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Ellie Bolt heard a car pull off the tarseal and cross the neatly clipped grass to stop in front of her ramshackle garage. She smiled to herself, and felt a little burst of happiness. The last time she had seen her half-sister, Penny had been a gangly adolescent. But Penny was 38 now, and had travelled all the way from Arizona to New Zealand to ‘find herself’ after a string of upsets in her life. 

Ellie put the tea towel down on the kitchen bench, and swore to heaven that she would be there for her little sister.

When she opened the front door she could see her best friend Pam Avery helping Penny remove luggage from the trunk of the car. Pam was retired now, and she had offered to pick up Penny from the small Whangarei airport. Ellie had tried to get time off from the Co-operative Bank for the trip and failed, but Pam had stepped in to help out. 

Ellie might work from home as a mortgage broker attached to the bank’s call centre, with flexible hours, but there had to be enough brokers online at the same time. When she went to book the morning off she had found that too many of her co-workers had got in ahead of her. Luckily, the afternoon was one of two she booked for herself each week in return for working until eight some evenings.

“You really must do something about that garage, Ellie!” said Pam, as she trundled Penny’s suitcase across the lawn towards the concrete patio, pulling on its extendable handle. “People will think New Zealand is a muddy backwater, decades behind the rest of the world!” and Ellie smiled to herself. Her ancient garage came in for a lot of criticism from the locals, but she liked the dirt floor and corrugated iron sides – and the fact that the grandfather of the previous owner had built it years ago, in much simpler times.

Her seaside cottage (or bach as they were called in New Zealand, from the Scottish word) had been modernised before she bought it, about the same time as the dusty gravel road had been sealed and a water supply and sewer system put in for the village. It was still a sleepy seaside cluster of houses though, and a short walk through the sand dunes led to the broad, flat expanse of Ninety Mile Beach.

Then Penny staggered through the gate, trying to balance the rest of her luggage, and Ellie opened her arms wide. Her half-sister shrieked happily and gave up trying to balance the rest of her things. She was already halfway across the lawn when the last of them hit the ground, and Ellie remembered learning that Penny had been a top athlete in her school days. She had not, apparently, lost any of that ability, and a moment later they collided in a great sea of waving arms and frantic kisses on the cheek.

“You’ve definitely grown up!” said Ellie, when they finally parted.

“Well, you haven’t changed a bit!” said Penny, and then poked a minuscule spare tyre that Ellie always hoped no one would notice.

“Except for this,” she said, and Ellie slapped her hand away.

“That’s what sisters are for,” she said, rolling her eyes at Pam, who had finally made it to the patio with the suitcase, “to put you in your place!” It was enough for Penny to hug her again, and beg her forgiveness.

Once Penny’s belongings had been retrieved from the front yard and stacked on the sofa in the lounge, the three of them went through to the kitchen. A rather sumptuous cake was sitting prettily on a round board in the middle of the table, and Pam began to cut slices out of it as Ellie put the tea on.

“Not too much for me,” said Penny quickly, and Pam lifted an eyebrow. “Too much airline food and no chance to work it off I’m afraid,” she added apologetically, and Pam adjusted the knife to cut a piece about half as big as it had been before.

“I was in the air for fifteen and a half hours,” she said, taking a seat at the table, “including the flight into Los Angeles from Flagstaff and the hop up here to Whangarei, and it took a lot longer if I count the checking in and waiting around.”

“You’ve met my friend Pam now,” said Ellie, “and you’ll be seeing a lot more of her,” once they were all settled around the table with a cup of tea and a slice of cake. Pam had threatened to deny Ellie any of the cake at all, because there was a rumour going around that she was getting a bit portly, but Ellie had come back with some rather sharp comments about that.

“Delicious!” said Penny, as she sampled her slice, and she meant it. Ellie’s friend could bake up a storm, there was no denying that.

“Pam used to work in a bakery in Kaitaia before she retired,” said Ellie, in between bites of cake. “Now her main job is to be my best friend,” and Pam smiled happily. There was close to twenty years between the two woman, but somehow their widely-ranging skills and different personalities had fitted together to make the friendship a strong one.

“I still work,” said Pam, “cleaning houses for a couple of very special clients I’ve known for years, and I bake for the market days here and in Kaitaia. It’s nothing like the long hours that Ellie works for the bank approving mortgages though!”

“At least I can work from home,” said Ellie, and Penny agreed that working from home was a substantial advantage. The hours at the call centre had a certain flexibility about them too, apparently.

