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Chapter 1 Copy Paste


Shed Arsonist at Large?


(Staff reporter)


Dunedin Fire Brigade  are investigating whether two garden shed fires in North Dunedin yesterday evening may be the work of arsonists. A spokesman for the DFB stated there were “suspicious circumstances” and investigations would continue to day. 


The first engine was called out to Opoho at 8.23pm. Though quickly contained, a second engine needed to be called out to an other garden shed fire two streets away at 11.09pm.


Both sheds suffered significant damage and are still being monitored.


“We’re very lucky that we could drag out the lawnmower,” Mr Harry Stevenson (72), pensioner, said. “There was quite a bit of petrol in the tank. If someone started this on purpose, well, bloody dangerous game, I say.”


The fire brigade was called out a third time, towards midnight, to Portobello, but this was a false alarm.


Maddi dashed out the front door, cursing, keys in hand, the large tote slung over her right shoulder, down the weed-infested path to where her blue and white Hillman Imp was parked. Gertrude. A wisp of embarrassment curled around her, as always. She reached for the keys, hesitated at the small brain blitz, and tried the handle instead. Unlocked. Again. But then, who would want to steal Gertie? As she yanked the door handle, she realised she’d also, again, not locked the front door. Tough. She threw bag and herself into the car and invoked traffic gods to speed her along.


Dunedin traffic jams were few. She would have to report on it if one manifested itself. School holidays ongoing, so streets clear. January 1975. A new year, a new dawn. Suez Canal finally open again, first female representative at Vatican. But. Vietnam ongoing, The Troubles ongoing. Mrs Kirk named a Dame. Why? For being the PM’s widow or for ranting against abortion? You ain’t seen nothing yet still dominating airwaves - no new charts until next week. Maddi felt sufficiently prepared. Never arrive at work without having heard or read the headlines, the lecturers had cautioned. Of course. Yes. But a joyless Sisyphean task. The interim solution was setting the alarm for 6.55am, but the radio newsreaders were hardly bright and bushy tailed and sonorously kept her in the liminal Land of Nod. Perhaps set the alarm for 6.25am? Or come into work half an hour earlier and speed-read the papers there?


Maddi-bearing Gertie raced down the scarily steep Highgate, her tiny aluminium engine humming, brakes squealing. The view awesome, the deep blue bay behind the scattered low-rise city, but Maddi peered in high concentration at the intersection lights ahead, beseeching the all-powerful traffic gods for a green. She accelerated through amber. A quick peek at her wristwatch and an other sotto bre-ath expletive. 7.52. If she went to the free parking behind the railway station it would be cutting it too close. It was only her second proper week. At this early hour there would be free spaces right outside the Chronicle’s four-storey building on Stuart Street. Perhaps re-park if there was a lull?


“Good afternoon, Mz Strozzi.” Ben Smythe snarled through his grinning pink lips, slowly caressing his oily goatee. He sat behind a double pedestal desk, placed diagonally by the entrance corner, facing the cavernous Reporters’ Room. Lord of his domain, like a rotund spider monitoring every twitch, eavesdropping on all conversation, glaring at his industrious workers.


Maddi cringed, felt herself prickle. He made her nervous.


“Sorry, boss,” and she threw him a taut smile. Creep. He kept his gaze on her face for a few seconds and then glanced down lazily at her breasts. Her smile cramped. If I was brave enough, I’d give him the fingers. She crunched her molars. Cadet jobs were the veritable hen’s teeth. Only second week. Late. She spun the words round in her brain.


Ben looked down onto his desk and his pudgy fingers sorted among dozens of clippings and papers. He selected three, pincered these between thumb and forefinger and held them up.


“For you. New header, merge.” She had to lean forward to grasp the strips of paper and saw his lips twitch in a slight smirk. Aah, the cleavage bend. Geez. Ben didn’t let go, so she looked up.


“Within the next 15 minutes. Don’t be late. Again.” Maddi clenches her fist, hidden behind her back.


“Of course.”


Maddi turned on her magenta platform clogs to face the three rows of desks where most of her colleagues were already clattering on their tall black Imperial typewriters. John was smiling at her surreptitiously and then dramatically rolling his eyes. She mirrored the expression and mouthed a “Thank you”. Such a sweetie. Veteran Racing reporter, middle of room, far wall, with the Sports section. Absent father of two girls in their late teens. Kind. Overweight. Fatherly. Loves chip butties. Alcoholic.


She stomped past Mark, front desk, middle row, undoubtedly already on his tenth fag. Always wore tight, tan flares with light brown platform shoes which had a wide round toe and gave him an extra inch or two. He had the swagger and the clothes but was too fleshy. More Elton John than David Cassidy. More Meat Loaf than Bay City Rollers. Size-wise. Musically, Maddi preferred the chubbies. Bad comparison, she realised. Mark neither nodded nor mumbled a greeting as she passed to reach her desk a yard behind him. Second from front, middle row. Right next to, but unfortunately not behind, one of the square central pillars. She threw her bag onto the floor, pulled out the only mildly comfortable square swivel chair and placed the three strips of paper next to her typewriter.


Maddi loved her typewriter.


Weighty, black, tall. The keys mounted high; each letter bordered with a silver metal ring. The solid space bar, anchoring. The ribbon spools sitting guard left and right, the black ribbon wound through and stretched between them. Behind that the rubber platen roller, smooth, black and at each end a turning knob. The platen space lever, its metal arm angled. What she loved most was the sound. The heavy clacks and thumps and whines and whirrs. It still felt surreal. Maddalena Strozzi, Reporter.


The Reporter’s Room had only seven telephones. Chief Reporter, Sports Desk, Racing Desk, Police Reporter, Women’s Page and then two “general” phone lines tucked away side by side in the dark corner opposite Ben. Who was still watching her. She grabbed her thick black contacts book out of her bag, looked up the Fire Brigade, pincered the three strips of cuttings, plus her notepad and walked to one of the phone desks. Ignoring Ben, fixed instead on the wall partition between the Reporters’ Room and the belly of the building. Printing presses, typesetters, photo desks, reader’s room. The top third was glass. No-one was walking along the corridor. Yet. She sat down and let out a sigh, her back now turned on Ben. Breathe in and out. Wanker. Her eyes sped through the three clippings from the fresh edition of The Morning Star. One report of a garden shed fire in Opoho, last night. One two-paragraph item on a false alarm in the middle of the night, squished in on page 2, right at the bottom. No headline, just False Alarm, bold, in the lead. And three sentences in the Stop Press – the other garden shed fire. Hah. Too late for them to follow up on the why’s and wherefore’s and probably couldn’t get hold of an official comment. An inner whoop. She dialled, put on the headset, pen poised.


