherwise. I’m no longer sure how I feel 
about Rod and would rather that he go a long way from here, 
soon, and stop complicating my life. I do enough of  that myself.

‘How did you go?’

Pop Hawke, addressing Rod, not me. Rod takes a wrathful 
chew at a huge mug of  coffee, chiselled from Spenser’s ambrosia 
maker by Simon and Ronnie working as a team.
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‘Not good. I did the whole grounds, twice. Found all sorts of  
things though. It’s amazing how many little coins people have 
dropped up here over the years. And bottle tops. We could go 
fishing anytime, we’d never have to buy sinkers. Otherwise, no sign 
of  it.’

Whatever ‘it’ is? I really don’t care.

‘Will you be doing the house, dear?’

Rod grins, that crag-splitting unabashed wide-open smile that 
makes you think that he’s nice, honest, decent, loyal, trustworthy 
and brave, not the sort to sneak about under a girl’s van in the 
dead of  day with a hacksaw.

‘Too much metal in the construction, Ma’am. I’d still like to do 
the pool area, though. It’ll be the only place with half  a chance 
but I’m losing hope.’

‘Ma’am’? What a groveller. Losing hope? Good, lose it and 
leave. So why am I feeling this way? I don’t know and I don’t like 
it. Okay, I do know and I don’t like it … 

Rod was all sweetness and light the last time we were together, 
he took me to Slobb and Co for a lovely breakfast, lunch, and early 
dinner while the Mopsies did their thing.

It was the damned lip-lock he clamped on when he brought me 
home again after the Mopsies had gone. I’d just turned from 
opening the door to invite him in when he struck, I didn’t even see 
it coming. One moment rational, fully compost mentals; next 
moment a battlefield of  rampaging hormones with rampant nips 
and ringing ears — then before I could drag him in the bastard 
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excused himself  and shot off, leaving me sagged against the 
balustrade.

There’s a crash as the saucer shatters under my cup. 

Nobody misses a beat but Templar quickly fetches me a new 
one and fills it. It’s nice to be accepted. Dammit, Rod’s still on his 
feet — that proves it, a real pity, looks can’t kill.

Anyway, I’ve told myself  time and time again, stop parping 
about with the blasted staff. It’ll be Wanda’s birthday soon and is 
she any closer to achieving her life’s ambitions? No! Conclusio—

‘Would you like to see my latest herbs, Dear?’

What? Oh — Ronnie, how sweet. Dammit, I didn’t mean for a 
tear to trickle down my face and plop into my coffee. Rod at least 
has the grace to look away and talk to Pop while Templar 
thoughtfully tucks his handkerchief  back into the top pocket of  his 
jacket, just a little too late for once.

Herbs — in spades. Ronnie has been busy, there are herbs 
everywhere; new herb gardens lie scattered with rapturous 
abandonment all around the property. There are herbs in pots and 
troughs on ledges all over, the very air is aromatic and it’s not at all 
unpleasant.

In the pool room, too?

‘Some herbs like warm moist air, Wanda—’ 

Ronnie leads me into the pool room, now a hive of  activity. 
Pop is standing at the deep end and Templar at the shallow with a 
long rope stretched between them.
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Swimming along the bottom is a figure in a wetsuit with clouds 
of  bubbles coming up at regular intervals. I don’t believe it. Even 
under water I recognise Rod’s muscular shape but no-one in the 
history of  gardening ever took his duties that seriously. The 
submerged figure reaches the far end and turns, the weedeater still 
sweeping from side to side. Now I know I’m not the only cuckoo in 
the clutch. 

Wait — are there any weeds in that pool? 

No. 

So, does weedeating a pool work, then? Obviously. Defence 
rests; he’s eccentric maybe, but mad, no.

Rod finishes the final run just about under my feet and breaks 
the surface, pushing his mask up and spitting out the mouthpiece. 
He catches my eye and shoves the weedeater at me, treading water 
the while. For a moment I’m tempted to take the thing and bop 
him on the head …

‘Will you marry me, please?

Ye gods. He’s got the bends.

‘What?’

‘Will you carry this for me, please?’

Oh. 

Bugger.

I reach down and take the weedeater. There’s a godawful 
screech as it touches my watch, Rod stretches up, flips a switch, 
and the noise stops. If  only my jangling jaws would do the same. 
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At the far end of  the pool Templar works his face, trying to get the 
taste of  that blasted fingernails-on-blackboard screech out of  his 
own teeth.

Wait a minim. This isn’t a weed machine. The words ‘Acme 
Metal Detector’ provide the final link in a long chain of  clues. 
Good heavens, I didn’t know they came in waterproof. Sunken 
treasure, in an indoor pool? Honestly, talk about optimists.

‘Did you do the filters?’

Come on, Rod, there’s no way you’d get a treasure in the filters, 
be reasonable.

Pop shakes his head in that negative gesture that means yes, but 
no.

‘Every week. Nothing out of  the ordinary, just dead beetles and 
a few spiders.’

Spiders — brrr.

Rod hauls himself  out like seal. For a wild moment I’m 
tempted—

‘Then I’ll just have to give it away. Anyhow, I’ve been 
neglecting my other business too long—’ He’s looking at me. Am I 
in the ‘other business’ category too?

Sod it.

Just as he wobbles himself  upright on one ungainly flipper to 
take off  the other my hand of  its own volition reaches out and 
delicately applies about one tenth of  a dyne of  pressure to the 
middle of  his chest. A butterfly could hiccup more forcefully, but 
it’s enough. The pop-eyes as he topples with infinite gracelessness 
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backwards make it all the more worthwhile; the immense Wanda-
drenching splash comes as an anticlimax.

Dammit, he didn’t have to hoot like that on the way down. 

Soaking, I step to the side and through gritted teeth mutter a 
few heartfelt words into the water while Ronnie stares in 
amazement. 

Templar arrives from nowhere with a long aluminium pole and 
pokes about in the bubbles. There’s a silent ‘Bugger’ as weight 
comes off  the pole, then it gets heavy again and with Pop’s help he 
hauls a quaking mass to the surface. 

Rod flails to the side and grips, gasping for air. 

The hoots of  non-stop coughing laughter rattle my nerves. He 
flips a brush on to the wet tiles and allows Pop and Templar to 
haul him out and slop him down like a landed squid, where he 
wheezes out the last of  his mirth.

Dignity doesn’t come easy when your hair is all wet and stringy 
and your dress clings wetly to your curves, but I just hope there’s 
dignity in my exit.

Dammit, dammit, dammit. 

It would be so much easier to hate him if  he’d lost his cool.

*     *     *
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NEW NEIGHBOURS

Raewyn never lets the grass grow underfoot. Despite her concerns 
about the future she’s as efficient as ever, the last of  Old Tom’s 
stuff  is barely out the door before she’s showing people through his 
unit.

They could be forgiven for thinking we’re a morbid lot in the 
Close. The Commander’s flagpole is sporting a huge black flag at 
half-mast and there’s black crepe everywhere. We’re in mourning 
but Old Tom will always be with us in spirit — he’ll still be here 
for Barbecue Day and has an open invitation for anything else we 
may run. And of  course he’ll still mow the lawns, if  you can call 
that razor-sharp scythe a mower. I just wish he wouldn’t wear the 
hooded black cloak while he’s mowing, it fair gives me the creeps; 
and Seventh Adventists have been known to come brightly round 
the corner, stop dead and run off  screaming.

Tom’s unit doesn’t stay unlet for long.

I’m out when it goes. 

Mrs Becket just happens to be on her verandah when I arrive 
home covered in cat fur at eleven o’clock at night. Full moon, 
possibly explains all the cats. 

She follows me inside to tell me about it. Bunch of  university 
guys, she thinks. Nice boys, clean cut, wearing suits — she thought 
at first they were Mormons. Apparently there will be half  a dozen 
of  them, but she only saw three. One of  them tipped her a wink 
and said ‘Hi’ in American, which would have confirmed her 
Mormon hypothesis if  they’d had bicycles.
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They started moving in right away, a couple of  suitcases each 
and heaps and heaps of  cartons of  coffee. But Mormons don’t 
drink coffee, do they Wanda?

I’m really not all that interested in the dietary habits of  a 
bunch of  male Mormons, all I want is my bed. I slip her a can of  
Woof  and ease her outside, squinting at the label under the full 
moon.

The Woof  is for the kittens. They’re doing very well, she only 
has two now, Old Tom took one (he was in a hurry and couldn’t 
spare the time to take it off  his leg) and are almost at the point 
where she no longer has to open the cans for them.

I decide to forego my usual bedtime coffee. I have to be up 
early in the morning, busy day planned — I must alter Sha Kee’s 
perception of  me, and find a way to put in a good word for 
Raewyn and the others. 

Downsizing sounds painful and I want no part of  it.

*    *    *

Goodness. It’s Spenser — in a charcoal suit with burgundy 
accessories.  He’s just crossing the road towards Hawke Realty as I 
hurtle by on my way late for an appointment. Bloomsberry wants 
me to list his luxury apartments — the old Green Dreams Motel, 
now highly up-marketed. Amazing what modern paint can do, 
and some decent landscaping (not a skeleton in sight). He wants as 
much for an apartment as the Sultana of  Mumbasha would pay to 
replenish her shoe cupboards, and with the market booming like 
this he might just get it.
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The Brute’s nose momentarily dips but I override his 
eagerness. Spenser, he’s into apartments … but he already has one, 
and didn’t someone say it was just for the short term?

The nose dips again. Dammit, who’s driving this thing? 

Spenser — he has an apartment, yes? 

So? 

So does he want another one, to save all the commuting? 
Bloomsberry’s complex must be at least three hundred metres 
closer to town. 

The Brute growls under my insistent foot, somehow I can’t see 
Spenser clubbing it up in the Bay. Fish-and-chip promenades 
along the beach just wouldn’t be his scene, any more than a pint of 
ginnis at Speakeasy’s. As for Bronco Bill’s (‘Bill’s Bigger Bites of  
Better Beef ’) I shudder at the thought—and just try to find your 
wallet when you leave, they’re good at wallets in there, really good. 
Luckily they know me and I mostly get out intact … minus my 
knickers last time and didn’t feel a thing but they left me my purse.

I know what’s happening here. I want to get Spenser alone in 
my car with me — discussing a new apartment with him would be 
an ideal excuse. Reason.

Perhaps. But for now, Bloomsberry.

He’s taken for himself  the only penthouse apartment in the 
whole complex, now refaced to look like mock Tudor peasant. His 
taste is right in vogue, retro is on the way out, gronk is coming in. 
People are spending fortunes making their places look cheap. It 
goes for cars too, panel beaters are working overtime adding 

CONTENTS! Page 388



designer-dents and stylish scrapes (the less well-off  paint their new 
dings on, the pathetic just run their vehicles into brick walls).

I’m followed back to Sha Kee’s by a long line of  cars whose 
owners  waited patiently while Wanda took the listing, and who 
now form into a queue along the street outside while Raewyn 
types up the paperwork. By the time I’ve scuppered my coffee it’s 
all legal and they’re free to swarm over Bloomsberry and his 
property. 

It’s my new innovative approach to a crowded market, I wait 
till Bloomsberry phones in to tell me he’s sold and for how much, 
then I cross the relevant apartments off  on the big map in the 
window while he deposits my commission by telephone. The little 
old ladies are once again plying their trade to the line outside, this 
time with hot sausages, and there are now two jugglers playing 
with their balls.

*    *    *

‘Peace, Wanda.’

Peace nothing. 

The sight of  Melsen anywhere near is enough to make all my 
goosebumps break out in pimples. The sight of  Melsen sunning 
himself  in a deckchair in front of  Old Tom’s old unit triggers a 
most impressive attack of  the shivers.

The last time I saw him he was in a van with Sonia and a 
selection of  the highly suss; I would have had to walk home but for 
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the good offices of  our friendly local bobby. I dismiss the possible 
link from my mind, after all, nobody in that van could have known 
there was any association between me and the apparently 
abandoned mini.

As much as my desire is to hike on by and get into my unit and 
lock, bolt, bar and barricade the doors, windows, walls, floor and 
roof; my immediate task is to pick up the lipstick and assorted 
other goodies that jumped out of  my shoulder bag when I shivered 
just now. Dammit, I’ll have to get that blasted zipper fixed.