“So, how does it feel to be half-sisters?” said Pam, who was still trying to get her head around what a half-sister was. She knew there was a family in Arizona and a family in New Zealand, but she hadn’t worked out the details yet. Penny looked at Ellie, and they both smiled.

“We’re sisters,” said Ellie proudly, “there’s no half about it, aint that right, sister!” and they managed a spirited high five. The announcement pleased Pam no end – it certainly made remembering what to call them much easier – but she also had other things on her mind.

“I was sorry to hear that your mother died recently,” she said, reaching over and putting her hand on top of Penny’s. It seemed the two of them had covered some personal material in the hour-long drive up from the airport, and Ellie was glad of that. It was healthy to share.

Then Pam said that Penny would need time to unpack and settle in, and excused herself for the moment before finding her own way out to her car. Penny noticed that she’d left the cake behind, and thought it was a wonderful gift to welcome her to the tiny seaside village.

“So, how’s the jet lag?” said Ellie, and Penny could feel the tiredness pressing in behind her eyes.

“Maybe a nap after I’ve unpacked?” she hazarded, and Ellie smiled warmly at her.

“Not a problem,” she said, and together they took Penny’s luggage to a medium-sized room off the lounge that contained a double bed. Once Ellie had shown her the wardrobe, and a large chest of drawers with a mirror above it, she left Penny to unpack as she promised to check on her in an hour. It was important not to sleep at your old time – so the experts said – but adjust to your new location as soon as possible. A nap made sense though.

When she was woken an hour later, Penny was at first disoriented, but the sight of her half-sister's face reminded her that she was now in New Zealand. Once they were back at the table, with another cup of tea, Penny checked that she had the time right for the little town of Ahipara, Northland, New Zealand.

“Two thirty,” said Ellie, reading off her wristwatch, and Penny put the time into her cell phone. If Arizona was twenty hours behind New Zealand, she would normally be about to sit down to her dinner. The time difference wasn’t too bad then, she only had to wait another three and a half hours for dinner here – though she had mysteriously gained a day.

“Are you ready to tell me all about it?” said Ellie, and Penny nodded.

“I think that nap has done the trick,” she said. “The tiredness I’m still feeling is just from travelling. Who would have thought that sitting around could take so much out of you!”

Ellie nodded, and guided Penny back towards the reason she had needed this holiday.

“When Ava died, it really shook me up,” she said, talking about her mother, and Ellie thought that she understood. When their common father Eli had died in Flagstaff a few years ago it had hit her hard as well. But now Penny had lost both her parents.

“I was just getting over the breakup with my fiance,” continued Penny, “so that didn’t help. We’d been engaged for years, and then he just, you know, found someone else! But looking back the warning signs were always there, and I should have been more careful.” She looked beseechingly at Ellie, whose face showed that she felt the pain just as keenly as her sister.

“But what really hurt was losing my job at the Flagstaff Tribune,” she continued, looking down at the kitchen table.

“I did the usual one-year journalism course, almost topping the class, and the Tribune took me on part-time. I was loving it, and then they laid about a quarter of the staff off. ‘Last on, first off,’ they said, so I suppose I shouldn’t take it personally. But I was really coming to grips with being an investigative reporter, Ellie, you know? Going behind the scenes, tracking down the facts, doing the interviews, and coming up with the truth. I loved it!”

Ellie came around the kitchen table and put her arms around her sister, and they stayed like that for a long time. Sometimes these things just had to work their way out of your system, and a mixture of love and patience was the only way forward.

Ellie knew the general background of the family. Her father, Eli Bolt, had married and been part of a family in New Zealand before divorcing his first wife and moving to Arizona, to marry and produce a second family. That made her and Penny half-sisters, even though at 48 and 38 they had been born ten years apart. At least Eli had paid for Ellie and her brother to fly to Arizona to meet the other half of the family when they were in their late twenties. It had been a very enjoyable time for them both.

Her brother was in Singapore these days, doing something high up in banking. Her mother had remarried when Eli left and now lived in Whangarei with Ellie’s stepfather, which wasn’t too far for a daughter to visit occasionally.

“Well, I had better give you the guided tour,” said Ellie, and took her sister back into the lounge. The door next to the entrance off the patio opened onto a small room and a single bed that Ellie had claimed for her own. Penny was surprised, but Ellie assured her that it was all she needed.