“Morning. This is Maddi Strozzi, Dunedin Chronicle. Is Rob Pederson available?” She listened without comment to the “What do you want so early? Can’t you wait for the police briefing at 10? Not sure if he’s …aah, okay.”


“Morning Miss Strozzi. What can I do for you?” Pederson sounded like a news reader with meticulously enunciated vowels. He was in fact a big, burly man, son of an Otago farmer, with a large broken nose, testament to his rugby days. When she’d first seen him face to face during her work experience weeks, she’d been intimidated and then, once he began speaking, entirely confused. Maddi felt flattered that he seemed to remember her.


“Morning Mr Pederson. Thank you for answering the call. Just need an update on those garden shed fires for the early edition. Anything suspicious?”


“Of course. Not likely to be a coincidence,” and he gurgled a little. It sounded strange.


“So I can put that it’s possible arson, being investigated?” Maddi scribbled on her notepad, squiggles, abbreviations, some Gregg shorthand.


“You can.”


“Thank you very ….” Maddi readied to wind up the call, already mentally composing the opening sentence.


“So you wouldn’t be interested in the big call out we’re on at the moment, then?”


Maddi’s heart missed a beat. She felt flummoxed. Swallowed.


“Of course I am!” she spluttered.


An other gurgle.


“Well then, let your Chief Reporter and Charlie know there’s a pretty nasty scrub fire out by Kaikorai. Could spread towards city limits.”


“Geez,” Maddi rolled her eyes. Could she not think of anything better to say? “Shall I call Charlie to the phone?” She knew she’d not be able to hijack this story. This was definitely for the senior Police Reporter, Charles McKenzie. She began to rise out of her seat and twist her body to check Charlie was in place. She noticed Ben gazing at her, with a frown. She avoided his eyes.


“Nah. Tell him to give me a few minutes and call me then. Hope you get the brownie points, Maddi.”


“Oh, yes. Oh, thank you. Yes, thank you very much.”


“Tara, then.” And the connection was broken while Maddi still stood, twisted, trying to catch Charlie’s eye. Ah, there, Charlie had just looked up from tapping furiously, seemingly seeking inspiration. Maddi put up her hand, pen between her fingers, and pointed at him. She removed the headset, hung up the receiver, gathered her things and walked towards Charlie’s desk.


Desk placement represented pecking order. Charlie’s desk was by one of the large windows, just behind the Political Reporter, who was the one directly facing the Chief Reporter’s desk.


“Got something for you, Charlie,” Maddi could hardly keep the excitement out of her voice. Behind her she heard the scraping of a chair.


“Great. What?”


“Was just talking to Rob Pederson to get an update on the shed fires, and he told me to tell you there’s a pretty big scrub fire going on. At Kai …something?” She looked down at her scribbles, but Charlie beat her to it.


“Kaikorai Valley??”


“What’s this then?” Ben’s voice growled behind Maddi. Loud, aggressive.


“Message from Ben Pederson to Charlie. Scrub fire,” Maddi tried to keep her voice factual, control the slight shakiness, girdle the self-satisfaction. She turned back to Charlie.


“Asked you to give him a few minutes before you call.”


“Right-oh. Thanks Maddi. Well done.” Charlie winked at her. Ben took a step closer, placing himself more squarely in front of Maddi.


“Yes, Maddi. Well done, of course but, next time, all such news first comes to me.”


For a quiver of a second, Maddi felt pure fury. Her head now slightly turned in Ben’s direction, but still avoiding his eyes. She just nodded.


“You’ve got the follow up on the other stuff?” She nodded again.


“Well, get a move on. Subs will want it asap. Inner pages go to bed in about half an hour.”


She’d first wanted to become an ice-skating champion. Just like Sally Anne Stapleford. To glide and jump and wear one of those wide short skirt circlets, wavering out, mesmerising, during the twirls. For two winters in a row, Maddi and her best friend Ngaire caught the bus to the Cashmere Ice Skating Rink every Saturday and would hold hands as they slid around the rink, stuck in the maelstrom. Occasionally, Maddi would venture out into the middle and in time would master skating backwards, even in the bends. And a wobbly pirouette. But it had been more about the boys. Looking, giggling, hoping while simultaneously terrified, that a boy would ask one of them to skate a few rounds with him.


Next, she considered becom-ing an astronomer. Her father was chuffed by this decision and immediately purchased a large format book, with a soft blue cloth cover, of star charts. But they had no telescope. Maddi discovered that staring up at the night sky looking for Musca gave her a crick in the neck and that she had no patience with peering at the dark charts. All the exciting constellations she had read about in novels were in the Northern Hemisphere. She could however, even today, spot the Southern Cross and name all its main stars.


An obsession with animals, presumably genetically programmed to sway over all pubescent females, lead to the ambition of becoming a vet. This captured her imagination (Maddi in wellies and a long white coat, saving Labradors and Lippizaners) until the first dissection lesson in the biology lab. She nearly fainted.


And suddenly, at the beginning of the fourth form, she just knew. She wanted to be a journalist. Where had that come from? A few years earlier she had won a competition run by The Press and the prize included a tour of that newspaper’s buildings. Could that have been the seed? She’d once, when asked why she became a journalist, embroidered this event, claiming she’d written the winning short story and been deeply impressed by seeing the printing presses roll. Gigantic cylinders with white paper as an eternal bedsheet chasing round and out and in and out and up and down and around, to emerge as black and white reams of print. Maddi had been fascinated by the sights and especially the sounds.


“She was always writing,” she heard her mother tell a circle of women at a tea party just before Christmas. “And reading. Always with her nose in a book. When she was little, she even catalogued all her books, making little cards.”