Memo to self: next time when bending over to pick up stuff  
fallen from bag, close the blasted thing first. Everything that didn’t 
fall out from the shiver takes full advantage of  the second chance 
when I bend over.

My face is glowing as I reach beneath the deckchair for the pen 
I kicked under when I was trying hard not to step on my little 
plastic torch. That pen used to belong to my father and it belonged 
to Grandfather Olaf  before him; a Barker Biter, stainless steel. It’s 
a fountain pen, the cap so worn it rattles and keeps falling off  but I 
love it.

For a moment my face is inches from Melsen’s and my long 
hair brushes his chest — did I mention that all he’s wearing is a 
pair of  very becoming shorts? Rowf  — nice flat stomach … still 
got the knicker holster, I see, and now I notice his magnum.

Damn, he smells good.

For a long moment ice-blue Nordic eyes lock into mine, then 
my questing fingers grope up the pen. Poop. The moment is lost, I 
feel somewhat disappointed as I straighten. Anyway, he’s always 
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pointing guns at me and getting me into trouble. And surely he’s 
missing his little box by now?

Also, just a point, what the hell is he doing here? Wait, don’t answer 
that, I don’t want to know—

‘We’ve moved in, Miss Lust. We’re your new neighbours.’

‘You’re — coff ?’

Dammit, why do I croak at times like this?

Oh no — a sudden thought, let this cup pass from me — I’m 
the official Welcoming Committee for the Close. It’s my function 
to deliver the cake to new householders and say all the nice things, 
and warn them about Bud and Lou and Mrs Becket, and me. The 
Committee used to be Mrs Beaton and Lou, but the new people 
more often than not ran away screaming and moved out the very 
next day. Lou can be a bit like that just by appearing in your 
doorway.

Okay, I’ll do it, but later. 

I’ll pick up one of  Mrs Beaton’s cakes, she always has a few 
fresh spares.

‘Better take two, Wanda, there’s six of  them.’

Six? Funny, that’s just how many I saw getting into the van with 
sweet little Sonia. Naaa …

*    *    *
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Rick answers the door. It’s dusk, a respectable enough hour for 
an unattached young lady to welcome half  a dozen apparently 
unattached young studs to the neighbourhood. 

Rick’s grin is wide and genuine, he’s happy to see me. He’s also 
covered in sweat and wearing only a pair of  shorts. He, too, now 
seems to be sporting a knicker holster. Dammit, I’ll come back 
later. 

Later, like about this time next year. Century. Millennium. Aeo
—

‘Wanda! Nice to see you, come in, come in!’

Not much option, he’s grabbed me by the cakes.

Oh goody, I’ve called at male-bonding hour, how nice. 

Barbells and weights litter the floor like butts around a bin. A 
man naked except for a lion cloth (could be tiger, anyway, it’s 
spotted) is face down doing push-ups with — delete ‘half  a dozen 
young studs’, insert ‘five young studs and Lord Mortague’ — 
Morty sitting on his back. Morty, working out? No, he’s just the 
deadweight, I see.

Morty tips me his usual vacuous codlike grin and flips a dart at 
the board someone’s stuck up behind the other door. Not bad, 
perfect fluke. The dart quivers in the bull joining the half  dozen 
throwing knives already fluked. 

Melsen is locked in furious combat with the Russian. He’s 
winning, by the look of  it. Prawn to check a king? Hah — he’ll 
lose his horsey if  he tries that … too bad, gone.
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The Russian hardly takes the horse from the board before 
Melsen’s bishop sweeps down from nowhere and just like that the 
game is over. 

Brrrr.

Above me a voice very politely asks me if  I would kindly step 
aside please, Miss. It sounds a reasonable request, I move briskly to 
the east as an oriental gentleman I don’t know crashes to the floor 
just west of  me. Ouch — luckily he lands on his bot. 

The only one missing is the Indian. I suppose he’s probably at 
the top of  a rampant rope somewhere — wait — the Indian 
would make seven … Morty ambles over to reclaim his dart, the 
throwing knives disappear into his pockets at the same time. All 
that cutlery and I never knew, he must be popular at picnics. The 
man in the cloth (leopard? Ocelot? Tabby?) springs to his feet, eyes 
burning brown in a well-tanned face. Hmmm, with a turban, he 
could pass …

Rick finally lets go of  the cakes and pulls out a chair at the little 
table. There’s no room left on the table so I plonk the cakes on the 
floor, then like a lady I settle.

Without missing a beat Melsen spins the little lamp so that it’s 
aimed right at my face. Just as promptly the Russian reaches over 
and gently turns it back to the chessboard. All I see for a long 
moment is spots which fade to reveal Melsen looking a trifle 
chagrined.

‘Sorry, Miss Lust — force of  habit.’

That’s okay. It’s not as if  I’m driving anywhere tonight.
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‘And to what do we owe the honour and pleasure of  your 
company, Miss Lust?’

Rick, cutting to the chase. I suppose that once a man’s had his 
hand inside your skirt he feels he can dispense with the formalities 
— damn, his accent still gives me a good goosing. Time for the 
speech.

But I’m not sure I can pull it off. I mean, how welcome really 
are these guys as my new neighbours?

The Russian meanwhile concedes to the climate and removes 
his hat. Fur must be heavy, it lands with quite a thunk when he 
tosses it into a corner. Funny, I was expecting flop, or at worst, a 
squelch. He’s as bald as a steam-cleaned mouse, but deep soulful 
eyes stare at me with obvious appreciation. Okay — he can lick his 
eyebrows, so what — so can I.

‘Wanda, this is Ivan—’

Ivan. Of  course. It’s not as if  he’d be a Dimitri, or a Vladimir, 
or a Nikita, is it?

‘— Nokkabollokov. He’s from Minsk.’

Oh. Minski Mouse?

‘Morty you already know?’

I slip Lord Mortague of  Messex, son of  the Duke and possibly 
in line for the Britannic throne, a bright friendly smile. His smile in 
return was last seen on a gurnard in the Helensburg fish shop 
window but at least he’s holding no grudge.

‘The guy about to drop in — again — is Wun Hung Lo. Mr 
Wun is from Taiwan.’
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There’s an oriental variant on the phrase ‘Oh poop!’ followed 
by a loud thud as the oriental gentleman falls from nowhere and 
takes out one of  the cakes in a direct hit. This time I see the 
rubbery suckery things on his knees and elbows.  I knew it’s 
crowded in the old country but didn’t realise it was quite that 
crowded. However, looking on the bright side, we still have one 
cake left.

The not-quite-an-Indian puts his hands together and bows. 

‘Mr Chubbarau is a native of  Argentina, Miss Lust—’

‘Wanda!’

‘—Wanda. He’s just passing through your lovely country—’

No reference to peaceful and/or gun-free this time, I note.

Argentina? Isn’t that where the men are all grouchos who play 
with their bolas all day while chasing cows? Funny, I’d have sworn 
he was an Indian of  some kind.

Anyway, on with the show while I have their attention. 
Dammit, I wish he’d stop licking his eyebrows like that.

‘It’s my function as the official welcoming committee to 
welcome you fine gentlemen to the Close—’

‘Gee, ain’t that just swell—’

‘—and give you, as a token of  our collective goodwill, these … 
this … cake, baked by Mrs Beaton herself.’

Wun Hung Lo smiles sheepishly, still with his butt neatly 
parked in the middle of  the flattened carton and surrounded by 
bits. Sitting in the nuts must make a pleasant change. He’s showing 
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no signs of  wanting to get up, and judging by the tatters of  his 
shorts I think I understand why.

‘That’s very nice of  you, Wanda.’ Melsen’s eyes are so … blue.

Morty has found his way to the sink unaided and is running 
water into an electric kettle. 

‘Would you like a drink, Miss Lust?’

A double scotch right about now would be appreciated, but I 
have to sleep tonight.

‘A coffee would be most welcome.’

Morty shakes his head with a rueful smile and plugs in the 
kettle, oblivious of  the tap still running.

‘Sorry, Miss Lust, all we can offer is tea.’

‘And he murders even that.’ Melsen mutters it so softly it’s all I 
can do to catch it.

‘Tea would be lovely, thank you.’

Damn. I thought Mrs Becket said … naaa. Sod it. If  they want 
to hog all their lovely imported American coffee then good luck to 
them. The next cake I bring over will have Disaster Sauce in the 
recipe — and that from the top shelf.

In any gathering of  healthy, superbly fit (plus Morty), gorgeous 
(plus Morty) young men (plus Morty) attended by an unattached 
female there’s always at least one that projects himself. In this 
gathering it seems that the one is Melsen, and Rick, and they are 
subtly competing for attention. How nice, little agents at play. Just 
hope they don’t hit each other with their teddy bears.
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Now it’s Rick’s dazzling smile that ignites my goosebumps and 
his velvety accent that soothes them back down again like warm 
syrup. For whatever reason I suddenly yearn for an American 
breakfast. Oops, he’s—

‘If  we don’t stay here long, Wanda, do we have to give the cake 
back?’

Yes, dammit, in person, just pop it round to the home of  the 
Welcoming Committee. And bring some champagne to wash it 
down with.

The sink is pretty full now. Just as I’m about to mention it 
Morty flips the tap off. Seconds later I’m served with a cup of  tea 
by an English lord. How ‘bout that.

Tea?

At least it’s wet. Ish. My spoon sogs slowly to one side, arriving 
without a sound. Coffee to chew may be my style but tea should at 
least ooze from the cup when inverted. Melsen catches my eye, I 
know a ‘fellowship of  the damned’ empathy grin when I see one. 
Did I say it was wet? I based that conclusion on observation, I saw 
it being made and water was definitely involved.

‘Hack — yargle schnarf ?’

‘You like it, Miss Lust?’

Morty is looking hopefully at me over his shoulder, like an 
outcast gourami. He’s just placing the cake box on the sinkbench 
— dammit, Mrs Beaton’s cakes aren’t that fragile. The wimp 
probably wants to make sure that Wun Hung Lo doesn’t have a 
nasty accident. Too late.
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Anyway, the tea certainly is different. 

And who knows, given a few hundred million years I might 
even learn to like it.

Gasp, gag. ‘Very nice. Hack.’ 

At last, the redeeming moment of  my life, the definitive act 
that will reserve me a place in Paradise. I’ve finally said something 
nice, lying through my teeth to make someone’s day. Imagine a 
haddock having an organism, that’s his lordship at present.

‘Would you like a top-up, Wanda?’

Wanda? Goodness, I’ve broken through the ice. Top-up? Don’t 
panic—

‘Oh, my goodness, is that the time, already? I really must rush, 
welcome to the Close, we’re here to serve, try the veal—’

And I’m out of  there.

Somehow Melsen beats me to the door, there’s understanding 
in his eyes as I rocket through. He doesn’t have to grin like that, 
though.

My feet don’t even touch the ground between Old Tom’s old 
flat and my own. My curtains almost wrench off  in the slipstream 
as I race in and slam the door behind me, hands blurring across 
the locks like a pianist’s fingers on his keyboard.

But it’s not locks and curtains that are on my mind.

It’s the visual impression I got in their mirror as I powered out 
babbling excuses — for all the world it looked as if  Morty, the 
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moment my back was turned, slipped the cake still in its box into 
the sinkful of  water and held it under. 

Naaaa …          

*     *     *
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PAPERWORK

They’ve done it. They’ve finally done it. And it’s all my own fault, 
I should have seen it coming. I just had to call in at the office, 
didn’t I? I could have couriered my new listings and various 
paperwork in, but no, Wanda has to do things properly.

I didn’t think anything of  it when Raewyn pressed a red button 
on her desk. The attack of  the ‘Uh Oh’s didn’t even begin until I 
felt two gentle hands, one under each armpit, lift me from the 
ground. Raewyn and Sha Kee, between them — actually, Raewyn 
and Sha Kee with me between them.

They were gentle but firm, Sha Kee even asked after the health 
of  my cat as they carried me to my cubicle.

I now understand that Raewyn will be back about midnight to 
let me out and will be collecting me from home at eight o’clock 
tomorrow morning. I’ll be there, the ‘Or else’ was unstated and 
unnecessary. Sha Kee’s purr was quite enough.