The door off the back of the lounge led to Penny’s room, and a short hallway heading towards the kitchen opened into what had once been the master bedroom. Ellie swiped a card in some sort of sentinel system, and the door opened noiselessly by itself.

“This is my working space,” said Ellie, pointing to a desk covered in computer equipment that sat in the middle of a solid wall of cupboards. The rest of the space was empty, except for a number of sliding doors on the other side of the room that looked like wardrobes. 

“Someone was mad on storage!” said Ellie, waving an arm dismissively, “but I can walk up and down with a wireless earpiece on when I’m working, which is great, and the acoustics in here are excellent.”

Then she ushered Penny out of the room, just as she started to walk towards one of the wardrobes to see what was inside, which Penny found odd.

“I keep this room locked,” said Ellie, sliding the card through the electronic sentinel again. “It’s a requirement of the job, so you won’t be able to use a computer in there, sorry, but you brought a laptop with you?” and Penny assured her that she had.

As they sat down to dinner a few hours later, she was still thinking about the ‘master bedroom’. It was one of the strangest setups she had ever seen, and Ellie hadn’t wanted her to linger in there. All of her reporter’s senses wanted to know more, but then maybe she was just reading too much into it. Maybe the workroom was innocent of any deeper purpose than online banking. 

She had only been a baby reporter, after all, and why would her sister hide something from her? Ellie was probably just taking the security aspects of her job seriously.      
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The next day was a Saturday, and Ellie had managed to get someone else to take her online morning shift at the call centre so she could spend time with Penny. She normally worked on the first day of the weekend and took a Sunday to Monday break.

“Do you feel like some breakfast?” she said, popping her head around the door to see if Penny was awake, at seven, and her sister nodded.

“The jet lag isn’t too bad,” she said, pushing herself upright against the headboard, “considering the distance I’ve come to be here. I’m only four hours out of whack – if you don’t count the day I’ve gained.”

“Don’t worry,” said Ellie with a grin, “you’ll lose a day on your way back to Arizona. You don’t get anything for free in this world!” and they both laughed.

Breakfast was over, and the washing up was well out of the way, when there was a knock on the front door, and Ellie returned to the kitchen with a tall, lean, rather scruffy-looking man in tow.

“This is Maric,” she said, with a smile. “He’s our night watchman. Well, not just for you and me. The whole of Ahipara really, though it’s not much of an area to cover. He can be anywhere in the village within a couple of minutes, starting from his shack on the beach.”

“I do days too,” said the tall man, and that was it. He seemed to use words sparingly, and that was just the beginning of his eccentricities. Did he only have one name? And who lived in a shack these days? And if he did days and nights watching over everyone, when did he sleep?

“Take a seat,” said Penny, being polite, after Ellie had introduced her as a half-sister from Arizona. She nodded towards the head of the table, which was closest to him, but the man murmured that he preferred standing. 

“That’s Maric for you,” said Ellie, with another smile. “He thinks he’ll get soft if he enjoys any of our creature comforts – isn't that right, Maric?” and the tall man returned the smile. It made his face light up, and Penny had to remind herself that she wasn’t really interested in strong, silent types. He was interesting, though, and about her own age. Then she couldn’t contain herself any longer.

“Is it something Maric, or Maric something?” she asked, and Maric gave a long-suffering grimace.

“I was born Ljudevit Maric,” he said, “which I shorten to Levi Maric if I need to, but really, ‘Maric’ suits me fine.”

“Army stuff,” said Ellie, tapping the side of her nose to signify a secret. “It’s all ‘Maric this’ and ‘Maric that’ in the army, and he got used to it.”

“I hardly think a few years in the Territorials counts for much,” said Maric conversationally, “but it suited me.”

“I’m cutting you a big slice of Pam’s apple and walnut cake,” said Ellie, as she busied herself with the cake she had just taken out of the pantry. “I know you have bottomless legs, so I didn’t even bother asking,” and Maric’s face split into a broad grin.

Once she had a substantial piece of cake on a small plate, Ellie went to return the rest of the cake to the cupboard. Unfortunately, half of it had been eaten already and the remaining weight was all on one side of the round base. 

She tried to shift her hand under the base to compensate, which made the situation worse, and then the cake was falling. There was a blur of motion, and Penny couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Maric was handing the round board back to Ellie, the remaining half of the cake neatly back on top of it.

“You’re a lifesaver, Maric!” she said, with her other hand across her heart, and slid the board carefully back into the pantry. Penny was stunned. Maric’s feat of acrobatics didn’t seem to bother her sister at all, as if she had seen him do equally improbable things before.