“How sweet,” one woman tittered. Maddi, standing in the hallway with a glass of water, on her way back to the guest bedroom, eavesdropping, had literally shrunk into herself, embarrassed. No hope of some important new nugget of insight here, she realised, and she’d slunk away, not quickly enough though, to avoid hearing her father comment: “Well, she got her talent for writing from me of course.”


Back at her desk, Maddi assembled what she needed. Notebook, pen, cuttings, block of news-sheets, carbon paper, glue, scissors. She grabbed two pre-cut sheets of carbon and quickly examined whether they still had enough coating, then placed one sheet between the first two pages of the block of copy paper, pushed the second one between sheet two and three. Her already practiced hand ripped the bundle away from its glued spine and tapped it onto the desk to ensure all sheets were aligned, then placed it on the typewriter’s paper shelf, twisted the roller knobs and levered it into place. Next, she typed the catchline (arson 1) in the top right-hand corner and then, with great satisfaction, a rapid series of hitting the line space lever. An other look at her notes and she began typing.


Dunedin Fire Brigade are investigating….


Her fingers flew, the clacking loud and determined. Her eyes flickered between her notes and what was appearing on the paper in front of her. She rarely glanced at the keyboard and rarely made a mistake. And if she did, it was merely a quick typing of x’s over the mistake and carrying on. The paragraph was finished. She read it through. Good. Strong. Clear. Yes. She grabbed the top of the set of sheets and pulled it out, placing it on the left-hand side of the typewriter. Immediately she took out the carbon sheets, placed them within the next empty A5 pages and was soon inserting these into her typewriter. She eyed the first of the cuttings. Then she typed a line and immediately rolled the pages out again. She glanced up at the giant clock-face sitting over the entrance to the room. Right. Shit. She took the clippings and began cutting out a few paragraphs, until she had four in all. Then she took the glue, pasted the backs of the cut-outs, and stuck them onto the pages. Maddi pressed them down and felt them slide a little. Too much glue. She then quickly wrote ENDS.


“You done yet, Maddi?” Ben’s voice boomed across the room. Was this really necessary? He could see she was finishing off. She grabbed the three sets and separated them. One set for herself. She got up and took the two sets of carbons up to Ben.


“Wait here,” he mumbled, and took up his pen. Maddi watched, unaware she was holding her breath. Ben’s podgy hand began to tip downwards but then stopped. A split second then he held up one set to her.


“Okay, you can take it through to the subs yourself.” Maddi found herself stuck between two conflicting emotions. Elation that her copy had no errors. Anger that Ben was using her as a copy runner. She turned on her heel. Slightly overturned as the cork platform of her shoes slipped on the linoleum and her arm went out as she sought her balance. She caught Ben’s smirk out of the corner of her eye. Wanker, she thought. Again. That thought was already well established in her mental repertoire. Around nine reiterations per day, at a rough estimate. She straightened her shoulders, sniffed, and headed down the corridor. Past the editor’s office (she’d not yet officially met him, merely been the recipient of a smiley good-morning on the stairs last week) and on down into the sub’s den.


A lair, a rectangular room full of the smells of cigar and cigarette smoke, stale air, stale bodies. The overhead lights were strong yet seemed to not quite pierce the grey smoke. They were all men. Middle-aged, she’d guess. Which meant anywhere from 35 to 70. They sat in an uneven U, each desk touching a neighbour.


“Well, if it isn’t the lovely Miss S!” Maddi was not sure whether this was the chief sub looking up at her, with a wide, genuine smile, slightly crooked as he was clamping down on a cigar stub in the corner of his mouth. She didn’t know his name, or the names of any of the group, so just smiled back at him and held up the sheaf of papers.


“Ben said to take this straight through.”


“Well, that’s very kind of him.” And the man quickly glanced down at the lead sentence on the first page. “Aah, you got one up on them then,” and he smiled at her again. Maddi merely blushed, not entirely sure what he meant. She just stood there and watched as he began marking up the text.


“Any suggestions for a headline, Miss S? Across two columns, preferably one line only?” He continued subbing the text. She could see he’d marked up a missing letter but could not quite see which word or letter she’d got wrong.


“Ummm Shed Arsonists at Large??? Would that fit?”


The sub looked up. He put his pencil down and took the unlit cigar stub out of his mouth. The other men had kept their heads down throughout the short interchange, marking up text, rolling the pages up into plastic cylinders and sending these into the maze of pneumatic Lamson tubes which curled around the building. One of them was now looking at her too, almost in wonder that a female could survive for longer than two minutes in the thick air of masculine vapours.


“Or Suspicious Shed Blazes?” Maddi hesitated, worried her suggestions were ridiculous.


“Not bad. Not bad at all. Not very zappy though. Unclear internal reference. How many sheds, how many blazes. Boys?”


“Great Sheds of Fire”


“Fishy Shed Ignitions”


“Sheds Fires Alarm”


The presumed chief-sub shook his head.


“I’ll go with Miss S’s first suggestion. Probably only 12pt.”


There was a hardly discernible moan and Maddi felt shackled to her spot at the sub’s side, just inside the door. Were they having a laugh at her expense? Should she be waiting for further questions as they dealt with her copy? Who were they? She noticed that, despite the interlude with her, the subs kept up with their work handling copy arriving via the tube or the constantly chattering telexes or scurrying staff. They seemed busy but not stressed. If it wasn’t for the smoke, she’d quite enjoy spending some time here, observing, learning. And then she realised that Ben (wanker) was undoubtedly waiting for her.


“Well, umm, thanks,” Maddi muttered and with an awkward half wave, turned round to walk down the corridor again. As she left, she caught the grumblings of two subs about which pic to feature on the front page, “that bearded Beatles yogi sitting on a boat in Switzerland and spouting the dawn of something” or “yet an other depressing shot of Viet Cong advances”. “Won’t be long now,” one of the men spat.


On the drive out to the scrub fire, which was now threatening the edges of the city’s northern suburbs, Maddi turned to Vera.


“Heard one of the subs say the Viet Cong won’t be long now. What does he mean?”