For now my future is bleak, four grey walls and an immense 
mountain of  paper. Now I know where trees go to die … forests, 
even; eternal paperwork shall compass the world with bounds until 
day and night come to an end. 

It’s not fair. For a brief  moment I consider the judicious 
application of  a match but I’m all out and there’s no boy scouts 
handy to rub together. Anyway, Sha Kee had a new sprinkler 
system installed soon after I started working here. 

There’s a new lock on the shredder, too, dammit. I’ll bet there’s 
only one key and Raewyn will have it. Blast.
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Damn and blast. Poop.

Nothing else for it. I open my bag and rummage around for a 
pen. Pencil. Chalk. Quill. Stylus. Hammer and chisel — oh, come on 
— nothing. Damn.

I’ll just have to do the forbidden and go see if  I can find a pen. 
Perhaps Donald might lend me one, or maybe Bloomsberry; 
perhaps I can drive down to the supermarket — in Wellington — 
and buy one. How could I be so stup—

—then again, I could always make thumbprints on the pages. I 
sit down quickly while Raewyn ambles over to reclaim her letter 
opener which is still quivering in the door frame, just inches from 
where my nose might have been.

She says nothing, but seconds after she’s gone my own pen 
drops neatly from the sky into the still open shoulder bag on my 
desk. Of  course, I remember now, I lent it to her. Funny how these 
things come back to you.

I’m trapped. 

I’ll be here for hours. Weeks. 

I’ll go stir crazy, already I can feel my hair frizzing. 

Get a grip, Wanda. Rise, take up your pen and scribe. Do it.

I do it. I take up the pen, and the bloody thing rattles.

Dammit, I’m heartily sick of  the top rattling on the ancestral 
pen. It needs some sort of  stuffing, something to wodge it out a bit. 
Paper won’t work, neither will distorting the top. I’ve tried both — 
the paper wicked all the ink out and transformed the inside of  an 
earlier shoulder bag completely.
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It’s amazing what a Wanda carries about in her shoulder bag, 
there has to be something. Oh, I was wondering where I’d put 
that, but it’ll hardly be edible now … all I find is the little polished 
coppery thing from Spenser’s pool, didn’t know I still had it. 
Lovely shade of  green.

And it fits. Perfectly. It slips inside the cap and jams like a 
hungover sailor in his bunk with a beatific smile and empty wallet. 
God is in His heaven and all’s right with the world, don’t stop me 
now, Wanda’s on a roll. Scribble scribble scribble …

I get fed and watered (okay, coffeed) at regular intervals by 
Raewyn, who at the appropriate times also escorts me to the loo 
and back. She even waits for me, as well she might — but there’s 
no escape through the windows, Sha Kee had them barred. An 
iron grill, yett, fitted after the break in. I admire and appreciate 
Raewyn’s devotion but really there’s no need. I’m onto it.

By sundown the worst is over. 

By nine o’clock Raewyn finally believes me when I tell her I’ve 
seen the error of  my ways and she can go home now; honestly.

The final thing I have to do before leaving near midnight is 
punch in the codes, everything will lock and seal automatically 
twenty seconds after I shut the front door. After that attempting to 
get back in could be hazardous to my health.

The front door clicks behind me. 

I now have to fret impatiently while twenty eternal seconds 
drag themselves by. I’ve already decided that nothing on earth 
could make me go back in there — Raewyn had that slightly 
unfocussed, slightly amused, slightly glazed smile when I asked her 
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what might happen, to a hypothetical someone, naive enough to 
go back?

Ten seconds only, so far. Ye gods. At eleven-fifty on a gorgeous 
night like this I really don’t want to be here, counting off  the static 
seconds, fingering the keys in my pocke— not fingering the keys 
not in my pocket.

Oh no.

I’ve Wanda’d myself.

Sevensixfivefourthreetwoone GOTCHA

Just like that the treacherous seconds race by, as they do every 
time you realise the keys to your Brute are still in the top drawer of 
your desk behind the bananas.

Poop.

Any other time I’d have wanted a banana. Dammit, that’s why 
I buy the blasted things, anticipating desire. And right now I crave 
a banana, life just isn’t fair. For that matter, any other time I’d have 
wanted to staple something — I always want to staple things. It’s 
amazing that all evening I simply haven’t felt the urge to staple a 
single thing, that’s what comes from being busy. If  I had wanted to 
staple something I’d have taken the stapler out of  the back of  my 
drawer and would have found my keys. I keep it right at the back, 
ever since the time I stapled a card to my thumb when feeling 
around for the stapler. Never saw Sonia crack up so much, not 
even that time my chair collapsed — okay, so now I know what a 
locknut is.

No way am I going back in. 
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What a lovely night for a stroll home, I can enjoy the walk, let 
myself  in, have a showe— I can sleep under the porch. And hope 
that Pu doesn’t find me to discuss his empty feed bowl. Perhaps 
Mrs Becket might still be up; if  her light is on I can make enquiries 
about her couch?

Or not. Her lights are all off. What’s wrong with people in the 
Close these days, are we getting old? There’s not a light anywhere, 
other than the steady red and green lanterns on the Commander’s 
gateposts, mocking my caution. They’d be cautious too if  they 
knew Pu. Pu likes to keep his claw in and appreciates practise 
when he gets it — many times he’s put me in orbit and I 
remember that Phil more than once has had to change his 
trousers.

I slip up the paths like a ghost, not even Pu could be aware of  
my passage. Luckily for me it’s cloudy, no moon worthy of  the 
observation; all I have to do now is slither under the balcony and 
make myself  a wee nest in the papers that collect under there. I’d 
clean it out one day, if  I can ever figure out how to get a bulldozer 
under the house.

Hah! No Pu. Fooled the little bugger.

The sudden clatter of  his cat flap falling — inbound; outbound 
rattles — makes my blood run cold and boil with indignation. The  
cheek of  it, Wanda is just too easy to bother with. Sod you, cat. 
You’ll keep.

It takes a few minutes of  silent scruffling but eventually I think 
I have a lovely bed made — it could be covered in spiders for all I 
know. Something that felt like a supermarket bag is now stuffed 
with pages ripped from what might have been an old telephone 
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directory to make a pillow. A few newspapers make an excellent 
blanket, too, albeit noisy, and Wanda is in business.

The last thing I hear as I’m drifting off  is the rattle of  the cat 
door; how sweet, he’s given up and is going out hunting. For a 
moment I pity the local rats (Pu disdains mice — actually his 
favourite is Rottweiler, when he can get it) then as sleep takes hold 
I’m grateful he’s on my side. I think …

... call it a sixth sense — or, as my Dad used to call it, 
Wandashine. Perhaps he just liked Jack Nicholson movies. Either 
way the hairs on the back of  my neck prickle.

I lie without moving, snug in my nest of  garbage, wondering 
what woke me. Rat? No, delete rat. Pu hasn’t been fed since the 
last time, the only rats within three hundred metres in any 
direction are currently dead or unbelievably agile.

It comes again, from right overhead; the subtle creak that tells 
the cognoscenti that movement is afoot on Wanda’s balcony. The 
Japanese Samurai used to deliberately build their floors so they 
creaked, at great expense. Singing floors were called nightingales 
— mine came free of  charge, courtesy of  Bonaventure Bargain 
Builders and cheap imported secondhand nails.

My heart leaps — Rod? With a rose in his teeth and cavalier 
chuckle on his lips, a bottle of  champagne in his back pocket and 
romance on his mind?

Perhaps not, too. The soft scruffling sounds from the back door 
and the chirps of  my nightingales suggest a randy pack (more than 
a romantic lone) of  wolf. Wolfs. Wolves.
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Hypothesis confirmed. There comes a delicate PING from the 
back door and a whole chorus of  ‘Shhhh’. Wanda can pull, but 
swains in plural by moonlight, working as a team? Hardly.

There’s another PING followed by a ‘Bugger’ followed by 
PLOP a metre of  so from my nose. Not good. Dropped anything is 
all too often followed by recovery teams.

Sure enough, within moments a hideous silhouette drops 
silently into sight and fills my immediate field of  vision. Shrek?

Gasp

Questing fingers grope first my toe, then my ankle, then my 
shin, working north. Just as I’m readying the slap there’s a sudden 
intake of  breath and the hand whips away; the figure jerks so 
swiftly back up the steps the phrase ‘single bound’ comes to mind. 
Goody, I’ve just been clandestinely groped by Superman, and me 
without even a single lump of  kryptonite.

For a brief  moment there’s a whole forest of  twitters from the 
nightingales followed by six discreet thuds as six forms drop off  of  
the balcony and line up across my only exit. Thank heavens it’s 
dark under here.

Flight or fight?

Neither. I hold my breath as seven hands reach under 
trepidatiously — wonderful, group grope and Wanda hasn’t a clue 
who — seven? Someone is indeed an opportunist.

Six gasps later six forms withdraw for a huddle. Dammit, I 
know those voices—

‘She’s still warm, dammit.’
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‘Is that why she never came home?’

‘It’s a warm night, of  course she’s still warm.’

‘Who’ll feed her cat?’

‘That warm?’

‘Didn’t see her at all—’

‘He’ll be hungry, poor orphan.’

‘Who did it?’

‘Don’t look at me — anyway, I was with you.’

‘Is it really her?’

‘Yes. I know those curves, I’ve tied her up often enough.’

‘Should we still go in?’

‘What?’

‘Feed the cat—’

‘Will you knock it off  with that blasted cat?’

‘You want me to knock off  the cat?’

‘She shouldn’t be that warm!’

‘Not unless—’

‘How?’

‘When?’

‘Huh?’

‘Who?’
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‘Whom!’

‘I said that.’

‘SILENCE, God dammit!’

‘?’

I wait with bated breath. They’ll either leave in a hurry or 
investigate further, and find out just why I’m still so warm. Perhaps 
if  I breathe again I might cool down a bit.

Gaspgaspgaspgaspgaspgasp.

‘Did you hear that?’

‘What?’

‘She breathed.’

‘Stiffs do that — sometimes they even sit up. Don’t worry about 
it.’

Sit up — good idea, one can catapult out from under a balcony 
and achieve flank speed much better from a sitting start.

‘I can’t believe you guys! She may be just hurt — I’m gonna 
check.’

Rick. Oh goody, he cares.

What? 

Oops. Check Wanda out means catch Wanda out. Wanda 
doesn’t want to be catched out.

Funny, I’d thought at first they were just a bunch of  mutual 
strangers flatting together to save money but it’s obvious now that 
they’re in this as one. They’re all agents of  foreign powers, Lord 
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Mortague of  Messex too; dammit, can’t you even trust idiots any 
more? 

My options are strictly limited but the time is fast approaching 
to exercise them. Just as two hunky shapes appear in the feeble 
light I spring to a crouch with my future fully mapped before me 
… I’ll rocket through the gap, scorch across the grass, hurtle by the 
Commander’s place, power out across the berm into the road and 
start running.

The last thing I catch as the lights go out is Morty’s honk of  
surprise, simultaneous with Ricks ‘Well I’ll be dam—’

*    *    *

Daylight.

Wearily I turn my head — it hurts, the pillow is all lumps. 
Wait, it’s not a pillow, it’s a big plastic bag of  water with bits of  
still-ice in it.

With a strong sense of  deja vu I scan the Wanda conglomerate. 
Yep. Prone. Own bed. Tied up. 

Again.

Oh, no, I loved that dress — why can’t he use his own blasted 
clothes for once? Anyway, what woke me?

I feel a movement in the air and scan slowly to my left. The 
bedroom door was shut, now it’s open, and Raewyn, having 
apparited silently, is staring down at me. For a long moment her 

CONTENTS! Page 409



eyes are empty then she reappears in their depths. I actually don’t 
mind the aikido bit too much but it’s spooky. And she could leave 
the blasted giggles at home, too.

Ouch.

He must carry a whole roll of  tape everywhere he goes; 
nothing will ever grow on my upper lip again. The rest of  my 
bonds fall away, I can move once more. Thank heavens he left me 
my bra and frillies.

‘New boyfriend? Must’ve been quite a night.’

Stuff  you too, Raewyn. This is no time for levity, Wanda is in deep coffee 
withdrawal.

‘I’d make you a coffee, Wanda, if  I could find anything.’

What? I lever myself  upright with the greatest effort and no 
end of  reluctance. Thank heavens for all those dawns with Woody, 
I can hack this.