“How did you do that!” she gasped, and Maric looked enquiringly at her.

“I thought Ellie might have a problem with the cake,” he said, “so I stepped up beside you as she was turning, and from there it was just a lucky catch. I doubt I could do it again.”

That wasn't what Penny remembered. He had been standing by the door, and then he was right next to Ellie – which was what, three metres – and he must have scooped the board off her hand and flicked it under the cake when it was halfway to the floor. How could anyone do that? 

She went to contradict him, and then wondered what her evidence was. She hadn’t seen anything really, except for someone moving very fast, and she closed her mouth again. But she gave him one of her hard stares all the same, which seemed to have absolutely no effect on him.

At least when Ellie handed Maric the slice of cake with a small fork, he did use the fork to break the slice up into manageable pieces before he demolished them. It was strange to watch, as if a tramp had learned manners before he became a tramp, and her reporter's curiosity was itching to ask him more questions. She didn't get much of a chance though before he had finished the cake and handed the plate back to Ellie.

“Much obliged!” he said, and then turned to Penny.

“Enjoy your stay in New Zealand,” he said politely, and turned silently on his heel to leave. Penny didn’t hear the front door close behind him, but she wasn't surprised at that either.

“What are the Territorials?” she asked, and Ellie thought for a moment.

“They’re our army reservists,” she said, “our weekend warriors. Something like your National Guard,” and Penny understood the comparison. She didn’t think for a moment that Maric was only Territorials though. The idea didn’t gel with what she had just seen.

“He knew I was coming to stay with you, didn’t he?” she said. “He wasn't surprised at all when you introduced me,” and Ellie nodded.

“Everyone tells Maric what’s happening around here, and then he knows who should be here and who shouldn’t. He would have picked you as being from overseas straight away though. Your Arizona accent is very similar to our New Zealand one, but he would have picked it up – and other clues.

“We all feel very safe with Maric around,” she said, and Penny realised she should just accept that. It was something the locals had come to know, and Ellie had the advantage there.

“He doesn’t really live in a shack on the beach, does he?” she added, and Ellie shook her head.

“It’s not on the beach, it’s up in the sand dunes,” she said. “One room that someone threw together as a fishing shack and Maric has taken over. It keeps the rain off, though he probably sleeps outside when it’s fine.

“Anyway,” she said, with a smile on her face, “it’s about time you met some more of the locals. Let’s go visiting!” and Penny was delighted at the thought.

One street over, and right on the edge of the sand dunes, an old man weeded raised beds of a low-growing vine with bright green leaves. This, Penny decided, was kumara, or sweet potato in her home state. The sandy soil and warmth of the area would suit it well, and she noticed that the beds climbed up and down the lumpy landscape until they reached the cottage at the back of the section. 

The old man came to the front gate when Ellie called out, and Penny saw that he was well covered – despite the heat – and had an ancient wide-brimmed hat on his head. When she saw the dark brown of his face, she realised with a start that he was a Maori. The people that Western explorers had discovered in this land three hundred years ago had integrated with the newcomers better than most, but there were still problems that successive governments had been trying to overcome.

“Penny,” said Ellie, as the old man leaned on the gate in front of them, “this is Old Tony,” and the old man nodded towards her. When Ellie told him that Penny was a Bolt from Flagstaff, Arizona, Old Tony reached over the gate and took Penny's hands. Then he spoke for a while in a language that reminded her of the Navajo language in her home state. 

“He’s telling you about his tribe, Te Rarawa, and opening a new connection with your people,” said Ellie, and Old Tony nodded as he finished the formal part of his welcome.

“And I’m also welcoming you onto my land,” he said, stepping back and opening the gate. “Now we have to find my wife if we’re going to get a cup of tea,” and Penny looked up towards the cottage. A white-haired Maori woman was sweeping both arms up in a gesture of welcome.

“Auntie Hinewai!” said Ellie happily, and trotted up the path to give the woman a hug.

“Any older woman that you know well is an auntie,” said Old Tony, amused when he saw Penny's look of confusion. 

She nodded that she understood, and this time picked up an extra throatiness in the way Old Tony pronounced his English words. If he spoke both languages fluently, maybe English had smoothed out his Maori a little and Maori had livened up his English, she didn’t know. 