Vera, a tomboy in her mid-thirties, short spiky hair, baggy trousers, one of the paper’s two staff photographers, glanced at Maddi with an eyebrow raised. Then, looking back onto the road as she steered up the hill, scraped her throat.


“Well, there’s a war on in Vietnam,” she said drily.


“I know that!”


“Then go figure.”


“Help me out here, Vera. I’m just a spring chicken. This war began before I was born!”


Vera guffawed.


“No excuse, doll.” Vera grimaced as she shifted down a gear to get up the steep hill. The engine of the knackered Honda Civic, throttled by dozens of random staff, strained and moaned. They both listened in silence to the chugging, both hoping the car wouldn’t give up on their watch. Not when Vera was hoping for some impressive wide lens shots of smoky fire walls with, preferably, one lone black fireman and a hose, and Maddi was excited and nervous at the prospect of conducting random witness interviews to flesh out what would probably be the front-page lead today.


“Basically that second-hand car salesman Nixon bailed out before he got thrown out, and they threw the South Vietnamese to the dogs. The Viet Cong have now started their offensive, and the Yanks are still leaving. Does that make sense?”


Maddi wondered whether to reply affirmatively and perhaps leave an impression of intelligence and a functioning brain, but then shook her head.


“Sorry. All I really know about it is the Hair musical. Burning draft cards and demonstrations with Make Love Not War signs and all that. Is it just the US defending the south against the north or what?”


Vera smiled. These young chits, fresh out of journalism school and didn’t really have a clue. But then, fair enough, it took a while to gather and sift all the information about just about everything and anything when you’re in the business of news. If she was honest with herself, she hadn’t yet really figured out why the Arabs and the Israeli and the Palestinians were all having a go, let alone why Ireland and England were still at each other’s throats.


“So. Far as I know, it was an ongoing Cold War sort of thing – the Russians are Coming and all that. Communists versus Capitalism. Or, from the point of view of the West – us goodies against them baddies.”


“And now the West has lost? Or just given up?” Maddi peered at the horizon as they drove on along the Taieri Road. The distant low cloud of smoke seemed to be closer and thicker. Housing was thinning out. Charlie had phoned through that a few evacuations were under way, so they were aiming to get as close as possible to the affected area. Maddi was aiming for interviews with locals, either themselves evacuated or who knew someone whose second cousin had been evacuated. Vera to get shots of impressive flames or traumatised citizens. Or, of course, the lone, brave firefighter. Time was tight. The first edition, which would go out to the farther reaches of Otago, went to bed at 11. The next edition closed at 1pm, and the city edition at 2pm. Space had been reserved, front page lead, more space for photo’s and texts on page 3, probably. Now it just had to be filled.


Maddi could hardly suppress the smile. Maddi Strozzi, reporter for the Chronicle, reporter’s notebook and pen in hand, photographer poised.


“What happened when the Fire Brigade knocked on your door?”


A middle-aged couple, dressed as though by design for a rural NZ soap opera. He’s in gumboots, baggy khaki shorts, black vest that’s long ago lost any semblance of shape, bush hat on a mass of bird-nest curls, weather-beaten face. She’s in a floral print dress, over which is a floral apron – not of the same pattern or of even remotely complementary colours. Short pink socks, leopard print mule slippers with a wedge, dark hair wrapped in curlers with a polka-dot scarf holding it all in place. She’s nearly a foot taller than him. Ken and Esme.


“Thought they were takin’ the piss, first,” Ken grumbled. “Straight up, just a bloody scrub fire.”


“I was right in the middle of bottlin’ the greengages. Wanted to finish first but they said we better get a move on.” Esme sounds quite excited. Well, she probably is. Firemen Refuse Bottling Request. Maddi tried the headline in her head as she nodded at the couple and scribbled.


“But they let us get a few things together,” Esme continued.


“We’ve just been at the pub. Neighbours there too. Got a view and a jug.” Ken is still grumbling, but probably it’s a default mode. He doesn’t seem concerned. Maddi checks.


“Are you worried you’ll lose the house?” Out of the corner of her eye she sees Vera lower the camera, look at her, shake her head and roll her eyes. Oops?


“Nah. She’ll be right,” Ken still seems laid-back to the point of comatose. “Happens nearly every summer, anyway.”


“Great. Thanks so much,” Maddi wraps it up. She’s not getting any sizzling copy here.


“Are we going to be in the paper, then?” Esme leans across to see what Maddi is writing down and sees squiggles and dots and dashes and a half-completed Donald Duck. Maddi quickly clamps the notebook to her chest.


“Don’t know yet, depends on space and so,” she smiles.


“You should talk to our neighbours, see over there, the two old guys with the collie? They’re brickin’ it. Lost their last property to a fire.”


“Ah, thanks for the tip, good luck,” and Maddi begins to move off. A strong hand grasped her upper arm.


“Best use Ken’s full name. Sounds better,” and Esme winks at Maddi, who, astounded, merely nods.


The couple, presumed terrified, proved to be hilariously drunk. Even the collie seemed inebriated, sprawled at the men’s feet, on her back, tongue out. Maddi tried to get a response to the question about their trauma, but this only attracted volleys of laughter and a random leer. She moved away and waited patiently as Vera replaced a roll of film and began shooting more wide-angle shots of the horizon, seemingly just beyond a cluster of three weatherboard, single storey homes. At the edge of the scene two small tractors and a heavy bulldozer were digging firebreaks. Above the dull brown-orange, heavy cloud sat a deep blue sky. Quite breath-taking. But in black and white, of course, it would lose much of its drama.


Lunch was, again, a bag of chips, a fag and a coffee, consumed hurriedly in her car. She’d dashed out after delivering five paragraphs for the main story, plus a caption for a photo of a grim looking Kenneth and an awkwardly grinning Esme. Probably for the tail-end of the main story, tucked away on page 2, or bottom of page 3. Still, it would make a sizeable impression in her still very empty cuttings book. At half past one, famished, she dashed out of the building to discover that there was no parking ticket under her windscreen wipers. Phew. She walked into the chippie, two doors down, and a few minutes later, clutching the lukewarm parcel wrapped in yesterday’s Chronicle, drove to the other side of the station. Where she scoffed the chips and then lit up.


