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I AM RICHARD WEST. I am forty (ish).  There is nothing special about me: I am male, a schoolteacher, above average height, with fair hair I part on the left, and blue eyes. Nothing special.

I want to set down my story of the events that occurred that will affect me for the rest of my life. My wife Alex and Jo, my daughter, still have nightmares from the experience of a criminal group that thought they could influence a police investigation that I had blundered into by taking Jo.

Mostly, I have gathered together the recollections of those involved but there are some parts of the story that have had to be recreated or inferred, such as the murder of a businessman in Fiji.  

We knew nothing about the murder.  It was part of an international investigation into money laundering and drug smuggling.  The officer concerned was Rose McClune.  She was working undercover as a university lecturer in Suva.  Her twin, Dawn McDonald, was a journalist in Weatherston where I was teaching.  Dawn’s murder triggered events that dragged me and my family into a whole sorry mess.

Rose tells the first part of the story while she was in Fiji.
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I AM ROSE MCCLUNE.  I will tell you about the Holzmans, a husband-and-wife team of drug smugglers.

Fiji is warm and sunny all year.  Fiji attracts tourists from all over the world.  Large numbers travel from Australia and New Zealand, especially during the school holidays.  Businesspeople try to avoid such times.

One businessman from New Zealand was Ken Kovic.  That was not the name on his New Zealand passport, but he had left that document behind for this business meeting.  

Jacinta Robertson asked me to observe Kovic, who Jacinta suspected of being an international assassin.

Kovic met Franz Holzman who ran a health food shop.  We knew he regularly received consignments of food supplements for his shop.  Kovic was the exporter.  I assumed they met to discuss their import-export contracts.  

I followed Holzman and Kovic when they left the shop. Holzman drove a Mercedes.  Kovic had a Toyota rental car.

When the two cars arrived at Holzman’s house, Kovic parked at the rear where his car could not be seen from the road.  

Holzman swung his car into the shelter of a carport, a corrugated metal roof suspended on six slim metal poles.  They were both out of my line of sight.  

I waited for an hour.  The day was hot.  Nothing was happening.

I drove back to the shop.  A blonde woman with a label reading Hilga Holzman served me.  I bought some feminine products and drove back to the university.

I had tutorials the next morning so it was afternoon before I could return to the shop.  It was closed.  I drove to Holzman’s house.  The Mercedes was in the carport but there was no sign of life.
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I WILL TAKE UP THE story now.  I’ll tell you some of the issues causing tension.  That might explain what happened later when I was arrested.

I was deputy to the Principal of St Angela’s Academy, Millicent Pentecost. We did not get on, and I am sorry to say that was partly due to my pig-headedness.

Millicent Pentecost was often referred to as Mrs. – I heard her use the term at times – but usually it was Miss Pentecost.  Not Ms but Miss.

Miss Pentecost had frequent meetings. This was expected because the School Board’s job description said she had to recruit and retain students and keep an overview of the running of the school.

My job was to run the day-to-day activities of the school in accordance with policies set by the Board and the Principal. We both had teaching duties.  Mine were almost full time. Hers were small, aimed solely at keeping her in touch with the classroom.

When she was the Deputy to the previous Principal, Dr. Pence, she sat at the Board meetings to assist with setting policies and to answer day-to-day questions.  When she became Principal, she refused to allow me the same privilege. All communications had to go through her, to be delegated to the right teacher in due course.  

This created a problem because Board members, who were mothers and fathers of students, would call on me with their queries.  They were surprised at my lack of knowledge of decisions and concerns at the executive level.  I could see they thought I was not up with the play.  This upset me as it was no fault of mine.

I became resentful because day-to-day matters were part of my job, and to do the job I needed to be kept informed of policy matters.  I did not like being made to look like an idiot.
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AS WELL AS ROSE MCCLUNE there was Jacinta Robertson.

Jacinta was probably in her early fifties.  She had auburn hair that was beginning to turn grey.  She did not disguise the fact.  Her eyes were green, catching and holding your gaze.  At times her gaze was almost hypnotic.

Jacinta was five foot six. She had been a pioneer rugby player, a role model for young women.  Physically she looked younger.