What she did know, though – because she had looked it up – was that DNA-testing had traced Maori back across the Pacific to Taiwan some 5000 years ago, mixed in with a smaller percentage of Indonesian blood on the way through. Then Hinewai was giving her a quick hug, and they were invited inside the cottage. Penny noticed the preponderance of light brown and sunset colours, and the interesting wall hangings in the lounge.

“This old man’s real name is Tipene,” said Auntie Hinewai, as she waited for the jug to boil, and Old Tony waved the comment away with his hands.

“It doesn't matter,” he said. “A name is just a name. It used to matter when I was younger, but I think Maori people have a stronger sense of identity now. 

“I don’t mind what I’m called these days!” he finished, smiling.

“Young Tony is working on a fishing boat that operates out of Whangarei,” said Hinewai, talking about her son as she got up to make the tea. “The ships go a long way north of here, to the Challenger Plateau, and drop nets a thousand metres deep to pick up orange roughy. Can you believe it? The things we can do today,” and the others agreed. 

The discussion that followed was wide-ranging, and it was a great start to Penny’s second day in New Zealand. She had needed a complete break from her normal life in Flagstaff to rediscover herself, and that’s what she was getting. Once she and Ellie had said their goodbyes, they were heading back along the road to find a turn-off to the beach when the very personification of a Greek god passed them, going the other way.

“Who is that!” said Penny, fanning herself with one hand as a mass of blond hair and tanned muscle in a pair of cut-off jeans and sandals strode past them. Ellie waited until the young man was further down the road before she answered the question.

“That, my girl,” she said, laying her hand over her heart and sighing, “is Danny the greenkeeper, and don’t waste your time with him. Every woman with a pulse in this area has tried to catch his eye, and they’ve all failed.

“Oh, he likes women all right,” she continued, “but he’s besotted with golf. The Ahipara golf course is a scrawny thing – built along the sand dunes with any number of unintentional bunkers – but to Danny it’s his life’s work. Good luck trying to drag him away from that!

“It’s worth the show if you get up early enough though,” she said, tapping the side of her nose again as she had when she was talking about Maric, but Penny simply looked confused. It was about the fourth time since she got to the seaside village that she hadn’t understand what someone was talking about, and she hoped things would get easier to understand!

“Danny gets up about five,” explained Ellie, “and pushes a portable workout gym out of the greenkeeper’s shed about six. Then he works out for an hour in the first rays of the sun. It’s quite something to watch – so I’ve been told,” she added hastily, making sure that Penny knew she was in her middle age now, and not inclined to go out of her way for eye candy.

“He has a place to crash in his cousin’s garage down the road, according to the rumour mill,” she continued, “but I’ve heard that he sleeps out in the dunes in fine weather,” and Penny considered this new information carefully.

Maric slept rough as well when he could, which suggested the two men might be connected in some way, but it was a long shot. What would a self-proclaimed ‘night watchman’ and a greenkeeper have in common? Still, she was sure something connected them. It was a niggling she felt in her bones, and the hint of clues to be discovered was driving her reporter’s nose crazy!
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Callum watched the station wagon drive away along the dusty track at the top of the gum fields. His daughter, Katrina, had a difficult drive down the gravel road off the plateau, but she had delivered his granddaughter as promised. Maybe things were improving between them. His wife had left him when his career took him away from home for long periods, and his daughter had sided with his wife at the time. Now though, probably because of the bond between Callum and his granddaughter, Katrina seemed to be changing. 

Then there was a small tug on his pants leg.

“Can we go inside now?” said a small voice, and Callum looked down on a twelve-year-old girl who barely came to his chest. He knew what she wanted to do once she got inside, and he shook his head while he rolled his eyes.

“Please, please, please, oh, please,” said Isabella, more commonly known as Izzie, and Callum clicked his tongue as he gave in. She knew that he couldn’t deny her anything – well, normally.

They both stopped at the entrance to the old gum diggers’ shack though, and looked at the view. It was spectacular. Callum didn’t know how the plateau had formed, but the sprawling Mangamuka Ranges had thrown up the sharp-edged highlands as a last gasp before the Tasman Sea. The two of them were 300 metres above the little village of Ahipara in the distance, and the edge of the plateau dropped away steeply below the shack.

Callum had maintained the original look of the old building, but he had modernised it as well. It was now vermin proof, and it kept the weather out in all conditions. He had even laid on water from a creek further down the slope and installed a flushing toilet, but there was no power. 