Ben had given her two news releases about upcoming events. Pam Ayres was passing through with an evening of reading her poems. (Who’s she, Maddi wondered. Did poets really get full houses while they sat in an armchair and simply read some poems? Or was there an accompanying light show?) And Pat Phoenix was touring in two months. The actress who plays Elsie Tanner, apparently. In Coronation Street. Maddi’s mother was a fan. Also a book tour, or something. So, easy peasy. She could trawl through the archives, see what the gossip was about the actress. Some vague memory of multiple husbands – though perhaps that was the character she played and not her?


The early edition was out by the time she was back at her desk, and she quickly checked where her stories were. Yes, page two for the extra colour within the main story. The cut-and-paste was of course tucked away on the inner regional pages, but across two columns. Ooooh, with her headline. She could hardly repress a small whoop. The press releases were a doddle. There were even two thin books included in the kit for Pam Ayres. She leafed through the first one. I wish I’d looked after me teeth. Really? All rhymes. Not really very poetic, not in the Wordsworth style “… so I lie in the old dentist’s chair and I gaze up his nose in despair.” Quite funny, really. Could she keep these books? (Does she even want them?). Probably best hand it all back to Ben. Soon she’s dropping both items in the black wire basket on Ben’s desk, who thankfully, is on the phone, using his cultured voice. She shuffles towards the big open assignment book lying on the adjacent cabinet. She’s not down for much tomorrow. To accompany Clive to a hospital board meeting. Sigh. Still, might be interesting. She turns the page to the other days of the week. Off on Thursday. Covering the tennis on Saturday. That might be fun?


The house in Pacific Street was a traditional bungalow, akin to a child’s drawing, with a front door exactly in the middle behind a doll’s house porch, bookended by bay windows. Both windows and the door had their own tiny, gabled roof. The cladding of overlapping accoya weatherboards may once have been a brighter yellow, and the corrugated iron roof was either garnet red or rusted. There were, apart from kitchen and bathroom and toilet, four rooms, three of generous proportions. The boxroom served as a giant cupboard for the three flatmates; the others were bedrooms. Thus, no living room. The kitchen was the default communal space. Behind the house a verdant garden flourished but was rarely used or explored by the inhabitants. Opportunities missed, had they only known.


“Anyone home?” Maddi shouted at high volume. If Jake was home, chances were he was listening to deafening music over his headphones (either King Crimson or Tchaikovsky) and might not even discern her call. Brenda was rarely in the house; she had long days either at uni studying, of all things, domestic sciences or teaching domesticity on a placement in Mosgiel. And when she wasn’t learning or teaching how to bake and sew and iron, she’d be getting in extra practice at Gary’s flat. Gary being her boyfriend and a medical student. Maddi believed there was a causal correlation.


Silence. Apart from the petrol lawnmower next door. Maddi’s heart sank. She’d opted to not join the usual drinks after work session, vaguely contemplating how much healthier it would be to sit outside, not drink alcohol for once, smoke fewer cigarettes. Talk about something other than work or politics. Make friends outside work, perhaps with her flatmates. Now she felt deflated, lost. How to spend the next few hours? Kevin was still on nights.


Kevin.


Maddi kicked off her mules, aiming them at the far corner to join a collection of cast-off clothes and shoes, just by the bookcase. There were more items on the pile than on the five pine bookshelves. A handful of textbooks from both secondary and journalism school, unlikely to be ever consulted again. A dozen books from childhood. An other dozen which had mostly been gifts from Christmases past. Her father always bought her novels he himself was interested in reading. One year he actually took the book from her within an hour of unwrapping. “Will ya be reading this in the next few weeks?” he’d queried. She’d shaken her head, more in disdain at his transparency, than at the question itself. She’d bought herself a book last week. Not cheap, but brilliant. The Brand New Monty Python Papperbok. She’d raved about it to colleagues and Kevin’s flatmates, neglecting to inform them of the two hour-long exertions trying to wipe the dirty fingerprints off the cover. She’d told Kevin, who hadn’t squeezed her shoulder, fondly amused, as she’d hoped. Probably just exhausted.


She padded, barefoot and preoccupied, towards the kitchen and started when Jake, dunking a teabag in a chipped, dark brown stoneware mug, turned to look at her.


“Well met by sunlight, Maddalena,” he smiled. Maddi melted at his use of her full name, at his soft, lilting pronunciation. Jake had lived in Galway, Ireland for five years in his early twenties, gaining training and experience in camera work and working very hard on amalgamating the accent. He was a tall but slight man, almost balletic in his movements at times, probably due to his work (cameraman for NZBC). He dressed, whatever the season or the occasion, in multipocketed khaki trousers, black t-shirt, multi-pocketed fatigue jacket and Doc Martens. His dark brown hair was spiky. Apparently, he got a crew cut once a month, just let it grow and then get it shorn again.


“Jake. How lovely to see you. I shouted out when I came home…”


“Aaah. Had a good day?”


“Got to go out to the scrub fire and do interviews,” Maddi tried hard to keep the strain of pride out of her voice.


“Well done, you. Who’d you go with?


“Vera.”


Jake nodded approvingly.


“Join me with a cuppa on the porch. Sun’s glorious.”


When she joined him a few minutes later, sitting beside him on the top step, bathed in the setting sun, she inquired about his day.


“Bloody meetings. Which is why the sun, tea and your company is desperately needed.” Maddi raised her eyebrows.


“All about the changes coming up. Just loads of admin.”


Maddi raised her eyebrows again, unwilling to commit to a question which would expose her ignorance. Jake smiled gently.


“No worries. NZBC gets dissolved you see. In April. Gets a new name. And later gets an extra channel. Meanwhile, just loads of meetings, hot air, unions, new contracts, lots of huffery and puffery.” He sipped his tea, closed his eyes for a moment.


Gosh, he’s got lashes, Maddi thinks enviously.


“I’ll be glad when it’s done and we can all just get on with our work. At least I’m down for a nice assignment tomorrow out down the coast. A cultural thing. No, Maddalena, cannot name names,” he winked. “Up and coming star reporter like yourself, the competition.”


She burst out laughing.


“Not according to Ben.”