The wind blew strongly in Wellington, as it usually did.  Jacinta Robertson had an underground car park, so she did not have to worry about her door being blown back or her hair being disarranged.  She sighed contentedly.

Her sigh turned to a groan as she saw a car in her delegated space. She pulled out her phone and called the parking agency that administered the car park.

“It will take us a couple of hours to get there,” said the manager.  “Can you park somewhere else?  Number one five five have told us they will be away for a week.  Try there.”

Jacinta drove until she found one five five.  It was empty so she parked her car there.

She used the lift to her floor.  Her secretary, a young constable on secondment, told her she had a telephone call from Dawn McDonald.  

“She will call back in ten minutes time,” he said.

That gave Jacinta enough time to get herself organised.  Right on time, the phone rang.

"Dawn McClune, I do declare.  Have you rung to say you are rejoining the firm?" asked Jacinta Robertson.

The McClune twins had been part of the team until Dawn married and had a daughter.  

'That was a while ago,' thought Jacinta.  'I was still a staffer then.'  

"No, Jacinta, I haven't," answered Dawn.  "And I am Dawn McDonald now.  I am sending you copies of some papers.  I've sent the same to Clown Two as well."

"That sounds like you are in danger," said Jacinta.  "What are you up to, Dawn?"

"I've been investigating a local syndicate calling themselves The Committee," Dawn replied.  "They are major importers and drug dealers."

"Not interested," said Jacinta.  "You should know we don't do police work."

"No."  

Dawn's Scots heritage came through clearly in the one word, naw-oo.  

"Jacinta, I think there is corruption at a high level.  Even giving my evidence of wrong doing directly to honest people produces no result.  Corruption is your bag, Jacinta.  

“I believe one member of the syndicate is an international assassin, Kennedy Kovic.  I don't have the means to prove it, but I think Interpol would be very interested."

"I'll look but won't necessarily buy it.  Be careful, my dear.  Drug barons are nasty people.  Even nastier than professional hit men."

“Please cast your eye upon the papers,” said Dawn.  “I value your advice.”

Jacinta Robertson said she would do that.

“But I must complete a report now,” she said.  “I’ll give Clown Two a call when I get a moment.  She suspects Kovic is involved in a smuggling operation in Fiji.”

It was two days later when Jacinta Robertson phoned Rose.

"Anything to report, Rose?" Jacinta asked.  

"Nothing.  Watching brief on our German friends, the Holzmans.  They seem to have gone to ground. Nobody’s seen them.  "Their shop is closed.  The car is in the carport. There is no sign of life.”

“Hand it over to the local police,” said Jacinta.  “Not our thing.  I might have an international professional killer for you," said Jacinta.  "I'll send you details.  The informant was Clown One."

"Really?"  Rose was surprised that her sister Dawn had not kept her informed.  "She's not coming back to work, is she?"

"No," replied Jacinta.  "She is sending you some papers.  Look for Kennedy Kovic, also known as The Clown.  Unlike you two, it's got nothing to do with a code name.  He really is a clown, does kids' parties and stuff.  Get back to me when you have digested the paperwork."

The latter was an in-house joke, referring to an agent who had to eat the information after reading it.  It was an old saw that no longer amused her employees.  

One meaning of the name McClune was Clown.  Dawn and her twin sister Rose were code named Clown when on covert operations.  They looked so much alike that one code word sufficed, and they could operate in two places at once.  Otherwise, they were Clown One and Clown Two.

"Will you keep Clown Two as your cover name?" asked Jacinta Robertson.  "Or do you want to change it now Dawn is no longer with us."

"I'll stay as Clown Two," answered Rose.  "Dawn could come back to the Firm now Susan is old enough to be independent."

That evening a sharp ring on her phone made Rose check who was calling.  It was her sister.

“I want to see the parade on the twenty-fifth,” said Dawn. “I have a commission from a Wellington newspaper for a feature article.  Then I think I’ll take you up on that offer to come and stay.  Susan is on her Summer Break.”

“She’s growing up fast.  Uni next year?”  

“Hopefully.  I am thinking of changing her school.  I no longer think St Angela’s is a good place for Susan. I’d like to get her out of the place.”

Dawn said, “Read my papers and you’ll know.  They are too hot to send via the internet, so they are coming snail mail.  