Once they were inside the shack, Izzie pointed towards the bedroom – the only bit of privacy in the two room shack – and Callum nodded. When she came out a few minutes later, she was wearing a camouflage outfit and a combined vest of army webbing and backpack. Callum had taken one of his old outfits and had it cut down for her, and she wore it with pride. Now she drew herself upright, and Callum snapped to attention before they exchanged salutes.

“At ease, soldier!” barked Callum, and Izzie adopted the ‘at ease’ position, a big smile on her face. He had wondered if he was doing the right thing at first, but when Izzie had asked him about his life he had told her what he had done with it, and then he had told her why.

She had thought about that conversation for a long time, and then one day she had said she wanted to follow in his footsteps, so he’d started training her. Maybe it was a fad, maybe it would turn out to be something more, but for now it was a big part of the bond between them. As far as Callum was concerned, he wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Best to get out there before the sun gets too high in the sky,” he said, wishing he could have talked his daughter into an earlier start. But the change in their relationship was new, so he hadn’t pushed it, and getting kids up in the morning never went as planned. Katrina’s husband worked hard and treated her right, but he wasn’t too involved with the children. 

“Did Mum feed you well this morning?” he asked, and she nodded. He threw some energy bars and two water bottles into his own pack and they were ready for the day. He grabbed two hats on his way out the door and jammed one on her head as he locked the door behind him.

“It’s too big!” she said plaintively, and he lifted the brim of the hat so at least her eyes would show.

“Do soldiers complain?” he said, and gave her a stern glance.

“Sir! No, Sir! They do not, Sir!” she barked, doing her best to imitate him. He tried not to laugh at her squeaky voice, and then took his comment one step further.

“What do they do, soldier?” he said sternly, and she thought for a moment.

“They impoorvise,” she said, breaking into a grin. She loved getting things right.

“They improvise, exactly,” said Callum, correcting her language gently, “and how are we going to do that, soldier?”

“We could cut a strip out of the hat and then staple it back together,” she suggested, “or we could pack the hat out with something soft so that it fits on my head,” and her grandfather raised his eyebrows. She was right on the money. Any version of shrink the hat or expand her head would have done.

“That’s a good answer,” he said, taking the hat off her head and tousling her hair. Her grin expanded exponentially until he thought she might do herself some damage, and he laughed at that. Then he went around to the side of the house and took a tea towel from the washing line so he could crumple it up and fit it into her hat. Once she had the side strings tied under her chin to keep everything in place, they picked up a gum spear each from a hook on the outside wall and set off across the gum fields.

They were crossing a wasteland, a roughly twelve kilometre by seven kilometre wasteland, and they would traverse a narrow section in the middle of it. The giant Kauri trees that had stood here for millennia had sucked all the goodness out of the earth and left this sandy wasteland behind. The only thing the trees hadn't been able to use was the silicon in the soil, the most abundant element on the planet after oxygen, and the drifts of white sand among the banks of grit and stones were all silicates (silicon oxides). That was why nothing but impoverished scrub grew here now.

But the giant trees had left something else behind as well. Every time they were damaged they pushed out resin to protect the damaged area, and the resin turned hard, providing a natural shield. Over the long life cycles of the trees the lumps of resin built up in the ground, and fossilised into what was now known as Kauri gum. The early settlers had mined it all over Northland, and huge quantities had gone overseas to be turned into varnish. 

Callum’s gum diggers’ shack was the last one on the plateau, and he took pride in keeping it as close to its original state as possible. The strange nature of the giant trees had always interested him. They dropped their lower branches as they grew – another opportunity to exude copious amounts of resin – which allowed them to produce magnificent trunks that held their branches high above them in the forest canopy.

A five hundred year old tree was likely to have more than twenty metres of perfectly straight wood at the base that was ideal for ships’ masts and spars, and the trees had been logged mercilessly in the early days. It was fortunate that the New Zealand government had set aside reserves before they were all gone, and it helped that so many Kauri seedlings were being planted today.

Callum passed Izzie a bottle of water when they got to the far side of the plateau, and told her to drink from it.

“By the time you’re thirsty, it’s too late,” he said, and she nodded that she understood. Then he passed out the energy bars. They spent the next few minutes sipping the water and eating the bars, before taking a look at what remained of the one settlement on the plateau from a long time ago.

“How many shacks were there?” he asked, and she looked around the area. They were at the top of a long slope that led down to the Tasman Sea, and much of the settlement had been gullied out by erosion once it was abandoned. There was little left at the building sites apart from a few decaying timbers, if that, and Izzie had to look closely at each potential site.

“Sixteen,” she said, and he nodded appreciatively.