My home has been nuked. This time by a whole team of  
experts, and they had hours and hours to nuke it in. Cheer up 
Wanda, perhaps this time they did it properly and either found it 
or at least now know it’s not here. Whatever ‘it’ is. Maybe now 
they’ll leave me alone?

Dammit — she’s whistling while she works — I don’t believe it, 
‘Just Whistle While You Work’? Snow White, Raewyn? Naaa.

‘You weren’t at the office, and your car hadn’t been slept in.’

Oh, I’d wondered.

Wait — with effort I haul myself  to the window to test a theory. 
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Just as I thought, Old Tom’s unit is empty. You can tell. 

*     *     *
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TRUSSED AGAIN

I want answers and I want them yesterday.

Dammit, that was Melsen’s box in the hangar. Had to be, 
regardless of  logic. Okay, I have a sock to bank, too, but umpty 
thousand dollars are a minor inconsideration right now. 

The Brute roars, people leap for cover. One lady in a miniskirt 
blushes violently and goes running up the alley to Beach Lane — 
funny, I didn’t notice it had been raining.

The Mansion gates swing open by themselves as we power up 
the hill, there’s barely a gap either side yet the Brute snarls through 
showering the blasted gardener — where the hell were you when I 
needed you — with dust and small stones.

 My spectacular arrival broadsides gravel all over Templar as 
he hurries out onto the top of  the steps — how do these people 
know I’m coming? Or do I need another new silencer? Pity, it was 
such an elegant suit too. 

His ‘Coffee in ten minutes, Miss Lust’ falls unheard in my wake 
as I jump out and rocket on foot over the grass to the hangar.

How sweet, it’s ‘follow the leader’ time — Rod, Templar, and 
now Pop Hawke enter the spirit of  the thing and tag along behind. 
Ronnie too, she pops up from behind a hedge of  lavender — no, 
rosemary — try rubbing lavender on your chicken, it’s a big 
mistake, they don’t like it at all.

The gyro thing is still in the hangar and has a businesslike look 
about it. There’s goggles on each seat. And a silk scarf, I note as I 
race by — a closet romantic is revealing himself, here.
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The sock is gone.

Hard luck, stuff  the sock — I want that box.

The box is gone.

Oh goody, all this way setting records and now someone has 
already cleaned out all the junk from under the bench. I’ve been 
gazumped.

‘Hi Wanda.’

‘Hi Wanda.’

‘Hi Wanda.’

‘Good morning, Miss Lust.’

Feeling a little wild-eyed and probably looking worse, I glare up 
long enough to register four friendly — albeit slightly puzzled — 
faces stacked in the doorway.

‘Where is it?’

Templar steps in, the epitome of  sang froid, savoury fare and 
dusty elegance at its best. Did I do that? Oops, sorry.

‘Your sock is under the carton of  differential modulus 
elasticators, Miss Lust.’

Bloody hell.

What sock? Oh, that sock. 

Is this the right time to bring up the subject, I wonder, of  a 
box, contents unknown, liberated from its lawful owner, to whit 
one gun-toting maniac CIA secret agent —  that I’ve imposed 
incognito upon the good offices of  their hospitality?
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Perhaps not. 

Looking at the gun in Melsen’s hand — I’d been wondering 
who belonged to that fifth shadow, lurking outside the door, silly 
Wanda, I’d thought it was Spenser; ever the optimist—

‘Eek.’

Not bad — anyway, as a scream it will have to do, I’m not 
much good at them. Need more practise. Getting it, too, there’s 
hope for me yet.

Melsen ushers them in at gunpoint. His gaze locks horns with 
Rod and the air goes electric and I go goosey. I really hope that 
Rod’s genetic legacy contains no heroes. To forestall any imminent 
stupidity I allow myself  a stereotypical feminine reaction, I grab 
his arm and say ‘Eek’ again, more loudly, in case anyone missed it 
first time.

And let’s face it, it feels — right.

Sod it, why settle for half  measures? I not only imprison the 
suicide arm, I haul myself  in to snuggle-depth and wrap both 
arms around me just as they wrap themselves around me anyway. 
Another damned opportunist.

That’s approval in Melsen’s eyes?

‘Where is it, Miss Lust?’

Where’s what? Why do they always have to ask that totally 
stupid, utterly ridiculous, inane, confounded, unqualified, empty, 
meaningless, question? 

Icy blue eyes stare into mine.
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Without even looking he flicks the gun, the bang magnifies a 
thousandfold courtesy of  the confinations of  the place. Templar 
doesn’t blink as the jar of  goop on the shelf  just above his head 
shatters and showers him with black sticky stuff  — poor bugger, 
that lovely suit is doomed.

‘Night and Shade, Mr Templar?’

Templar smiles. I hope I never see a smile like that again, just 
seeing it makes me all goosey. Rowf ! Simon moves his hand slowly 
to his sleeve. Goody, I need to know the time, and Templar’s watch 
will of  course be set to local GMT and one hundred percent 
accurate.

‘May I?’

Melsen nods, his smile adding shivers to my geesebump. His 
’Of  course’ is laconic, relaxed, casual, almost bored; his eyes alert, 
watchful, wide-awake and wary. 

Brrr.

Simon eases back his sleeve, much like a stage conjurer 
showing that there’s nothing there. Good heavens, a throwing 
knife in a little sheath, taped to his forearm. He shakes it out gently 
and allows it to fall to the floor where he nudges it to Melsen with 
his foot . He’s still smiling as he does the same with the other. I 
suppose he carries a corkscrew in his sock, too? Ice tongs in his 
knickers?

Melsen picks up both knives without looking, a casual flick of  
his wrist sinks them deep into the rafters overhead. It occurs to me 
that if  he’d taken the time to look he’d have gotten the spider, now 
briskly abseiling to safety.
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‘Miss Lust?’

Ah, yes, the missing ‘it’. 

Damn, if  I’d known he was so sentimental about that box I’d 
never have heisted it in the first place. Good thing he doesn’t know 
about the sock.

‘Miss Lust — please?’

I get the feeling that before very long I’m going to be in the 
market for yet another new dress — maybe not, there’s heaps of  
lovely ropes and string and stuff  all over the place. And gagging 
tape too. Oh, goody, Silver Duck, my favourite, slightly 
reminiscent of  tobasco.

More shadows appear silently in the doorway. Talk about 
confidence, the only one waving a gun is Melsen. No, waving isn’t 
quite right, it sounds too amateurish. Sporting a gun, maybe?

‘Perhaps you’d all be more comfortable seated?’

He’s motioning Rod and me to the gyro machine. No, no way. 
Doesn’t he know I have an aversion to machines that fly, and/or 
heights, of  any description?

‘Seat belts too, Miss Lust. Tightly, if  you please.’

I get his drift. Sitting in and belting up effectively immobilises 
the two of  us. Wonderful, my dress may yet survive, a cheering 
prospect.

Rod, too, is no fool. He breathes steadily with normal pulse 
rate as I lean over, buckling him in. Normal for a mouse, that is, 
which is quite normal for any red-blooded human male in close 
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proximity to Wanda. It’s a natural phenomenon I’ve never really 
understood. 

In seconds various of  Melsen’s flatmates immobilise Ronnie, 
Pop and Templar on old boxes and a dinged patio chair. Ronnie is 
thrilled to be tied up by a genuine English Lord. It was a 
psychological masterstroke for Melsen to introduce them, I have 
the feeling Morty might have lost a few fangs otherwise. Not that 
Ronnie is any sort of  snob, far from it.

Gasp gasp. Talk about tight …

It’s obvious they’re not searching for a shoebox, but they are 
searching for something and being very thorough about it.

‘Please don’t do that, Miss Lust.’

Melsen’s eyes are just so … blue.

‘Sorry, I was only trying to loosen this strap—’

Now I see why it is so tight, it’s snagged hard around an old 
shoe box that someone’s dumped on the gyrythingo at some point. 
Well now. I won’t tell if  no-one else—

Templar grins across at me, the devil-may-care buccaneer smile 
that is his trademark.

‘Coffee may be delayed, Miss Lust. I regret the inconvenience.’

Love him, he’s taking the heat off  me. Melsen gives him a brief 
enigmatic stare, shrugs and goes back to sifting his nuts. 

And bolts, screws, and washers, springs and yet more bottle 
caps. 
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Whatever ‘it’ is it can’t be very big. I wonder how long we 
have? Then again, how large is this property — it’s huge, so I 
guess that answers my question. Unless perhaps Ronnie and Pop 
are expecting the Army for lunch?

‘Not at all, Miss Lust—’

Melsen. Smiling.

Dammit, have I been thinking out loud again? Wanda the 
blabberbrain, as usual.

‘—we already know it’s not in the grounds — your friend, here, 
with the metal detector has been very thorough.’

Rod leans forward slightly, in a subtle bow. Dammit, he’s 
grinning, I can’t believe he’s actually enjoying this.

‘And it’s not in the house. The house has been exhaustively 
searched, both before and since its recent handover.’

Brrr. So they’ve been watching the place. That’s trespass, we 
could have them for it.

Rod meets Pop’s eyes. Pop too? Just what the hell is going on 
here? 

Right at this moment a pager sounds. Everyone looks at 
everyone else, then all eyes swivel to Pop and lock on. ‘Jesu, Joy of  
Man Desiring’? Bach. Real class — mine just goes beep beep.

Surprisingly his Lordship gets there first and with an 
ingratiating ‘Excuse me’ lifts a small calculator out of  Pop’s 
pocket. No, not a calculator, it’s a cellphone. No, it’s not one of  
those either — okay, I give up. Watch and learn seems to be my 
mission in life.
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It’s a pocket tv set. 

How nice, if  they set it up in front of  us we can watch reruns of 
the reruns while they search. Nice view of  the main gate — open 
again, I see — and Donald’s Fairmilia arriving. 

I don’t get a chance to see more, Melsen grabs it, flips it shut 
and makes an all-embracing ‘Scram out of  here’ motion with his 
arm, a sweeping gesture which would have cost him a painful bite 
had it reached my face. As it was Morty had to duck, showing 
surprising reflexes for an axolotl on two legs. Of  course — he’s not 
someone’s escaped pet, he’s a British agent. It occurs to me that 
the MI6 engraved on his tool could well stand for Military 
Intelligence Dept 6. Spooky.

Like ghosts dispersing in the dawning daylight Melsen, Morty, 
and the associated bit players fade through the doorway; and on a 
sudden, lo, we’re all alone, followed by the scrunch of  driveway 
gravel and the slam of  a car door. 

Two slams.

*     *     *
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THE RETURN

‘Will you pour, please, dear?’

Ronnie hands me the ancient coffee pot. It’s the first time I’ve 
been privileged to touch it — yuk — but it’s not as bad as it looks. 
It couldn’t be. My heart goes out to Spenser, all I have of  my own 
ancestry is a beloved pen and an eccentric mother with a thing 
about spiders and a penchant for her skateboard. Honestly, at her 
age; but it’s better than the way she used to tickle up all the 
municipal rubbish collecting men, with her catapult.

‘Dear—?’

Oh, of  course.

Glug glug. Damn. Missed.

‘It aims off  a little to the left dear, but you’ll get the hang of  it.’

I’d rather get the hang of  Sha Kee, right now, with a few yards 
of  hempen rope. I’m not sure I’m overjoyed at how close she’s 
sitting to Donald nor am I rapt in the way she’s hanging off  his 
arm, hanging on to his every word. And her eyes are so sparkly it’s 
sickening.

‘Dear?’

Oops, sorry … bastard. Now she’s sponging coffee out of  his lap 
with every sign of  coy enjoyment. Dammit, he doesn’t have to 
have a silly cross-eyed grin like that.

‘Allow me, Wanda.’ Rod’s hand is warm, his fingers dry and 
comforting as he lifts the percolator from my unresisting grasp. 
Amber nectar flows like coffee as everyone’s cups are filled. Flows? 
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Wimps.

Dammit. I always knew that one day it would happen. Why 
today, of  all days? But we can still be friends—

Clunk. 

Crash. 

Splash.

‘Try this one, Miss Lust.’

Bless him, Templar doesn’t miss a beat, he’s organised a 
stainless steel mug for me. Everyone is too polite to notice as he 
sweeps the bits of  cup to one side where’ll he clean up properly 
later.