“The papers may take a while to arrive,” said Rose.  “Things are very slow here during the busy tourists season.”

“What’s the problem with St Angela’s?” asked Dawn.

“Read my papers.  I’ve left a set with a dodgy cop, Senior Sergeant Richardson.  He insists on the Senior part of his rank but he is not well-liked, so people get at him by calling him Sergeant.”

“When will you come over to Suva?” asked Rose.  She liked having Dawn stay with her and she loved her niece, Susan.  If she ever had a girl, she would order one like her niece.

“I’m concerned for Susan,” said Dawn.

Twins do that, bounce off each other’s thoughts.

“In what way?  Is she a moody teen?”

“She’s lovely, Rose.  No, when you read the papers, you will see I’m stirring up a hornets’ nest.  The cop is crooked, and I’m not entirely sure of Mountfort, my lawyer.  He has a set, too.  Rose, if anything happens to me, will you take Susan for me?”

“You’re out of the game, Dawn.  Nothing’s going to happen to you.  But sure, of course I’ll look after my favourite niece.”

“Thanks, Sis.  Of course, nothing is going to happen to me.  When you’ve got a kid, you’re always fearful she might become an orphan.”

“Never, not on my watch.  “I’ve got your back, Dawn.  Just don’t do anything silly.  Keep your head down until the authorities take over.  Why don’t you both come over here out of harm’s way.  School’s about to start so the timing is right.”

“Not till after the twenty fifth.  Then I’d love to join you with Susan.”

The promise never happened.  Dawn never made it to Fiji.
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I DID NOT REALISE AT the time, but the Weatherston Founders’ Parade was a watershed event for the West and the McClune families.  

There was a week left of the summer holidays so young people could attend the Founders’ Parade without missing any school.  Although it was a trading day for shops, most businesses closed their doors for an hour or two while the Parade went by.  It was really too hot for the ‘settlers clothing’ suggested in the lead up to the Weatherston Founders’ Parade, but most people had made the effort.  

Much of the fancy dress pre-dated the founding of the town in 1881, with bustles and hoops and many petticoats dragging on the ground, but that was fine and possibly historically accurate, as a hundred and thirty years ago New Zealand was far from the vanguard of European fashion, and still is.  

A brass band started up and the Parade began with lorries dressed up as boats and sawmills and sheep shearing platforms.  People lined the sides of the road through the town, jiggling in time to the music as the floats rolled by, interspersed with tractors, trucks, and pioneering machinery such as threshing and baling machines.

Groups of marching girls, the Army Cadets, and Scouts waved to the crowds as they walked, danced, or paraded.  A clown danced by, dressed in a spotted suit held out by hoops to form an image like toys that could not be pushed over. Children in school parties waved and shouted, while youngsters with parents held out their arms as the clown passed by.

People lined the street three or four deep.  In places, curved concrete obtrusions bulged out from the footpaths, placed there to calm traffic.  On one of these outcrops, an attractive woman in her early 40s stood in front of the other spectators pushing to see what was coming next in the parade.  

A lorry decorated as a shearing shed came by. Men, dressed in heavy trousers and collarless shirts, with sweat rags tied around their necks were shearing sheep with hand blades.  Many in the crowd remembered only too well the techniques that were used a century before, and which continued to be used for small groups of sheep and for dagging.

A tall clown approached, his bulging suit sweeping backward and forward as he moved his hips and threw the hoops at his waist in one direction then another.  He was passed by a traction engine, a giant steam-powered machine with huge back wheels.  

Old timers in the gathering remembered traction engines from their earlier days, before abandoned Model Ts and more exotic cars like Austins and Maxwells gave up their hearts to power the belts that drove the machinery a modern farm needed.  During the War, many traction engines were dusted off, cleaned up, and put back into service because they were coal, coke, and wood powered and didn’t need petrol.

Now there was a number that had been painstakingly restored by enthusiasts who paraded them whenever an opportunity occurred.

The throng near the traffic calming bulge became excited and pushed forward.  

The clown twirled round in front of them, and as a third traction engine passed, the slim attractive woman fell in front of its huge rolling wheels.

The clown obscured her initial movement but the people nearest saw her fall into the roadway.  They saw the traction engine approaching, its solid steel wheels seeming to move in slow motion, inexorable like the blades of a water wheel.  