“Seventeen,” he said, and beckoned her over to one end of the settlement. “This area is too level to be natural, despite the erosion you can see and the scrub on it. Can you see what I mean?”

Izzie nodded slowly. She was learning, and most of what she was learning was how to be observant. She already knew that the shacks had been limited to beaten dirt floors, and only one room, and the floors had been swept daily. The heating and the cooking was done at a tin or sod fireplace at one end of the building, with chicken wire bunk beds at the other. Then Callum pointed out to sea.

“Container ship, right?” he said, pointing to something way out on the horizon, and she nodded. The ship would round the top of New Zealand in a few hours and steam down towards the ports at Whangarei or Auckland.

“Friend or foe?” he said, and she had to think about that one.

“Anyone who comes to trade with us benefits both countries,” she said, and Callum nodded. They had talked about this during her last visit.

“But anyone who comes to invade our country has to be stopped, before they hurt innocent people and take our resources,” she said, more firmly, and Callum nodded again.

“That’s why you’ve spent you life defending New Zealand,” she said, and he took her hand and gave it a squeeze. She was a quick learner.

“Right then,” he said, standing up, “do you remember why we came over here today?” and she said she did. 

The gum spears they carried – little more than thin rods really – slid through the sandy soil easily, and had a particular feel when they hit pieces of Kauri gum the diggers had missed decades ago. Callum had some beautiful examples of the fossilized gum that he had polished until they shone, back in his shack, and Izzie had found a few rough pieces as well. 

But Callum had come over to the old settlement several days ago looking for something different. He wanted items that the diggers might have lost, or simply discarded. There might be old bottles, or a tobacco pipe, and possibly a coin or two. Each of those items had a particular sound and feel when they were hit by a gum spear, but it wasn't any of those that he had found as he was looking around. 

Now he was back, trying to identify what lay a few feet under the ground in the north-east corner of the settlement. He had made a number of strange contacts over a distance of more than a metre, and the material he’d struck was too soft for metals but not right for gum.

“I think we need to take a sample, and send it away for analysis,” he said, and Izzie’s face brightened. Sending something away for analysis sounded very grown-up, and very scientific.

“So what I’ve got here,” he added, showing her a short cylinder before he screwed it onto the end of a gum spear he had adapted for the purpose, “is a way of taking samples,” and Izzie ran her finger over the end of the cylinder, which was serrated. Then the two of them walked over to makeshift stakes that Callum had used to mark out the site he was interested in. 

It took him a while to hit the strange object again, and then he inserted the spear that would take the sample down the hole the gum spear had left. Izzie watched him turn the 'T' attachment at the top, and understood that he was boring into the material.

“Got you, you mysterious piece of I-don't-know-what,” he said, tapping the sample out into his hand a little later, and they both looked at it. Izzie shrugged.

“It could be anything,” she said, and Callum agreed, as he wrapped it carefully in tissue paper.

“Well, we won’t know for a week or two I guess,” he said, and they headed back for his gum diggers’ shack. It was already getting too hot to work outside, and Callum didn't want them hanging around out here for the heat to get worse. But he also wasn’t telling Izzie everything. 

He had been on enough Search and Rescue missions in this area to have some idea of what they’d just found. The Search and Rescue teams often talked about the ones that ‘got away’ as they trudged through the bush or scoured the beaches for missing persons, and they were talking about the people that were never found. 

The sample Callum had drawn up out of the sandy soil looked like bone to him, and it hadn’t had that long to decay. The contacts he had made with his gum spear covered a human-sized area too.

The only ‘missing persons’ case that the Search and Rescue teams had talked about from the last five years had been a local woman in her forties, Bethany Adams. 

Callum wasn’t sure, but he had a strong suspicion that Bethany was about to come home.      
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The Ahipara store looked like it had been there for centuries, and some version of it probably had been. Sunday morning was not normally a busy time for the place, and when Ellie and Penny made their way inside there was no one about. Ellie rang the hand bell and leaned back against the counter, her elbows resting on the surface behind her. It was enough to give Penny the impression that the concept of time was more relaxed in the small seaside town.

The morning had got off to an interesting start, when Ellie had dragged her along to hear the preacher at the little Roma Anglican Church tucked in under the gum fields. Ellie had dragged the heavy wooden doors of the garage wide, and backed her little town car out. The doors had sagged over the decades, and now scrapped ruts in the ground, but Ellie was determined to keep the garage as an historical artefact – apart from painting it occasionally.