Jake guffawed and they riffed and gossiped and slandered until the sun set. Then Jake claimed he had “stuff” to do, which Maddi correctly surmised to mean listen to music and leaf through art books, and she took her mug back to the kitchen. She washed it out, then decided she might as well clean the kitchen. Then it was still only just after eight, so her bedroom was disentangled and tidied. By nine she was lying on the bed, looking through the “papperbok” again, discovering that the book of etiquette was not as hilarious as when she had last read it, trying very hard not to think of Kevin. Or Ben. Or her mother.









Chapter 2 – Set Point


Hanson smashes sleep-deprived Gillard


Staff Reporter


Dunedin, 8th February 1975. Rising star  Craig Hanson  (19) surprisingly defeated the currentenntt  #1 Ted Gillard at  Logan park today.


Gillard, who has reigned at the top of the leaderboard since last summer, complimented Hanson on his slice. “Though it wasn’t one of my good days. We have a newborn who spent most of last night screaming,” Gillard explained.


In the final set, Gillard twice netted a game point. “It was tougher than it looked,” Hanson commented on the two-hour match against Gillard. “I managed to break early and this gave me a big advantage. Just luck.”


Hanson beat Gillard 6-4, 7-5, 6-0, serving up six aces. The young Port Chalmers player looks set to qualify for the national team.


…..


In the women’s singles competitions today, the top three seeds were never endangered. Dawn Argue (#1) beat Dorothy Sloper (#9) in straight sets. Penny Conyers (#3) initially faced an energetic whirlwind where #14 Christine Popkin ran for each ball, returning lobs and cross-court slices and net volleys to attain 6-6 in the first set. However, Conyers served well and won the tie-break 7-1.


The full results for today’s Association Tennis and the Lawn Tennis Union follow below:


Maddi was bored beyond measure. Her mouth was a tight line with pronounced downward curves at each end. There were two faint lines of a frown across her brow, a more pronounced singe frown by the bridge of her nose. Large round sunglasses, white-rimmed, hid the simmering anger and frustration. Her body, a little above average height, well-proportioned if you were applying the 1950’s hourglass look, longish legs, was in a tight, tense twist. Legs crossed, arms clutching the notebook tightly to her chest, bent forward and at an angle to the man sitting next to her. Murray Prebble. Club president. A man, Maddi surmised after a mere three minutes, entirely convinced of his importance, his knowledge, skills, superiority.


“I will dictate the items to you. Probably some paragraphs just before lunch. And then the final stuff at 1.30pm, in time for your runner.” Prebble drew in a big breath of air, it whistled between his prominent incisors. He had looked at her only once since she’d come up to him and introduced herself.


“You monitor the scoreboards. Both in the clubhouse and on the courts. Do you know anything about tennis?”


“I’ve been playing since I was six years old and played for my high school.”


“Small blessings.” He puffed.


Maddi pondered her options. Walk away? Ask him what the hell that was supposed to mean? Tell him to shove it up his fat arse? Kick him in the balls? All or none of the above?


“Make sure you spell the names correctly. The last one never managed even that small challenge.”


Teeth-grinding seemed to be her only option. And not stooping to ask him anything at all. It would only fuel his bloated ego. Prebble inhaled again, put his hands in the pockets of his pristine white trousers (he undoubtedly had a wife for that), rocked a little on the balls of his feet to treat her to a few hip thrusts and, without another word, walked off, hailing a fellow club member.


Maddi marched away to explore the extensive courts. Fourteen in all, hugging the green-cladded, pitched roof clubhouse with wraparound verandah. Most were hard courts, but there seemed to be a couple of grass courts at the outer edges of the car park. She trundled around the perimeter, hardly lifting her feet, scuffing and dragging, each movement broadcasting her boredom and unwillingness to be here. Benches or seating for anyone beyond umpires and occasionally the players were not on offer. Neither were trees, hedges, sheltered corners. UV-dumping sunrays or icy winds arriving directly from the South Pole needed to be borne. She meandered back to the clubhouse and opted for the furthest edge of the furthermost bench along the verandah, where she took out her notebook and focused on pretending to read her own riveting jottings. Prebble, she saw out of the corner of her eye, was glancing at her disapprovingly with head cocked towards another white-trousered, pot-bellied man.


Why, why, do I need to sit here for hours, she thundered inwardly. Surely just popping in to gather up the man’s drivel half an hour before deadline sufficed. This did not require a reporter. What am I supposed to even report on? Mostly it was reams of results headed up by some inane observations. She’d checked a few back copies of the Chronicle’s Saturday editions last Wednesday afternoon. Make sure she could deliver the right sort of copy. She’d also asked Matt Smolenski, the Sports Editor. He’d smiled broadly at her, first lighting up a Rothmans, closing one eye as the smoke drifted upwards.


“How’s it going? Here?” He had a deeply nasal voice, its base tones vibrant. He also had a Pommie accent. Not the hot potato pronunciation of Prince Charles (who’d once spoken to her and a group of classmates on a walkabout in Christchurch, about 1970, and they’d had to ask him three times to repeat the question). More like the Coronation Street actors, wherever that was. Her mother watched it voraciously.


“Pretty good. Brill.”


“You were here before, weren’t you? Buggered off before we could get to say hello.”


“Yeah. Work experience weeks, November. Then they offered me a cadet post, but I had to take it immediately, otherwise they’d advertise.” Maddi shrugged, smiled. Matt raised an eyebrow but stayed silent. Took another drag. Maddi noticed he hardly inhaled. Was he just pretending to smoke?


“So, yes. Meant I couldn’t finish the course. My father told me I was a total idiot but he doesn’t know that only about five cadet jobs show up per year in the entire country. Most of my fellow students will end up copywriting.”


“Yer right there, I suppose. Still, reporting on association tennis on a Saturday is not quite the dream either.” And he grinned broadly at her. She remained standing by his desk. He and the two other permanent sports reporters had arranged their desks in the back inner corner, about as far as it was possible to get from Ben. They seemed the fun bunch, unlike the racing reporters who were introverted, isolated. Though why the paper needed so many sports reporters, not even counting the dozens of stringers, was a puzzle.