People shouted as the woman tried to scramble clear.  A man tried to pull her clear by pulling her legs by the ankles.  Her body moved, rucking up her skirt, while his efforts only succeeded in hindering her efforts to roll clear.  

Then the wheel reached her, and it was too late.  Her bones sounded like wood cracking.  People screamed. Blood pooled on the roadway.  

The traction engine rolled a little further then stopped.  

Blood and grey matter clung to the flat iron surface of the nearest wheel, slowly dripping down the curves to the ground on each side of it. The woman lay headless, still twitching in the roadway.

The clown swept his hoops up behind him and pushed through the lines of people, causing them to look at him and not at the large man who also eased his way to the back of the lines of people.  

A silence fell on that part of the cluster of people.  Two young children were turned into their mothers’ bodies and hugged tightly as they screamed in fright. Then people began screaming and shouting.  

Cellphones and cameras were used to take pictures, some of which later appeared on the evening television news and the national papers.

Chaos broke out.  Children who hadn’t seen anything began to wail and cry as parents hurried them away.  Many people sat on the footpath, stunned, and waiting to be told what to do.  

St. Johns Ambulance had trained first aid volunteers stationed throughout the parade.  Two of these stood beside the victim, facing the crowd, waiting for an ambulance.  

They called for something to cover the body. Someone had a blanket, the kind used for sitting on damp ground at picnics.  It was given to one of the St. John’s ladies.  She threw the blanket over the woman, its yellow check pattern initially forming a bright sunny pattern on the road, before blood soaked the neatly checked squares with irregular dark red blotches.

Police acted quickly.  Two officers erected a temporary screen around the woman, while others blocked the road with patrol cars.  One officer directed the rest of the parade to the right and around the section of road where the accident was.  With that part of the street isolated, the police began to look for witnesses.

Word spread quickly through the rest of the crowd outside the isolated area that there had been an accident, but people were not unduly affected.  Because the machine blocked the view from across the road and the clown obscured the victim on the road obtrusion, only twenty or so people had seen anything of the actual event. Stunned into silence, they waited to be led away to give information on what had happened.  

An ambulance drove slowly along the road.  There was no sign of the clown, nor of the man who had slipped to the back of the lines of people.

The helper remained; a local businessman who was being hailed as something of a hero.

A fire appliance had to wait for the police photographer to finish before the volunteer firemen could begin to clean up.  

The first thing to be moved was the traction engine, with a different driver as the first was so upset he had been taken to hospital for observation.  When everything necessary had been done to secure evidence, the firemen swept into action.  First, they put the body in a bag and put it aside for the undertaker.  They picked up every shard of bone and secured these in evidence bags the police used for road traffic accidents.  

Then they hosed the roadway thoroughly so the police could open the road.  The parade was long finished.  

Normal traffic resumed as if nothing had happened.
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A BOARDING AND DAY school for girls, St. Angela’s Academy for Girls was a sister school to St Cuthbert’s College for Boys, which was situated a mile and a half away.  

The schools were managed separately by their principals but controlled by one Board.  There was a tuition fee and a boarding fee.  To assist pupils’ parents to pay the high fees, scholarships were offered.  There were also scholarships in contributing countries such as Thailand, Fiji, and Tonga.

The overseas students were tested by the school’s Principal, Mrs. Millicent Pentecost, when she visited each country to recruit students.  She had asked a part-time staff member and long-term friend, Mrs. O’Gorman, to run the scholarship exams for the New Zealand students.  Two senior students, Susan McDonald, and Rachel Blunt assisted her. Mrs. O’Gorman was cross that the three-hour scholarship examination was scheduled at the same time as the Founders’ Parade.  She had wanted to attend but because of the examination, she would miss it.

The gymnasium had been made ready to receive scholarship candidates.  They filed in and sat at their named places.  They sat at separate desks, 6 across the front and 12 rows back in strict alphabetical order. Available were 25 full scholarships paying full boarding and tuition fees, and 25 half scholarships paying tuition fees only. As there were more candidates than scholarships, competition was fierce.