Actually, it seems inevitable, now you come to think about it. 
And they were made for each other, really.

First Todd, now Donald.

And Spenser doesn’t even know I’m alive, wherever he is.

Tears sting my eyes, I feel the need to get up and go, some fresh 
air would be appreciated right now. Anyway, I still need to bank 
that sock.

Then again, I won’t bank my sock just yet. 

For that matter, I won’t even run it downtown for Raewyn to 
bank.

Melsen’s gun meets me in the doorway, on it’s way in as I’m 
going out. Funny thing about guns, they always have right of  way. 
His clear blue eyes are immediately behind; did I mention his 
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lovely white teeth? Deep and crisp and even, he even smiles like 
footprints in the snow.

There’s a collective ‘Oh, no’ as I back back backwards into the 
lounge, followed apologetically by Morty and Chubbarau with 
armfuls of  string and tape. Rod looks furious. Hard luck, Toots, I 
didn’t invite them. Of  course we didn’t hear them arrive, it occurs 
to me now that we never heard them leave. Clever.

‘Friends of  yours?’

Donald tilts his head at the interlopers, addressing the query to 
his dad, getting a long slow nod. Pop is still finishing the 
preparation stages of  his cigar which looks quite naked without its 
band. He strikes a match, rich blue aromatics fill the air and 
Melsen stops in his tracks.

‘Havana—’

Pop nods and amiably extends the cigar box — now; now, Rod, 
Donald, Pop — jump the bugger while he’s doing the male 
bonding bit with the cigar — hah, a smoke, indeed — okay, then, now, 
while he’s lighting it — now, now, dammit, while he can’t see … 

… or not.  

Wimps.

‘We can leave the gags off  if  you all promise not to scream?’

Nods all round. That proves it, I’m knee-deep in jellyfish.

‘You too, Miss Lust?’

No way. Not a hope in Hades. Go boil an egg. Get stuffed. Not 
for all the hairs on my chinny chin chi— hairs? Ouch.
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‘Alright, dammit, me too. I promise.’

‘Hmmmm …’

It’s like old times as we’re marched out to the hangar, Rod and 
I, and belted onto our very own chairs. And still they don’t notice 
the box. Modern agents, hah — James Bomb would have seen it 
and somehow used it to blow them up, or at least pound them into 
the ground like tent pegs.

‘What a lovely smile, Miss Lust.’

So it should be, I was imagining what he would look like with 
just his feet poking out of  a great white. Or a long black, or an ant 
hill. Two ant hills; he’d make a lovely tent peg—

Uh oh. A thought—

‘Where are the others?’

‘We’re making them comfortable inside the house, Miss Lust.’

Oh. That makes sense, just one agent to supervise the whole 
group. Utilisation of  resources. So what makes me special?

‘Because you’re somewhat resourceful, Miss Lust. I want to 
keep my eye on you.’

Oh. Out loud again? And Rod? To keep me company, 
obviously.

By the time my bot stops transmitting any sensation other than 
well-aged numb Melsen and his merry men are quite hot and 
more than a trifle weary.

Rick stretches, goes crack, and gives me a resigned smile.

‘Coffees all round, I think?’
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Melsen nods. Oh goody, I thought they’d never take the hint. I 
wind my tongue back in and stop panting. Thank heavens 
somebody round here can read subtle.

While Rick is away organising the refreshments Melsen and 
Wun Hung Lo push the gyro out of  its hangar. Nice change of  
scene.

‘Sun in your eyes, Miss Lust?’

Not so you’d notice — who said that? 

They swing us around. Much better. Okay, we can no longer 
see what they’re up to in there, but at least now the sun isn’t in our 
eyes when it shines, off  and on. It’s been one of  those mornings. 
From behind us comes the teeth-filing skweetch of  the metal-
detecting wand, my guess is that they’re using it to search the floor 
where the gyro was parked.

‘Won’t do them any good, I’ve already done there.’

Rod, whispering to me. He’s being very sensible — or he’s a 
complete smoked flounder. He’s just sat back relaxed and quite 
passive the whole time. Most men tied up with their hands free 
would at least have tried for a gro—

‘Silence please, you two — and here’s your coffee.’

Aah. That’s better, that’s more like it. Anyone else topping up a 
percolator adds water, Rick obviously does it properly and tops it 
up with freshly ground coffee. After the first swallow the world 
takes on a rosy glow, by the end of  the cup I’m vibrating like a well 
plucked harp. The rotor overhead rattles in sympathy, making a 
nice accompaniment.
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‘Excuse me, I’d like—’

‘Cross your legs, Miss Lust.’

Poop. It’s hard to sit back and cross your legs when your back 
teeth are afloat.

Take your mind off  it, Wanda.

I spy with my little eye something beginning with — with what? 

C. 

I see the sea, a hundred thousand million billion trillion gillion 
gurgling gallons of  sploshy water, cascading and billowing in wet 
watery waves onto the soaking sodden sands—

Ooh, this isn’t easy.

Something beginning with N. 

Knife? Throwing knife, stuck in the rafters, still. Funny, you’d 
have thought a man like Templar would’ve rounded up his toys 
before he went inside …

Ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooh—

Something beginning with P.

‘Please?!!?’

Rick grins.

‘I’ll take you, Wanda.’

An angel. Whatever happens from here on, I’ll always be in his 
debt.
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He makes me lead and follows close behind, prodding me with 
his gun. I hope it’s his gun.

There’s only a chance to steal one quick peep as we pass by the 
doorway of  the lounge. Talk about economy with resources; such 
as ropes, Pop and Ronnie are tied back to back on the coffee table, 
as are Donald and Sha Kee sitting back to back on the floor, 
chatting animatedly. Business of  course, I hope. Only Templar has 
been taken seriously, all that’s to be seen of  him is just his head 
sticking out of  a giant ball of  rope. Morty catches my eye and 
waves, codfish mouth blowing kisses … no, he’s just breathing. 

I wave brightly back, then sense the home stretch and break 
into a gallop.

Behind me Rick keeps station easily, he’s not even breathing 
hard as I rocket into the loo and slam the door in his face — the 
relief  as I shoot the bolt is nothing compared to the relief—

‘Sing, please, Wanda.’

‘What?’

‘Sing! Out loud, anything you choose—’

I resent that. He doesn’t trust me. And have you ever tried 
singing in the middle of  a heartfelt long tink—

‘—because if  you go quiet on me I’m coming in there, so don’t 
sit too close to the lock.’

Sing? Ye gods, I can’t think of  anything …

‘Baaa, baaa, black sheep, have you any wool—’

Damn, that’s all I remember. 
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Eek. Wait—

‘—The ship’s dog’s name was Rover, the whole crew did—’

Still the pumps are running full bore, only just coping.

‘Miss Lust!’

‘Oh … Mary from the mountain Glen—’

No, not that one. Not Mary. What’s wrong with my upbringing, 
don’t I know any drawing room songs? Wait …

‘—Four and twenty virgins, came down from Inverness—’

I sense a sudden silence, all through the house, not a creature is 
stirring, not even a mou—

‘AND WHEN THE BALL WAS OVER, THERE WERE 
FOUR AND TWENTY LESS!’

Ye gods. Everybody joins for the second line, even Rick, even 
the Lord. Fine baritone.

All eyes lock on as Wanda slowly leads her shepherd back past 
the door, towards her nice comfortable gyrohopper. Templar 
seems to have lost a little weight, as well he might. He even sweats 
elegantly, it must be nice and warm inside his rope.

‘What kept you?’ Melsen, a bit miffed.

Rick grins as he cinches my waist and shoulder harness tight. 
Oof. Tighter.

‘We had to finish the song.’

Melsen nods wisely and goes back to pondering the new holes 
in the dirt floor, each with its own little pile of  dirt with a nut, 
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screw, nail or bottle top on top. ‘I think, gentlemen, we’re going to 
have to call it a day, and go to plan B.’

Wun Hung Lo crawls out from under the bench, brushing off  
spiders. There’s a soft POIT and a wet spider lands a metre away, 
Wun looks overjoyed to be going to plan B. My guess is that plan B 
doesn’t involve spiders — that’s what you get, I suppose for being 
the youngest.

In a matter of  moments they’re all walking towards the cliff  — 
hah, it’s a three hundred foot straight-down drop, protected only 
by a few bushes and shrubs — give up now, gentlemen, and I’ll put 
in a good word for you. 

They keep going, slowly. Oranges? Limes? Grapefruit? No — 
wait, I’ll get it in a second — of  course, that’s it. Lemmings. Surely 
not. 

Wait, Melsen’s made some excuse and is racing back this way. 
He’s forgotten something — or does he just want to poke me one 
last time?

Neither.

The world goes dark and I can’t breathe. Fireballs flame across 
the firmament, rockets launch, the train enters the tunnel and 
from reflex my knees clap together painfully — then he’s gone.

Gasp gasp, coff  hack wheeze. Gasp.

Wheeee! What a kisser! ROWF!

As focus slowly returns I see Melsen stop at the edge of  the cliff 
in the distance. He turns to face me, a quick salute then he casts 
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his fate to the wind, backwards — and then I see the rope. Of  
course, they do it like spiders.

With a loud snort beside me Rod unclips his belts, without even 
a backward glance he strides briskly away towards the house. Just 
as he gets there the door bursts open and Templar springs out, 
dropping into the classic gunman’s crouch. Nice piece. 
Recognition is swift and mutual, without even glancing at me they 
race inside.

Wait— 

Berserker genes kick in. In spades. 

DAMMIT!

I’m sick and tired of  kiss and run, of  being kissed and run 
from. 

What’s wrong with me that even agents won’t stick around, or 
is this the latest craze? Will Wanda die a lonely old maid, a 
shrivelled ancient virgin? Or is it symptomatic, is the future of  our 
species to be all IVF? 

Red mist fills my world. I have just enough control left to realise 
that this is not a good thing.

Good.

No, get a grip, Wanda—

— I will, too, around someone’s throat … and now I can’t find 
the blasted release for this pestiferous harness … DAMMIT!

When in doubt, lash out. 
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Flap, flail. Wave your arms wildly, growl, snarl, rant, rave. 
Indulge yourself  with a clear conscience, you’ve earned it. Go 
berserk.

AAAAARRRRRRRGH!

Oops.

Then again, perhaps it would be more circumspect to get off  
this silly thing first … that was the starter, I take it? How nice. 

Now, where’s the stopper?

I suck my bruised knuckles while looking round frantically for 
anything that looks like it might be the stopper. Oh … that’s not 
the stopper, that’s the go-faster.

Nice breeze.

I’m now hurtling across the lawns towards eternity and really 
wishing I’d paid a bit more attention when Pop Hawke was 
showing me his toy. Good heavens — that’s the cliff  edge. 

Was.

The cessation of  rumble blends very nicely with my three 
hundred decibel scream as we hurtle over the edge. We hardly 
drop at all, the rotors take the full weight. A sudden wave of  
gratitude, warmth and affection washes over me towards Rick, 
thank heavens he allowed me to go tink—

Far below a little rubber boat bounces over the waves towards 
the horizon. Hah! Optimists, it’s a bloody long way to South 
America from here. 
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Upturned faces stare as the gyro dances through the sky — 
well, it’s the only way I’m going to learn, Pop didn’t think to 
provide a manual — one face is leaning over the bow kissing the 
sea, that’s so cute — and one is in the stern, working the motor. 
Morty will never cease to amaze me. He looks up briefly to wave, 
then concentrates on aiming the boat at the large black whale 
that’s popped up not too far off.

Whales are black metal? Cool fin — oops — all I can do is 
follow, watching as the boat pulls alongside the whale. Submarine 
thing.

There’s people in life jackets on the still awash decks, passing 
ropes — as I wobble overhead they form into a line — good 
heavens, so that’s where all the coffee went, they’re smuggling it 
out by submarine. I would’ve posted it, myself  (okay, it would cost 
a whole heap but look at the saving in rubber boats).

There’s some sort of  conflab between Melsen and a man with 
a white hat. Melsen is flapping his arms wildly in a negative 
gesture — very emphatically, too, I might add — but he seems 
overruled by the man in the hat. 

Hah — their rubber boat is drifting away, someone should have 
tied it on.