“Don’t worry about it. Main thing is to collect the results, write them in a way we can read them, and let the bigwig of the day give you some copy. Nobody really reads the lead. It’s just the players and their families reading the scores.” Matt looked down at some papers on his overcrowded desk and began to move them about. Obviously, the conversation was over.


“Okay. Thanks.” For nothing, she thought. That had not been helpful, but he seemed friendly and approachable and not a wanker.


Must check back with Matt next week and ask whether I really need to sit here for hours. Perhaps there was another sport where she could actually report. Not cricket. Perhaps rowing or athletics. Something with spectators, where you can find news. Not have hours just sitting there like a wallflower, fluffing about with a pen and notebook a little, taking dictation from pompous Prebble. Having too much time to think about Kevin and his all-consuming preoccupation with getting a MOT for his limping, guzzling, creaky Mark II. The leather seats and walnut panels in the Jag were of course lavish. Made her feel important. But dealing with another Sunday where he only wants to work on the car instead of taking her for a romantic walk along Smails Beach, hand in hand, talking about the future. A holiday together, perhaps?


Maddi, like most of the young women on the journalism course, considers herself to be a thoroughly modern woman. A women’s libber. A feminist. All for equality. They had sung along, endlessly, to Aretha Franklin’s Respect and Helen Reddy’s I am Woman. Loud. Absolutely convinced that equality was within reach, equal pay, equal opportunities, access to free childcare and contraception and abortion. They hadn’t quite burned their bra’s, but some of them had read Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch. That women needed to stop submitting to men, to meet men’s expectations, their demands, their fantasies.


Yes.


Tricky, though, Maddi quietly thought to herself, when it came to relationships. You still wanted a boyfriend. And be, well, wooed? Perhaps not have them running around the car to open the door but bringing a bunch of flowers occasionally. Phoning you within a day or two because sitting, waiting by the phone is one of the least liberating and annoying activities of all time.


Kevin was polite. Treated her with respect. Had been brought up to respect his mum. But she had no idea what he really thought about her working as a reporter. Kevin was going to be a dentist. Only half a step down from medicine. But possibly a step up economically. Easy to get work, Kevin said. Especially in the UK. Kevin said he wanted to go and work there after graduation. Do his OE, go skiing in Austria, do the Kontiki 10-day tour of Europe. Live in Earl’s Court. Save a bit of money before settling down.


He’d not indicated that she, Maddi, had a role in those plans. The subject of each sentence was “I”.


Her friend and former course mate Karen, now in radio news in Christchurch, so self-assured, recording news items, so cool, claimed you had to wait until there was at least a friendship ring on your finger. A friendship ring is what he buys you once you are going steady. Once you’ve started sleeping together. Then you can ask about the Future. Maddi stared out across the two courts in front of her. Mixed doubles matches on both. One of the women serving. The man receiving stood virtually on the serving line, fully expecting a soft, easy ball. Were women really such weak players, comparatively? Was it biology, were women the weaker sex? Always thus? Billy Jean had won though.


Eyup, she starts. A tall, lanky guy with sun-streaked hair lollops towards her. She can’t see his face; the sun is radiating behind his mop of thick, long curls. He’s in whites, polo-shirt, headband, the shorts are very short and the socks too high. He strides right up to her.


“Seat free?” His voice is scratchy, a little uncertain.


“Sure.”


Maddi bends a little further over her notebook and begins to write. Gregg shorthand as taught at college. Loads of squirls and dots. She is noting down which cities in Europe she would like to visit. She senses the guy looking across at her, then down to the notebook.


“Are you the journo?”


Maddi’s brain goes into overdrive, seeking an appropriate reaction, caught between the onslaught of pleasure and pride at recognition, and the imagined desirability of aloofness.


“Why?” is the wavering response she settles on.


“I’m Craig. Hanson.” His head askance, one eyebrow raised. Maddi assumes he expects, or hopes, for an acknowledgement. Should she know him? Is he some major tennis celebrity? In Dunedin if not in New Zealand? She only really knows those who play on Wimbledon Centre court. Lesson number one, Raymond Kidd had said, half sitting half leaning back against a desk at the front of the classroom, about three weeks in, Introduction to Interviewing. Don’t talk more than you have to. Silence is the greatest extractor of information.


Maddi kept her sunglass-camouflaged eyes on Craig Hanson, the presumably publicity seeking tennis player and stayed schtumm.


“I won today,” he attempted.


“Congratulations.” She opted to at least keep the conversation going.


“Means I’ll probably get onto the national team.” Maddi detected notes of pride and uncertainty.


“Want to tell me about it?” and she takes her notebook, turns over a fresh page, and poises her pen.


“So you are a journo!”


“Chronicle. Maddalena Strozzi.” Again, the swell of joy.


“Haven’t seen you here before, Madeline,” he says it with a wide smile, clearly thrilled he’s talking directly to the press.


“Just started after Christmas, so still getting into the swing here. That’s why I didn’t recognise your name.” Best to massage his ego a fraction. “But I suppose you’re one of the promising up and coming stars here. Care to fill me in?”


“Yeah. I’m gonna be big.” Maddi almost asks him what his international ranking is.


“Thought you might like to know, cos Prebble doesn’t like me, you see. And might not mention my win when he does the dictating thing later.” Dictating? Maddi is glad the sunglasses hide her dismay. Matt had said it would be information, not dictation. Surely she was the reporter? She opts, again, for silence.


“Right. So. I swept the floor with Gillard, absolutely decimated him. Three sets, The last one six love.”


“And Gillard is?”


“Number one. Has been for ages. Really hard to beat, usually. Hah. But today I was just too strong for him. Served up six aces...” Craig talked on. And on. Maddi discovered she was enjoying herself. Sunshine. Lots of people glancing over, curious, hopefully impressed. And she might have a story here. Mid-sentence, Craig stopped and leant across. bles.”


“Are you writing this down, Madeline? Just looks like scrib-


“It’s shorthand.”


“So, are you a secretary then? For the sports reporters?”


“You’re kidding, right?” Maddi slid her sunglasses slightly down her nose and glared at him. “And it’s Maddalena.”


“Aw right. Didn’t mean to offend,” though his contrition was less than skin-deep. He seemed to be trying to scratch his balls through the pocket in the too tight shorts.