The noise of the parade filtered through the air as Mrs. O’Gorman gave instructions. She set her timer. She gave the order to commence. Seventy-two students settled silently to their challenge.  Occasionally Rachel or Susan would walk down the gaps between the rows of desks to make sure nobody was cheating.

The noise from the parade was pervasive in the silence, the large space of the gymnasium emphasising every sound. Mrs. O’Gorman wound the handle that closed the high windows, then shut and locked the two large entrance doors. Although lessened, the sound of the band and the cheering and the shouting and merriment still reached the students in the hall.  

Time passed.  Mrs. O’Gorman checked her timer, which sat on the desk. She looked up at the clock on the wall.  Two hours had passed but there was still an hour to go before she could dismiss the students.  The examination hall had the silence of intense concentration.  Even her footsteps drew looks from the candidates.  

A soft tapping on the door caused candidates to stop and look up before settling down to work again.

Mrs. O’Gorman crossed to the door and opened it only as much as she needed in order to see who was creating the disruption.

The Deputy Principal was standing on the threshold. He whispered to Mrs. O’Gorman. Nearby students could not hear what was said but the urgency of his tone was obvious.  

Mrs. O’Gorman closed the door.  She walked to her desk and scribbled a note.  Heads went down to paper again.  Mrs. O’Gorman walked between the desks to where Susan McDonald was standing.  She gave Susan the note and pointed to the door.

Susan read the note.  She picked up her bag from beside the desk Mrs. O’Gorman had been using and left the room.
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I ANSWERED THE KNOCK on my office door.  Although school was closed for the afternoon so students could watch the parade, I had much work to do.

A police officer came into the room.

“Mister West, I need your assistance.  I am PC Rossiter.  I am sad to report that during the parade the mother of one of your pupils was killed when she fell under a traction engine.  She was the mother of one of your students, Susan McDonald.”

I was shocked.  For a moment I stared at the ceiling above PC Rossiter’s head.

“How can I help?” I asked.  “Susan is supervising an examination at the moment.  Do you want me to get her out of the room?”

“I see there is no father in the household.  We think he went back to Scotland after the divorce.  I believe Susan and Mrs. McDonald lived alone and had little to do with the neighbours,” said PC Rossiter. “Dawn has a sister, Rose McClune, listed as next of kin.  Who would be best to look after Susan when I tell her?”

I thought for a moment.  Dawn McDonald was a journalist with an international reputation.  She appeared regularly on television and was published throughout the world.  

“PC Rossiter, there is going to be an avalanche of publicity.  As far as I know, Dawn’s sister is teaching at the University of the South Pacific in Fiji.  I’ve met her. She’s single.  May I suggest... “

I paused.  My thoughts were racing ahead.

“Go on, Mister West.”

“Please call me Richard. First, let me get Susan from the exam room and tell her the bad news.  She is alone until Rose McClune can get here.  She can handle the gory details of funeral, publicity, and so on.  Then perhaps she can take Susan back to Fiji.  Meantime, if she wants, she can stay with Alex and me and our daughter Jo, who is at Weatherston High.”

“Call me Annette. It’s less scary for her than Officer or Constable. You are very kind, Richard.  I hope your wife, and your daughter, agree to host a grieving teen” said PC Rossiter. “I would be grateful if you would talk to them and to Susan and see what they want.”

I took PC Rossiter to where she could watch me talking to Susan.  It was on the embankment overlooking an interschool game of cricket that was being played regardless of the parade.

I went to the room where the exam was held, the gymnasium.  The door opened and I whispered to Mrs. O’Gorman.  She closed the door.  When it opened again, Susan joined me, and I walked with her to a bench seat where we could watch the cricket.  But that was not why we were there.

Susan sat on the seat, and I sat beside her, part sideways, my legs swung towards her.

“It’s Mum, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Susan.  Your mother has had an accident.  This is not a story.  It is true.”

I saw Susan catch her breath.  I waited for her to breathe out. I waited so long I became concerned she had stopped breathing in shock.

Susan exhaled noisily.  “What happened? Is she all right, Dr. West?” she asked.

I said, “During the parade, your mother fell in front of a big machine. It ran over her. She died instantly.  I am dreadfully sorry, Susan.”

I put my arm on the girl’s shoulder. She leaned into me, her face on my shirt.  She was absolutely silent, but she was shaking violently. Finally, I felt hot tears on my chest. The shaking stopped and she began to sob.