Dammit, I’m getting dizzy, but I’m also getting the hang of  it. 
No wonder Pop loves his chopper.

A man with a huge telescope kneels close to the stack of  coffee 
cartons and peers at the rubber boat — ye gods, his telescope has 
caught fire — and a line of  smoke suddenly connects the 
submarine to the boat, which vanishes in a bright flash and shower 
of  little black rubbery bits. Disposable boats, whatever next?
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Uh oh.

The other guy is looking through his telescope at me and I get 
a sudden creepy feeling. Anyway, time to alter course, go round the 
other way for a while, see if  I can’t undizzy myself.

Amazing how responsive this thing is — flying sideways is fun; 
and watching the growing pinpoint of  light suddenly whip through 
the space I’d not long vacated and get smaller and smaller is fun, 
too.

I sense rather than hear a ripping sound from somewhere near 
my feet, just over my head, then something falls towards the vessel 
far below where more sailors with telescopes are lining up to look 
at me. 

Then I see it, a little white box heading straight for the pile of  
coffee. It occurs to me its string must’ve come undone. Oops—

Dammit! Just who’s flying this blasted thing? 

Anyway, I like inverted, you get a much better view. 

I can’t, however, see the submarine. 

Where it was is just a huge writhing ball of  red smoke. Lovely 
shade. Something like a giant fly-swatter swats the gyro a second 
time—end over end is fun too. I think I could get to like this— I 
don’t even hear the bang, it’s so loud.

Did I do that? 

Naaa. 

It was an accident, I swear. Besides, they shouldn’t even have 
been here. I won’t tell if  they don’t, and if  asked I’ll deny 
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everything. You’re allowed to tell fibs in your own defense. 
Anyway, they should make those things more substantial, there’s 
no reason why a box of  shoes landing on a pile of  coffee should do 
that.

Ah, back in control. So that’s what this long skinny thing 
does ...

The gyro banks around again, skirting the towering column of  
smoke. In the water far below there are now many floating heads, 
some staring up at me and pointing, others with lips moving, 
probably singing to keep their spirits up. I wouldn’t fancy a dip this 
early in the season myself; still, as Dad used to say, it takes all sorts. 

Even as I orbit more and more heads keep popping up.

Finally one head — would you look at that, still wearing the 
hat — appears with a clipboard and treads water while the other 
heads form themselves into a line to be ticked off.

I have no idea how much fuel there is in this thing so I set 
course for home, happy to note six more heads bobbing somewhat 
aloof  from all the rest. 

One of  them waves — bet it’s Melsen, or Rick — I’d wraggle 
my wings except this thing doesn’t have wings and I don’t know 
how to wraggle rotors.

*     *     *
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PROPOSED

‘Wanda! You’re back!’

Rod. How sweet, as if  the bastard cares. Pop gives me a quickie 
smile then swarms all over his gyro like it’s the kidnapped baby just 
crawled out from behind the sofa. 

Don’t worry, it’s all there; except for a missing shoebox, but 
that doesn’t really count. So easy to fly too, I could land it with my 
eyes shut. In fact I already have, twice.

Dammit. I need to make a phone call to Todd and I’m not 
looking forward to it at all. How do you report one submarine 
accidentally shot down in flames and could they please send some 
boats out to pick up all the swimmers?

Oops — Rod is indeed an opportunist, that’s not the blasted 
harness. Time for the old slap, I’ll never get a better chance than 
this …

WHAM

Ouch, that felt so goooooood!

Uh oh.

And I’m trapped. Wait, I’m allowed a phone call, I want my 
lawyer, it was self-defence, I—

The last thing I see is Rod’s eyes, great glittering golden smokey 
orbs, then the world goes dark. Supernovae, nebulae, popcorn, 
rockets, trains — you name it, it’s in there, in glorious maxicolour. 
A tiny spark of  rationality deep within my being reaches through 
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the maelstrom of  blazing galaxies and reasserts a modicum of  
control.

Not this time, Rod, not this time.

I bunch my hands into fists. 

Timing, timing, timing …

Just as he breaks for air I clamp both fists together and slam 
them round the back of  his neck. 

Now it’s my turn, bastard — if  you think you’re going to kiss and 
run again you’ll be doing it with me hanging from your face like a 
demented Doberman.

Someone undoes my harness, I haven’t a clue who. Whom. 

It can’t be Rod, I can account for both of  his hands and trust 
me, neither of  them are on the harness right now.

‘There. It was the only kind thing to do.’

Pop Hawke, still looking out for Wanda, as ever. How sweet.

‘I’ve got her a pillow?’

Sha Kee. How kind.

‘Coffee, everybody?’

Templar, of  course. How thoughtful. Not for me, thanks — 
come back in a week. Month. 

‘I’ll put a lid on theirs.’ So compassionate. 

—whoa! You think I’m going to let you breathe? Fat chance. 
Take that, bastard. 
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We suddenly spring apart by unspoken consent and glare 
wildly at each other. 

Gasp gasp

Pant pant, puff  wheezle farp. Snork.

‘I thought I’d lost you, Miss Lust.’

‘Glop?’

‘We saw it all, from the cliff. How did you do that? No, don’t 
tell m—’

‘A box of  shoes fell on them, if  you really must know.’

‘Pop called the navy — they said they’d be here as soon as they 
put their ship back together. Be about a week—’

That’s nice. 

‘—so Todd is commandeering some pleasure boats to pick up 
those people. Said it would be a real pleasure.’

Goody, this I mustn’t miss.

Rod’s face comes closer. More, more — a few inches more and 
I can bite his nose—

‘Marry me, Miss Lust?’

‘That’s Loost, dammit!’

Wha—?

He’s delirious from lack of  oxygen — I didn’t know my kisses 
had that in them, I might have to get myself  defused. Wait: it’s a 
trap. I get it now, I say ‘yes’ and find myself  washing his socks for a 
month as some kind of  forfeit and everyone has a big laugh.
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‘Do you know if  the banks are open yet, I want to deposit a 
sock?’

He doesn’t even blink.

‘That’s a yes, I take it?’ He’s learning.

A sudden painful nudge in my ribs costs me all the air I’ve 
breathed in the last minute. No wonder Pop Hawke toes the line.

‘Say ‘yes’, dear — there’s a good girl.’

Dammit, I know coercion when I see it. I’m in sales, after all. 
It’s tempting, though. Very tempting. I can spend the rest of  my 
life making him wish he’d never kissed me and run, and it would 
all be legal; dammit, even expected. 

But being in love is no reason to deny your entire life’s 
ambitions. No. 

No way. 

Never in a million years. Hard luck, bastard—

‘Yes?’ 

Pathetic, Wanda — you can do better than that, they didn’t even hear it. 
Reload and fire for effect.

‘YES!’

Much better. 

Ronnie wipes her face, Pop looks stunned, Templar bends over 
to pick up the cups he’s just dropped, Rod shakes his head 
painfully and in the far distance a great gaggle of  gulls settles once 
more onto the water, rejoining scores of  bobbing dots. From that 
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direction comes the faint strains of  many voices singing Sousa, and 
a lone voice quavering ‘Rule Britannia’.

Approaching the dots is a line of  motley craft. 

Todd is standing in the bow of  the lead boat, a massive black 
cabin cruiser powering through the waves with a bone in her teeth. 
Style, the man has style; astern of  him the pleasure craft stretch all 
the way back to the Bay’s beach where a lone optimist is launching 
a kayak.

*     *     *
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BLACK & WHITE

The little black cocktail number fits perfectly, I needn’t have 
worried. Sha Kee lunges and catches Pu just in time — eek, she’ll 
be shredded — but the smarmy little beast nestles in her arms, 
putty in her paws, purring like a pot of  porridge.

Raewyn thoughtfully hefts my silver brooch a couple of  times 
and puts it back. I agree, the stark simplicity of  my only sartorial 
indulgence speaks for itself; sink or swim, stand or fall, entirely on 
its own merits.

Ding dong

Front door, I know that bell. 

Sha Kee can’t go, she’s all over cat. Just Looking at him you’d 
wonder how a one gallon cat could possibly house two gallons of  
claws. Sha Kee kisses his head and the claws retract, he’s no fool.

Raewyn? 

No, she’s head down and tail up in my closet, happily 
rabbitting through it on the pretext of  searching for a garter. That 
only leaves Wanda. Somehow I thought it might.

Too late I recognise the outline. As quick as I am at slamming 
the door his foot is even faster. Ouch, bet that smarts — such 
devotion to duty.

PARRRRRRRRP

Singing Telegraph. Why doesn’t that surprise me — and me in 
my wedding dress with nary a shotgun in reach. Lovely red roses, 
but they’re the wrong calibre.
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‘It’s inevitable, Miss Loots. Relax and enjoy — I practised for 
hours because it’s you.’

Marvellous. So kind. Now, if  I can just find my hammer—

Ride of  The Valkyries? Is there a hidden message here?

‘Mr Spenser chose it especially for you, Miss Loots—’

AHA! Spenser! So that’s who— if  he were here now I’d— 
wait, he’s safe, it’s my wedding day. On her wedding day a lady 
doesn’t rearrange a gentleman’s infrastructure, not even in fun. Let 
bygones be bygones, I’m always willing ...

‘Wait here, I might have a little something for you.’

His eyes light up, warily. Damn and blast, what did I have to go 
and say that for? There’s nothing much in the house at all, other 
than a still unMopsied mess — and I dare say I’ll be scrimping for 
the rest of  my life to pay for that blasted submarine.

‘Oh!’ His eyes light up again, unbelievable, he’s for real? ‘You 
really shouldn’t have …’

Well, I did, Toots, so enjoy.

He will. He’s rapt with his whole crate of  Woof. He goes to 
follow me in but catches the glitter in Mrs Becket’s eye, she’s 
standing with her arms folded next door. Watching. I love it when 
a man knows what’s good for him, he toddles over like a bought 
one. Two no-longer kittens appear out of  nowhere and clamp one 
to each leg in welcome as he goes in. Ouch.

The Close is in two minds about Wanda’s wedding. 
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Half  of  them are bedecked in flowers and tinsel, waving little 
wedding flags on sticks; the others have black armbands. Phil is in 
deep mourning, he locked himself  in his room and refused to 
come out, until Bud and Lou went in.

It’s a simple outdoor ceremony to be performed by Old Tom. 
We had no idea Tom was a licensed celebrant, he never ceases to 
amaze. And it was Rod’s idea to get married as soon as possible, I 
think he thought I might change my plea. 

Old Tom has a little lectern-thing set up under the huge 
Christmas pine which is now covered in bunting. Good idea, keep 
the sun off, in the Close we use that tree for everything. Rhubarb 
grows especially well at its base.

My groom is standing with his back to me as Sha Kee and 
Raewyn, one each side in case I make a bolt for it, march me to 
the fore. Nice suit, suits him. Who’s that beside … whoa! I’ll— 
Spenser turns and gives me a quick smile, he has a ring box in his 
hand. Best man, I see. How nice, I’ll—

My feet aren’t touching the ground. Raewyn and Sha Kee lift 
and carry me the last few yards, plopping me down beside Rod 
who very wisely takes a crushing grip on my hand.

‘Dearly beloved—’  Oh, goody, traditional. 

Who’s that sobbing? Can’t be my mother, she’s between Mrs 
Becket and Mrs Beaton, the three of  them have been sampling the 
latest dandelion; aged to perfection, must be all of  an hour. 
Already Mrs Becket is waving her frillies and mouthing ‘Go get 
‘em, tiger’ at me.
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It’s Alphonse. How wonderful, he made it as well; an orang-
utan in a pink suit, crying at my wedding.

I’m not really paying attention, the Close is packed. 

In the front row Todd is resplendent in his dress uniform, 
Angelina too; beside them the Hawkes — Sha Kee now hanging 
off  Donald’s arm again, I’ll scratch her eyes ou— oops. Old habits 
die hard. 

I recognise that condensation-covered barrel, Russian Stout, 
how thoughtful.

‘… rabbit rabbit rabbit, blah blah blah do you Roderick 
Andrew James Dianne Hugh Spenser take this woman—’

Dianne?

Rod leans over and whispers while Old Tom turns the page.

‘My mother wanted a girl and had the name already picked, it 
was such a shame not to use it.’