“What do you do? Apart from play tennis?” Maddi’s eyes were still boring into his. She was really annoyed.


“Student. Medicine.”


“And when you walk around a hospital would you like to be called nurse?”


“Shit, no. But that’s...”


“Exactly the same. I’m a journalist and all journalists do shorthand. Can’t quote you correctly otherwise. Right?”


“Kay. Right. Sorry. Madalina.” She decided to let it go. She asked him for the basics - age, origin, residence, correct spelling of name and finally his phone number. Craig smirked and surreptitiously scratched his scrotum again.


“In case I ever need an expert on tennis for some comment. Or do an interview with you when you get to Wimbledon.” Craig inhaled loudly, then grinned sheepishly. There was even a slow ascending blush. He gave her all the details and leaned in to carefully observe her write down a mix of words he could decipher and a set of squiggles he could not: Full of himself, insecure, itchy balls. Just as he opened his mouth to tell her about winning his first competition match aged seven, she interrupted.


“Thanks so much, Craig. Really great stuff. Can you point out which one’s Ted Gillard? Need to get a quote from him about losing.”


She catches the defeated champion as he’s crossing the car park.


“Mr Gillard? Mr Gillard?” Her voice is loud but shrill-free, she hopes. The athletic young man turns around slowly, with an air of exhaustion. His polo-shirt is still sticking to parts of his back and chest, pools of damp spreading from the armpits. Dirt blond wet hair, seriously receding hairline, possibly not yet in his thirties. He stands still, shoulders slumped, eye sacks bruised grey and blue as he observes her half jogging across the tarmac. Maddi starts talking, breathlessly, from a few steps away.


“Sorry, thanks. I’m from the Chronicle. Maddalena Strozzi. Maddi.” She stops, a few feet in front of him, holding out her hand. He puts down the overfull sportsbag and shakes her hand, politely mumbling a howdedo.


“I’d be really grateful for a super short chat. It’s news that you’ve been beaten, you’ve been the number one so long.” She’s proud of this pitch, practising alternatives as she’d sped off after him. How does it feel to lose – you must have forgotten what it’s like? Sorry to hear about your defeat. Would he like to comment….


“Right. Ummm. How come the Chronicle is sending reporters now? I thought Prebble or Stanley usually just concocted something?” His voice is mild, friendly. He seems a type of scruffy, bumbling Frank Spencer, but the intelligent elder brother. If there was one.


Maddi opts for friendliness and the truth.


“I’ve only just started and the chief found out I used to play tennis for my school.” She shrugs. “Hardly an expert, but I know what deuce means.”


Ted Gillard chuckles.


“Fair enough. What would you like to know?”


“Why did you lose? I only have Craig’s version at the mo’.”


He chuckles again.


“The gentlemanly version is that Craig played at the top of his game, a mean slice, he’s young and fit and ambitious.” Maddi scribbles in her notebook. They look at each other for a second. Silence, she thinks.


“An equally true version is that me and the wife had a baby two months ago who screamed the whole bloody night through and I was knackered.”


“Can I use that?”


“Why not? I suspect it’s not going on the front page so probably Craig and I are the only ones who will read it,” and he chuckles, this time quite merrily. “A pleasure, Maddi. Hopefully you’ll want to talk to me next week after I’ve won. Gotta go. I’m falling asleep on my feet.”


“Ta. Hope she sleeps through tonight,” she added, trying to hide her jubilation behind a sympathetic grin.


“Not bloody likely,” she heard him mutter and mentally made a note to self: Do not get pregnant.


Maddi is on the Pill. Her previous boyfriend had deflowered her and then gifted her a hardback book. A Marriage Manual. Red cover. Written by a married couple, both doctors. Published in 1935. She’d been confused. Was he proposing? It dawned only slowly that his main objective was to educate her on a few technicalities of sex, especially how to give a blow job. Then he’d arranged and accompanied her to a doctor’s appointment. She’d sat with Danny, side by side, feeling acutely embarrassed and inordinately sophisticated, in front of a stressed young medic, who’d hardly looked up or at them, and failed to ask the questions they’d prepared for. There were only a handful of doctors willing to prescribe to unmarried women. Medical doctors, it seemed, were self-appointed moral arbitrators. She’d stopped when Danny informed her after a year that he’d fallen in love with a more mature woman who was nineteen and a primary teacher. Maddi was sixteen, going on seventeen. The pimples had promptly stopped and she’d lost nearly two stone. Going back on the Pill when she started sleeping with Kevin, was an easy decision and easily organised.


She’d witnessed Ngaire’s journey through the secretive, sleazy, shame-filled world of hardly legal abortions. Her schoolfriend had only just turned 16 when she’d fallen pregnant by a boyfriend, equally young, immature and acne-ridden. They’d known too little about contraception, believing that no babies could be conceived just after menstruation. Maddi had held Ngaire’s hand as they’d gone to a clandestine meeting with a woman they only knew as Allie, to discover that options were limited, especially if you had no money. Or if you were only 16.


“So basically, if you have money, you can find someone here or go overseas. Otherwise it’s a backstreet job?” Maddi had done all the asking of questions; Ngaire sat passively by her side, withdrawn, desolate. Allie had nodded. Some pity and sorrow etched on her face, but mostly the woman was worn out, burnt out.


Almost lifelessly, she’d told the girls that society was very restrictive and judgmental. Having sex outside of marriage was considered immoral, a sin, and the women who did so, needed to suffer the consequences.


“And the men?”


“You know the answer to that one,” Allie had said, without even a grimace.


“What if it’s rape?”


“Is it?” Ngaire had shaken her head.


“Even if it had been, there’s no exceptions made. Must be sworn by two doctors that your life is in danger. There’s about 6000 abortions per year, hardly any in public hospitals, so that’s private clinics. That’s the legal ones. Double the amount were done illegally,” Allie trotted out the statistics. “Or that’s what we estimate.”


Allie then had leant forward and asked Ngaire to look at her.


“I’m so sorry we seem to be able to do so little. We will try and help if you need us though. But Ngaire. Ngaire, look at me, please,” and then once Ngaire had looked up, Allie had continued. “Talk to your parents. Is that possible?”
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