I made a signal with my spare hand.  PC Rossiter approached.  Without speaking, she sat on Susan’s other side. As she put her arm around Susan, I withdrew my arm.  As I stood up, I moved Susan onto PC Rossiter as gently as one transfers a sleeping baby from one parent to another.

I walked away, head down, hoping that I would meet nobody on my way to my office. My damp shirt front felt cold in the slight breeze I created as I walked.

I faced a dilemma.  Susan McDonald’s relatives needed to be told as soon as possible. Miss Pentecost was at a meeting and not available.  After my last conversation about knowing my station, I was inclined to leave Mrs. McDonald’s death to Miss Pentecost.  I went to talk to Mrs. Evans, Duty Matron.

“Richard, I’ve got Susan’s papers here,” said Mrs. Evans, a small woman in her fifties.  Her face was long and narrow, and her ears lay back against her skull.  Her hair was grey, cut short above the ears and pulled back into a small ponytail.  Mrs. Evans wore no makeup.  

“Her closest relative is an aunt, Rose McClune.  She is in Fiji.”

“What time zone is Fiji?” I asked.  “I have no idea.”

Mrs. Evans answered promptly. “The same time zone as us, but we have daylight saving at the moment.”

“So, two in the afternoon there.  Do you think she will be at work?  What does she do?”

“It says here, university lecturer in geography.  Will you ring, or shall I?”

“Miss Pentecost was angry when I talked to the Simpsons,” I said.  “She wants to be the sole contact with parents.  Perhaps you had better do it.”

“You stand up for yourself, Richard.  Don’t let her bully you.”  Mrs. Evans’ voice was loud and sharp.  “I’ll get the number and introduce myself and then you can talk.”

I wished I was more assertive, like Mrs. Evans.  She got the number and spoke for a short time before handing the phone to me.

“Hello Ms McClune.  I am Richard West.  I am sorry the Principal is not available.  You have me instead.  I am sorry to say there has been an accident.  Susan McDonald’s mother was killed when she fell in front of a traction engine during a parade.”

“Is Susan hurt?”

“No, Ms McClune.  Susan is fine.  As well as can be expected.  I broke the news to her just now.  Currently she is with a police officer, resting at our house.”

“There’s no-one to look out for her.  Do you know of any friends she could stay with until I get there?”

“Yes, she could stay with Alex and me and our daughter Jo.  My daughter Jo is a little younger than Susan, but Susan can have friends visit.”

“That’s very generous of you,” Rose McClune replied.  “Look, it might take a couple of days.  Is that okay?”

“I would be happy to have you stay until you can settle all the things you have to do.  I am truly sorry for your loss.”

“Mister West, I don’t want to sound alarmist but please be aware that Susan may be at risk.  Dawn called me and asked if I would take care of Susan if she was killed.”

“Was she expecting some kind of attack?”

“She never said so outright but she left me in no doubt she was under threat as the result of her work as a journalist.”

“Well, rest assured we will make every effort to see Susan comes to no harm.”

We swapped cellphone numbers so we could text each other, then I handed the phone back to Mrs. Evans.  

Matrons have authority over girls’ welfare. ‘Are you okay with Susan staying with us for the night?” I asked.

“It’s better that she can cry privately than in the dorm,” said Mrs. Evans. “We’ll sort something out tomorrow.”

And that was the beginning of our nightmare.  Alex tells the next part of the story.  Thanks to her we met a young man who was to play a major role in our lives.  The relationship did not start well when Alex opened the shop at nine.  She has given me this account of how she won Michael Ti Rakau’s loyalty to the extent he risked his life for us.
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WHEN I OPENED THE SHOP, the main street was deserted.  I swept the forecourt before setting up the till.  I looked up as Big Mike filled the narrow entrance to the shop.  I didn’t know it, but Mike was to be of great service to me in the future.

He came up the four steps and went left round the corner, to the stand with the badges.  

I had to keep an eye on Big Mike. He wore leathers, had his head shaved, and constantly scowled. He came to the shop every Thursday, about this time.