Oh, that makes sense. He must’ve had a hectic boyhood.

Spenser?

‘Rabbit rabbit rabbit and do you, Wanda Patricia Lust, take 
this man, to have and to rabbit, rabbit, rabbit?’

Spenser?

‘Wanda?’

Dammit, my wedding day and still they get it wrong.

‘Miss Lust?’

Old Tom, being formal, with me? Naaa.
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Spenser?

Ronnie Hawke breaks ranks and comes over. She cuts to the 
chase and sinks her elbow up to the elbow in my side; wonderful, I 
couldn’t say yes now even if  I could.

Spenser?

Tom leans over and with a polite ‘Excuse me’ slaps my face 
several times. It hurts, but he forces himself.

Who? What? 

Brrrr. 

Thank you, I needed that; you’ll keep …

Spenser?

The air is electric with tension. 

A colossal PHOO breaks the moment as someone in the rear 
tests the barrel, followed by the distant tinkle of  teeth in the road.

‘Did she twitch?’

Rod nods, holding his breath.

‘Then I pronounce you spouse and spouse. You may kiss the 
bri—’

Too late I see it coming. Wait, hold on, there’s some mistake, 
exactly what do I put when I sign— GRRRROOOWWWFFF!

After an age I’m aware of  hands all over, nothing new, pulling 
me backwards. As my eyes open I see Rod, bright-eyed and red, 
with dozens of  hands all over, pulling him backwards too. 
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Crowbars are being discreetly set aside. Hah! He’s dribbling. I 
knew the little black cocktail number would work. Boom boom.

‘Dammit, I said you may kiss the bride!’ 

First time I’ve ever heard Old Tom testy. Tetchy.

‘Now, Miss Lu— Mrs Spenser, please sign the dots.’

There’s that word again.

Anyone got a pen? Raewyn, of  course. My own pen?

‘Fell out of  your bag when I picked it up — you should get that 
zipper looked at.’

Spenser?

‘Perhaps you’d care to sign first, Rod?’

Scribble scratch

How nice, his signature is illegible. It figures.

‘That’s not your usual signature, Mr Spenser?’  It’s Mr Spenser, 
being formal. Nice suit, the lavender tint suits him. 

‘No — it’s this pen, the top’s all wobbly, keeps putting me off  
my stroke.’

Wobbly? Shouldn’t be. 

Raewyn comes to the fore, again.

‘This thing fell out when I picked it up.’

She shoves the coppery thing at Rod. Lovely shade of  green, 
and so is the coppery thing. Rod glances sharply at Spenser (?) who 
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now goes a delicate grey. Nice contrast to his suit— forever 
elegant, how does he do it?

Spenser?

Damn, I could get used to it.

‘Sign it again, please, Rod.’ 

Hmmm, no formality this time, and Spenser’s hand is shaking 
as he pockets the little coppery thing. Poop, that’s mine — no, beg 
pardon, technically I suppose I only borrowed it …

R - A - J - H - D … … …

Oh, come on, come on, come on, come oooooooonnnnnnn!

     … … … … … … … …… … … …  Spenser.

*    *    *

As far as wedding nights go I really have no idea, I’ve never 
had one before, to compare. It was certainly fun-filled and 
eventful. The bride (me) had to dance with all the guests, which 
meant with the entire Close; and once the beat started with most 
of  the surrounding suburbs too as they homed in. After an hour or 
so word spread and gatecrashers started arriving in chartered 
buses; the Commander took charge and directed all incoming 
bottles, bags-in-a-boxes, barrels, minitankers, tankers, and 
supertankers to the impromptu extended bar. Mrs Becket’s 
cabbages never did so well. Even the hedgehogs staggered out 
glassy-eyed and hiccuping.
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Rod and I called it a day and sneaked back to my unit about 
midnight. If  sneaked is the right word when we had to plough our 
way through festoons of  revellers all over the balcony, in the full 
glare of  the floodlights set up by BayTV, and the starshells drifting 
down from the police helicopter — Todd again, bless his heart.

And the little black cocktail number came through unscathed. 
Okay, a bit drenched around the bodice from dancing with young 
Phil, tears or drool, I don’t know which, he was into both. He 
didn’t want to let go but Raewyn broke his grip and swirled him 
away — the fickle little opportunist didn’t miss a beat, just buried 
his face and carried on.

Inside my unit all is in darkness. I don’t dare turn on any lights 
lest our progress be relayed to the prurient. Thank heavens for the 
special ‘hangover’ blinds I installed after my first encounter with 
Woody.

Oops.

I keep forgetting. I know my unit like the back of  my neck but 
not everyone does — there’s a muffled curse and a series of  
whimpers as my groom attempts to follow me through the 
unMopsied minefield.

‘Wanda — where are you?

I’ve never heard a voice so laden with promise. Rowf !

‘Over here.’

Crunch

‘Oops. Where’s here?’
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‘Don’t fret, whatever that was it just isn’t important tonight. 
Over here.’

Crash clatter ping pong bink bonk bang biff  blat   ...  ...  ...     
THUD

Silence.

‘Rod?’

‘Will I ever play the harpsichord again—?’

‘Are you alright?’

‘I’ll live. Unfortunately.’  Zzzzip 

I don’t like the sound of  that. 

Wait, I’m a married woman — I love the sound of  that. So 
very anticipatory, so romantic, so … caveman, in it’s presumption 
and lack of  preliminary—

Scruffle scruffle … flop

Dammit. Two can play at that game. Wanda was never 
backward in being forward. The little black cocktail number is 
suddenly redundant.

WHIT

Freedom. Nothing now but the Chez Bargain Bin Number 
Five, laced with the tiniest carefully hoarded drop of  Samantha’s 
Attar of  Babylonia or whatever she called it. Okay, so I filched a 
wee dab and stored it — sue me.

‘Wanda?’

‘Over here—’

CONTENTS! Page 447



Spenser?

Crunch crunch clatter 

At last, incoming.

I sense a presence and send out both hands to scout by touch. 
Grope, grope, gro—

BLOODY HELL!

Strong arms reach out of  the darkness and lift me off  my feet. 
Just like that, putty in his paws. I know how it’s done, I’ve watched 
an expert.

‘Wanda, you’re purring?’

Oops, sorry, I forgot, that comes later.

I have to give my new husband top marks and full credit for 
ability to adapt to rapid change. Nothing puts him off, not even 
the waterbed giving up the ghost with an earshattering SQUISH 
when he tosses me on and dives in right after.

It’s all those years of  Pu’s claws, dammit. I’ve even had to 
overlap patches on the patches. It must be the first time in the 
history of  the Bay that a wedding is consummated at periscope 
depth. Breast stroke and crawl are the order of  the day, with much 
repeated diving.

Outside in the Close the sound of  revelry by night peaks, 
retreats, and slowly fades unnoticed.

*    *    *
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Something wakens me — oh, yes, morning, of  course.

Ye gods, talk about damp — it’s not as if  the bed leaked, it’s 
more like an indoor pool has a few shreds of  vinyl still clinging to 
the edges. There’s just enough light to see my new husband 
floating contentedly beside me, watching me through smokey eyes. 
What, again?

‘Hi, Mrs Spenser.’

Ah, yes, there’s something I’ve been meaning to discu—

He rolls over the edge of  the bed and disappears.

THUD

Of  course there’s no purchase for your knees on free-surface, 
you silly man.

While he’s making the coffee I open the blinds and blink upon 
a scene of  utter desolation. Talk about nuked. There are bodies 
everywhere, and some survivors, too. Bods litter the tables, they’re 
crumpled in chairs, draped over shrubs, there’s even a few on the 
Commander’s roof. 

A good time had by all, by the look of  it — wait, movement — 
it’s Mrs Becket and Mr Singing Telegraph, parping each other 
with those things that unwind and squawk when you blow them, 
tickling each other coyly with the little feathers. The next Close 
wedding, I don’t mind betting.

Mrs Beaton and my mother are at the next table along, glaring 
at each other over uncountable empties. Mum raises a glass and 
toasts Mrs Beaton through gritted teeth — another glass is raised, 
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they clink, and the battle goes on. Ye gods … no-one has ever 
matched my mother, and nobody ever beat Mrs Beaton. 

The immovable force has met the irresistible object—and these 
are the only signs of  life.   

     

*     *     *
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HIGH FLYER

The Spenser empire personal private jet banks over giving me a 
final look at the Bay before we set off  on our honeymoon. Nice. 
I’m waiting till Rod falls asleep then I’ll go chat up the pilot and 
wheedle a go out of  him. Pop Hawke’s gyro has created a monster, 
I reckon I could fairly have some fun with this thing.

Oh, look at that, a whale.

With a long line of  pleasure craft weaving out to it — wait, 
we’ve already shot this scene — and, dammit, I still have to figure 
out how the hell I’m going to pay—

‘Ah. Right on time, well done. Good.’

Rod’s happy, so I’m happy. Who’s on time? What’s good?

‘Don’t worry, Wanda, you don’t owe anybody anything.’

Oh no, not out loud again?

‘Glop?’

‘It never happened. The American president didn’t fly over in 
person to apologise for the submarine that never came here, so of  
course you didn’t sink it—’

Goodness. I’ve heard of  this sort of  thing not happening.

‘—and all those secret agents were never here either, not that 
most of  them will be agenting anymore—’

That’s a bit drastic?
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‘—they’ll be on my staff. I’m getting Rodney to find positions 
appropriate to their skills, they’re too good to lose, so if  you don’t 
see any of  them again, don’t panic.’

I’m glad he said that. Otherwise right about now I’d be 
panicking.

Melsen catches my eye and sheepishly tucks the gun back into 
his knickers.

‘Sorry, Mrs Spenser, force of  habit — the pilot said to ask if  
you’d like to come up to the cockpit for a look?’

Oh boy — and perchance a chance to play with his stick?

I find two pilots, not one but two, how nice. 

A bomber-jacketed orang-utan holding hands with a dapper 
Mr Spens— with a Rodney. Oh … no ducks? ‘Gay as the Swish 
Guard’ — now it all slips into place.

Rodney smiles as he gets up to offer his seat.

‘Thank you for finding it for us, Mrs Spenser.’

‘Wanda!’

Finding what?

‘Finding what?’

‘The missing cartridge. Mr Spenser was going frantic — if  it 
fell into the wrong hands it would change the whole face of  
slaughter.’

‘Glop.’
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Alphonse smiles and says something in foreign as I settle down 
to enjoy the onrushing clouds.

‘What did he say?’

Rodney grins.

‘Only that he hopes you always keep a gentle hand firmly on 
the stick, Mrs Spe— Wanda. I really don’t know what he means.’

I do.

And for now I just hope that everyone is tightly belted. 

*    *    *

Great wealth takes a great deal of  getting used to.

So I’m told.

So far nothing much has changed, once the waterbed was 
patched. Rod moved in with me and I listed his unit in the block, 
which Bloomsberry snapped up as soon as he saw the 
advertisement. Good, another commission, not that I’ll be needing 
them anymore.

Raewyn looks up, grey eyes sparkling.

‘Good morning, Mrs Spenser.’

‘Wanda!’

‘Just kidding — look, this was left here, for you.’
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She shoves a large box across the divider at me. For a long 
moment my mind is blank, then alarm bells cut in and gooseflesh 
breaks out. There must be a lot of  skinny geese in the Bay this 
morning, I know that handwriting.

‘Who left it?’ 

As if  I didn’t know.

Raewyn’s eyes twinkle, she knows the arrogant cultured script 
as well as I. Me. 

‘Singing Telegraph — came in under a white flag; left his bugle 
and tooters on the footpath first. There wasn’t a card.’

How nice. An anonymous cake in a box from Sonia. 

It has to be a cake, nothing else that size and weight smells of  
marzipan. My hair crawls.

Anyway, for now I’m in a wee bit of  a hurry, we can eat the 
cake later, when Sonia comes in. I’ll make sure that she gets a slice 
too. The first slice.

‘Wanda, it’s just a cake!’

It is? Oh, goodness, silly me; ha ha ha, of  course — a cake.

Yes.

Very gingerly I set the cake down on my immaculate desk. 
Oops. Something not quite right here.

‘Have I been fired and don’t know it?’