Last week I had my suspicions about him.  After he had left the shop, I checked the badges. Two were missing: a Norton motorbike and a firing machine gun. I saw that those badges were now sewn on his jacket, along with some others he could have got from the Bernina shop or been given them. I challenged him anyway.

"Where did you get those badges?"

Big Mike ignored me.  I went right over to him.

"Where did you get those two badges?"

He turned, looking away over my head.  He towered over my five foot two. He leaned forward to intimidate me.  Big Mike got so close he was almost touching me. I wished Richard was there.

"These came from my shop last week, "I said. "When are you going to pay for them?"

He was standing so close I could not have put my hand between us. I held my ground.  

"Never." he said softly.

I was livid.  

"In that case, I'll take them back," I said and grabbed the edge of the machine gun emblem and pulled.  The stitching ripped, and the badge was in my hand.

He gave no reaction at all.

I asked him, “What’s your name?"

"Big Mike."

“Where are you from?”

"Near Taupo."

I guessed his tribe.  “Tūwharetoa, eh?"

"Yes. The old lady at home, she says you know letters."

I sensed a lessening of his aggression, an acceptance from him that I was important because the old lady respected me.  

There were letter patches in front of him." What word do you want, Big Mike?" I asked.

“My name.”

I picked out an M.

“This is M for Mike.”

“More,” he said.

“No.  You learn this M tonight.  Next week you can get the next letter.  That will be a dollar please.”

He paid.  He actually paid, with money.  With a $5 note.  

“I’ll keep this.  It is $5, and you owe me for two badges and a letter. “I assumed.  “Now you tell me about Polly.”

Polly was a kuia in her hapu or subtribe.  A kuia was an elderly Māori lady revered for her age and wisdom. I had befriended her when Richard and I were teaching near Taupo.  

Mike was silent.  He was not going to talk about himself.  

I held my hand out for the letter.  “Look, this is how you learn.  Trace around the letter and say its name: Em...  Mike.

I took his finger and traced over the shape.  I didn’t think he had ever done that as a kid.

“Em...  Mike,” he said.  

I took the letter and turned it upside down.

“What is it now?”

“Em....  Mike.”

I realised I was heading into trouble.  He should have said W.

“Em has to stand on its legs, Mike.  Like this.  See. Mike has two legs, and M has two legs. You have to put M up this way.”

“What’s this piece hanging down?” he asked.

I looked hard at him and caught the twinkle in his eye.  I managed to keep a straight face.

“I guess M is a boy letter,” I said.

“Hangs down a long way!”  he laughed.  

“What do you want to be, Mike?”

“Army.”

“But you can’t read or write, so you can’t sit the entry test?”

He didn’t reply.  He looked down, lowered his head. I had hit the nail on the head.

I picked up a display card and held it out.

“Can you read this to me, Mike?”

He smacked the card away and left the shop. Too far, too fast. Plus, I had challenged his male dominance.  I guessed I wouldn’t see him in the shop again. I was wrong about that.  Mike showed up the very next day.  He had his letter in his hand.  He put it on the table, then turned it so the legs were pointing downward.

“I knew Em already 'cause that’s my name,” he said.

“Well, let’s turn it upside down.”

Mike hesitated, then with one finger turned the letter so the legs of the M pointed up.

“What is it now?” I asked.

“It’s still M.”

“No, it’s not.  It’s a dead dog. Look, its legs are pointing to the sky.”

“A pregnant dog,” Mike joked.

“Yes, well...  It’s called double you.  Look.  Here’s W. My name is Mrs. West.  Look.”

I wrote my name on a piece of paper.

“Which is the M?  Which is the W?” I asked.  

He pointed to the M, then the W, moving his finger correctly from left to right.  He had huge hands, but they were not threatening.

I could see he did not know the conventions of reading, that letters can be separate and can merge together to make a sound that stood for something. He knew up and down, but I wasn’t sure about left to right.

We continued talking about letters, looking at i and I and l and L until a customer came into the shop.

Mike left my side and moved away from behind the shop counter.  He looked at the shelves and displays and worked his way round to the door. He didn’t look back as he left.

“You want to be careful letting the likes of him in your shop,” said the lady. “Shouldn’t be allowed in Weatherston.  Bikies. He’ll stop people like me coming in here.  

“I think he stole one of your letters.  Looked like an M in his hand,” she added smugly.

“Oh, he paid for that yesterday,” I said. “I’m teaching him to read.  He’s good value and helps stop the riffraff coming in.”

My sarcasm was wasted. Two reels of cotton and a card of buttons.  It was going to be a low-income day.

Big Mike started coming every day.  I decided to teach him the conventions of reading: that print flowed from right to left, that up was up and down was down, and some letters had no sound at all while others had several sounds.

“Some letters are greedy. Look, this is ...?” I said.

“See,” said Mike without needing to think about it. “Sometimes it says sss and sometimes cuh”.

“Let’s put it with an aitch.  Now it says church.  Look.”

“Church.”

“And sometimes it says cuh.” I wrote ‘character’.

Mike said, "Character. And chasm and charisma.”

“Where on earth did they come from?” I asked.

“I know lots of words.  Māori people have a really good memory for sounds and words.”

I knew this to be true. I also realised that English was actually a second language for Mike. I decided to teach Mike with a system I had used when learning to speak Malay.

“Mike, let’s play a little game.  I want you to listen, and then repeat what I say.” 

I paused.  “Ready?”

I picked up a catalogue.  “This way of learning is for grownups, not babies,” I said. “Listen.”

I started to read. ‘This sewing machine is the top of the range,” she said. “It does buttonholes automatically, as well as one hundred and twenty-four different stitches.”

“This sewing machine is the top of the range. It does buttonholes automatically as well as one hundred and twenty-four different stitches,” Mike replied.  For the spoken word.

Like many Maori Mike had an exceptional memory

“Now I want you to remember what you have just said.  In a few minutes I will ask you again,” I said. “Listen to something else and tell me what I said.  Ready.  ‘Dear Mrs. West. I am sorry I cannot pay you this week.  I am on a benefit and have run out of money.  I have an order for 25 shirts at ten dollars each, but I haven’t been paid yet.  The man is coming on Friday.  Could I ask you to please wait until then?’”

Mike answered without fault. I put the two papers in front of him.  

“Now listen to the first sound.  This.  Can you remember the letter for this.”

“Tee”

“Good.  Now listen to the first sound.  Dear.”

“Dog.  Dee.”

“That’s great.  Now read this to me.”  I put the catalogue in front of him. He repeated the words effortlessly.

“What’s this word?”

His lips moved as he counted.  “Sewing.” He said. “Sewing machine.”

“And this?”

He counted again.  “Hundred.”

“Excellent.  Now read this.”

He read the letter typed on an A4 page without any problem.

“When is the man coming?”

“Friday.”

“Is this how you got your driving licence?  Did you memorise the Road Code?” I asked.

“Yeah,” said Mike. “I asked the inspector to repeat the questions as I couldn’t read them.  Then I looked at the Road Code in my mind and answered every one of them.”

“Mike, I think you are wonderful.  That is a good way to learn, and I think I can help you.”

He smiled at me.

“Thank you, Kuia,” he said.

I am part Maori.  His comment brought me to tears.
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WHILE ALEX WAS MAKING a new friend, I was unintentionally increasing the antipathy of my boss towards me.  

The Principal, Miss Pentecost, was still away when the examination results came out on Monday.  Staff gathered for a pre-class briefing.  The aims were to review the past year and set goals for the new academic year, which began on the first Wednesday in February.  

As the meeting progressed, examination results came up for discussion.  They were excellent, a testament to the efforts of staff. One student of mine had achieved an A+ in English.

“I can’t remember an A+ in any subject,” said Grace, who had been around for a very long time.  “That's between 95 and a hundred per cent. Although she’s a bright kid, she must have been given the right instruction. Everyone is pleased with your staff development programme, Richard.  It has achieved good results across the board.”

A long silence followed, a New Zealand way of seeking whether there would be approval or disapproval.  The person to whom the comment had been addressed should remain silent and wait for a group signal.  

Ken made it. “Great stuff,” he said. “Onward and upward, eh?”  Everyone was happy. Except for Mrs. Rixton.

She was not happy with her timetable and made her feelings clear.  Friday afternoon was a sought-after allocation because students who were allowed a home leave had to catch the 1 pm train north.  The southbound train left at 12 pm and 2 pm.  “I’m on exeat this
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