Raewyn’s chuckle follows me as I panic through drawers at 
random, looking for my stuff. My worst fears are confirmed, it’s all 
there.
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‘I thought I’d give you a wee bit of  a wedding present, so you 
can get home nights—’

How sweet, she’s done all my paperwork for me. I just hope I 
haven’t signed anything too committing but she’s normally pretty 
careful.

‘—and nobody’s being fired. We were wrong; Sha Kee and 
Donald are amalgamating—’

Don’t I know it. They announced their engagement but I think 
they’ve amalgamated several times already — I’ll bet her locked 
drawer is now empty.

‘—and we’ll be Sha-Hawke Realty from now on—’

‘Glop?’

‘—they were thinking Sha Kee-Hawke, until I convinced them 
that too many people might read her name as an adjective—’

Yes, truth in advertising can sometimes be counterproductive. 
Amalgamating? Brilliant. 

But those underlined names still disturb me.

‘Those were the ones she was going to keep on under any 
circumstances, even if  she has to put them on a retainer—’

Oh.

Raewyn’s gaze flickers past me to where a macho male 
presence is now adding Essence of  Hunk to the doorway. Todd, 
how nice. The new formality doesn’t become him, normally if  he 
got this close undetected I’d be in orbit now from a well-placed nip 
on the bot. Marriage has its drawbacks.
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‘Good morning, Mrs Spenser.’

‘Wanda!’

Dammit. The next one to call me that gets decked. I’m still me, 
nothing’s changed. 

His grin lights up the whole of  Sha Kee’s. Sha-Hawke’s. 
Whatever.

Keep me on? A retainer, if  necessary? What about—

‘Sonia?’

Todd leans over, his thumbs hook into his belt; male, macho, 
rowf. Oops, delete rowf  — I’m a respectable married woman now. 
Sod it, he’s still rowf. And then some.

‘Sonia’s no longer with us, I regret to report.’

What? No! Surely not. 

Not little Sonia — oh dear, to whom do I send the wreath? 
This is very sudden — she must’ve fallen off  her bike, or allowed 
Roger a go with the sledgehammer—

‘Sorry, Wanda, that’s wishful thinking.’

Damn, out loud again?

My desk creaks as it’s graced by the cutest butt that ever filled a 
sergeant’s trousers. Anyone else sitting on it would get a staple in 
the bum — if  I could find my stapler, now that it’s all been tidied. 
You can go off  tidy.

For a moment my heart thuds, but he’s only shoving the box 
gently along a bit to make more room. Ye gods.
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‘Glop?’

For a brief  moment his eyes meet mine, the fleeting twinge is 
quickly replaced by the old irrepressible Todd.

‘She’s at sea. Under it, actually—’

He drowned cute little Sonia? Praiseworthy ambition, concrete 
overshoes, it’s been done before—

‘—safe in the arms of  the lord—’

Definitely concrete boots. I gaze at Todd with new respect, I 
wouldn’t have gone quite that far. Not much. Okay, maybe little 
cement slippers, give her a sporting chance …

‘—Mortague of  Messex. I looked him up in Berk’s Peerage, 
she’s going to be a very wealthy woman. Morty’s dear old dad is 
one of  the richest men in England—’

Oh. Lucky Sonia.

‘—and it says that Morty’s only in the Secret Service until his 
old man passes to the great aristocracy in the sky. Apparently our 
Morty’s one of  the best they’ve ever had; behind that piscine 
exterior breathes a genius with explosives. My opposite number in 
Scotland Yard said he can make a bomb out of  anything—’

How spiffing. I’m ever so glad.

‘—he blew up an old prowler with a can of  shoe polish and 
two bananas once, just to while away some minutes before his next  
appointment.’
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Damn, I really wish Todd wouldn’t keep poking the cake box 
like that. Already a few crumbs have fallen out and the smell of  
marzipan is filling the whole cubicle.

Anyway, I can’t sit here nattering all day, a married woman has 
things to do; busy, busy, busy, and all that.

But first, I need a bucket.

*    *    *

‘Magazine — this bit.’

Rod’s eyes are sparkling. They do that every time he looks at 
me; still, even after all these days of  marriage. ROWF!

‘Wanda, pay attention!’

Okay, I married a grouchy old grump, amazing how things 
change once they’ve had their wicked wa—

‘Wanda!’

‘Oh — magazine, yes! And what does this little doohickey do?’

SPLAT

Oops.

Now we know. Luckily Pu has brilliant reflexes. The paint will 
clean off  the wall, too, so there’s no damage done, I’m told it’s 
water soluble.

‘That, Wanda, fires it. That’s called the trigger.’
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A redundant statement under the circumstances, and he 
needn’t adopt that patient tone with me, I’m married now.

‘Trigger. Got it.’

Rod shoves the paintball gun to me and shoulders his own, 
allowing it to hang down on its straps.

Bloody hell, they’re heavy. It’s having loaded balls that does it.

This is all his idea, to take Wanda to the woods with 
paintballers. If  I survive an afternoon’s stalking he might just take 
me overseas with him. Apparently being a highly successful 
international arms dealer is a risky business and he can’t 
nursemaid me all the time, so if  I want to accompany my husband 
when he’s out shopping I’ll have to fend for myself. 

I think this is just his way of  letting me down gently, 
demonstrating why I’ll be spending the rest of  my life flogging real 
estate in peaceful gun-free New Zealand.

Well, two can play at that game, Toots.

But the rotten sod didn’t have to rub it in by telling me that 
Samantha passed the same test. Cow. And he didn’t have to leave 
the engine running in the car, either.

*    *    *

Rod tosses. 

I win and get to choose. Good. I’ll enter from the north … or 
the south, whichever way that is. Or perhaps west, I like west, 
that’s the side that moss grows, sometimes.
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By the time I turn round to ask my husband’s advice he’s 
vanished. 

This is perhaps not an auspicious start, especially since he 
chose to wear a bright rescue-orange jacket, probably to make it a 
little easier for me. Sod you too, Spenser.

After just ten minutes of  crashing through the bush the gun 
weighs a ton and my unflappable hair is all frizzy and full of  
biddy-bits.

After another ten I’ve fallen into the creek once and the bog 
twice. I’m goo from head to foot with a nice sprinkling of  leaves — 
that’s what comes from rolling down a leafy slope back into the 
same bog. Looking down at myself  there’s nothing distinguishable 
as the original Wanda. Even the gun has entered the spirit of  the 
thing, I don’t dare set it down, I’d never find it again.

Now another muddy slope slopes before me, how nice. Do I 
slide down it on my already well-worn bot or should I vary my 
tactics and try crocodile style for a change? 

Somewhere in the trees a sparrow falls and I’m aware of  it. My 
attention is taken by a movement in the bushes behind me — hah, 
you don’t catch a Wanda that easily … I turn and raise the barrel 
of  my gun just as my legs whip out from under and I slide silently 
screaming down three metres of  muddy bank and end up on my 
bot in richly aromatic goo. Cows have forded this creek recently, 
how nice.

Somewhere overhead my unseen adversary chuckles. Dammit, 
I knew he was out there. You can go off  husbands.
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Not good … I know I have just moments before he comes 
down to finish me off. My own weapon lies where it fell at the top 
of  the bank — marvellous, Wanda, now he has two. Selfish 
bastard.

Just inches from my toes a dark head breaks the surface. For a 
long moment a slimy face stares into mine, then the eel departs as 
quietly as he came, leaving me to enjoy the few seconds I have left.

What— hah! The abominable yeti, nice effect, almost as 
covered in landscape as me (I wish, the rotten sod’s immaculate).

‘Any last words, Mrs Spenser?’

Damn. It’s Wanda! 

And just who the hell does he think he is? 

Reflex comes faster than thought. 

Which, really, is just as well because if  I think about it I might 
not allow my foot to reflexively fly up — like this — it’s the price 
men pay for straddling fallen women. And— 

‘It’s Wanda, DAMMIT!’

Oops.

I wonder if  I really ought not to have done that. 

Leaves and twigs rain down on us as a whole magazine of  
paintballs laces the canopy, triggered by a reflexive twitch on the 
trigger by a hand already rendered low in priority by a brain 
temporarily overwhelmed by sensation.

Bingo.
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I fear our love life may be in abeyance for a wee while but 
that’s the price we women sometimes have to pay for being taken 
seriously. 

Some weeks in abeyance, judging by all the racket. 

Damn, I hope not. I wonder if  right now, while he’s still 
collapsing, is a good time to start on the subject of  an apology? 

No, I’ll let him off  this time, he’s suffering enough. 

And in his eyes there’s something else, dammit — admiration. 
The same quality I saw when I told him to step aside or I’d slug 
him, up at the Mansion.

‘I know where there’s a nice cake, if  you’d like some?’

As a peace offering it leaves a lot to be desired. But he doesn’t 
have to crack up like that between whimpers.

*    *    *

It’s the soggiest cake I’ve ever handed out. 

No-one breathed a word when I dropped it in the bucket of  
water first and put my hands over my ears. No-one mentioned it 
when I used a spoon, afterwards, to scoop goo onto everyone’s 
plates.

And isn’t that just like Sonia — the note was inside the box all 
along, immaculately scripted on vellum. It’s just as well she used a 
ballpoint, obviously in a hurry.

‘Dearest Wanda—

Bloody hell. Drunk?
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—by the time you’re reading this I shall be a long way 
away—

Good. Not far enough, Toots. Keep swimming.

—but I couldn’t leave without a few words—

Ah, here it comes. Multisyllabic expletives, copperplate curses 
and italic insults. She’s good with a pen.

—to thank you for all that you’ve done for me —

What?

—I know we’ve not always gotten along—

Aah, I wouldn’t say that. Cat and dog get along, they come to 
mind; as do mongoose and serpent … shark and chips …

—but in the end your example won through, and now, 
thanks in no small part to you, I’ve found my true station 
in life as the future Duchess for Dorking.

That’s just so sweet. Bitch.

I want to apologise for the many times I’ve tried to do 
you wrong; crash you, ram you, run you down, blow you 
up, cut through your brakes — believe me, Wanda, I’m a 
changed woman and filled with deep regret. Please accept 
this cake which I baked myself to one of Morty’s own 
recipes as a token of my genuine repentance — and should 
you ever be in Dorking you and yours will ever be most 
welcome at our palace. Please say you’ll come.

Love, Sonia

Ye gods. Wait, there’s more—
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PS. Please apologise to Sha Kee for my impulsive 
departure, and if she’d see her way fit to giving you my 
portfolio I’d be delighted.

PPS. Please tell Todd I’m sorry, but I know he’ll 
understand. I’ll miss his lovely long—

What? Todd too? Bastard—

—baton.’

Phew. Men. 

Anyway, mine’s richer. 

I smile benevolently at Rod, he smiles back, shifting his packets 
of  peas with the utmost delicacy. 

On the floor, almost unnoticed, a fly spirals down and lands on 
a stray crumb from the cake. 

It promptly vanishes in a tiny flash and puff  of  smoke.
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AFTERTHOUGHTS

IT TAKES 

a special kind of  reader to have penetrated this far. I salute a 
kindred soul—or perhaps another with a morbid sense of  
curiosity? So few of  us left …

THERE WILL OF COURSE 

be a sequel. Wanda isn’t the kind of  girl to take life lying down, 
especially when her beloved Spenser disappears with neither trace 
nor warning and your omnipotent author is ever close at hand to 
be beseeched, cajoled ... or ... worse ...

IN THE MEANTIME

if  you liked this work you may like others. Up and running soon 
(and likewise free to a discerning home) is ‘RAGNAROK OR 
BUST’. Ragnarok is the tale of  a Valkyrie named Melinda who 
hates her job. Out of  true compassion her boss (Odin) reassigns 
her to something a little more in keeping with her unique talents. 
She must now prevent the inevitable ...

AND IF YOU LIKE

dual purpose children’s books (i.e. written for adults too—entirely 
innocent but with a subtle dig or two lurking beneath the surface) 
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you may also enjoy my Tabitha Templar and the Ghosts of  
Pinchthorpe when they come on stream.

IT’S EARLY DAYS YET

but I’ll be setting up an ‘author blog’ to keep interested parties 
advised of  progress. Webbie will be posted on my blog when up 
and running.

Don’t fret, it will be plain and easy—a lot like me, in fact; and all 
will be welcome.
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