Roma was no more than a scattering of houses, a location really, and Penny learned a lot on the way over to the church. She learned that New Zealand Anglicanism was divided into three tikanga, or strands, catering for Pakeha (or European), Maori and Pacific nations. Each strand had its own archbishop and was equal in every way. The little church at Roma was run by the Maori strand of the organisation, and the service was certainly different to anything Penny had experienced before. More than half of the congregation looked European to her, but they may have had some Maori ancestry. Then there were the people who may have just preferred the atmosphere at the local church.

Ephram, the young part-Maori man who was the minister, ran a tight ship, and the service flowed beautifully. There were two guitars and several singers leading the hymns – instead of a piano or an organ – and the whole congregation joined in with enthusiasm.

The sermon had made her think as well. Ephram had pointed to passages in the Bible that talked about the God of Abraham, the God of Isaiah, and the God of other notable figures. Then he had talked about how each spiritual experience was unique to us, and we shouldn’t let other people dictate what we felt or what we believed. Penny had been struck by the idea, and thought she would attend church more often if the sermons were as relevant as that one had been.

But there were other things she had liked as well. Ephram had an energy and focus about him she had rarely seen before in anyone, and she was impressed.

“Here comes Fred now,” said Ellie, taking her elbows off the counter as she turned around. There was some shuffling out the back and a man in his sixties, with wispy hair and white stubble on his face, emerged behind the counter. When he smiled, he had no bottom teeth and only three of his top teeth were left, grouped together in the front. It gave him the appearance of a cartoon character. Ellie had already let her sister know that his full name was Fred Messenger, and the store had been in his family for generations.

“You didn’t have time to put your teeth in?” said Ellie, with a smile, and Fred smiled back.

“It’s Sunday,” he said, “which is a day of rest, and it’s not very restful having to put your teeth in!”

Ellie accepted the suspect scriptural reference without any further comment, and introduced Penny.

“Arizona!” said Fred, who had been as far as the urban sprawl of Auckland once and not liked the place. “You don’t sound foreign – mostly – and what brings you to our sleepy little hollow?”

“We’re sisters,” said Ellie, pointing to Penny and then herself, and Fred’s eyebrows climbed up his head.

“How did that happen?” he said, and Ellie told him it was a long story, one she might tell him on another day. Then they got talking about the church service, and Fred explained it was the reason he wasn’t in the shop. He had gone out onto his back veranda to hear the singing, and got comfortable out there.

Ellie bought a round cob of sourdough bread from some baking goods in a glass-fronted cabinet, two litres of blue top milk and a packet of clothes pegs. Fred put the items in the shopping bag she had brought with her, and handed over the change. When Penny told him she would be here for a few weeks, he smiled again, and this time she could see the little crinkles at the corners of his eyes. She guessed that he smiled a lot.

“I’ll see you around, then,” he said, and she got the impression she had just met a real local identity.

“The baked goods in the cabinet are what was left over from Pam’s stall at the market day in Kaitaia yesterday,” said Ellie, as they got back on the road, and Penny placed Kaitaia to her right. She realised that she was getting some idea of her surroundings, and was glad of that. The beach was to her left, most of the village was ahead of her, the gum fields and the little church were behind her, and Kaitaia with its population of six thousand was about fifteen minutes drive to her right.

“The blue top milk has the standard 4% milk fat,” said Ellie, “and then there’s grey, light blue, green and yellow top, which you’ll have to work out for yourself.” It was quite a list, and Penny made a mental note to ask questions if she ever bought milk.

“The extra clothes pegs are for you,” said Ellie, “or us really. There could be two lots of washing going out on the same day now and then, and we don’t want that to catch us unprepared!” and they both laughed. It was a pleasant drive home, and this time Penny helped Ellie close the rather creaky garage doors. They could hear the phone ringing as they crossed the front lawn to the house, and Ellie was soon speaking to a very agitated Pam.

“She’s coming straight over,” said Ellie, as she replaced the receiver. “Something about a murder on the gum fields, or a body, or something, I didn’t quite catch what she said. She was in quite a state!”

A breathless Pam arrived a couple of minutes later, and Ellie made her sit down and wait for a cup of tea.

“Running like that at your age!” she scolded. “I know you’ll probably leave this world before I do, Pam Avery, but there’s no need to hasten the process!” and Pam had the decency to look ashamed of herself. She was bursting with her news, but she held it in until they were all sitting around the kitchen table with the teapot in the middle, and the last of her apple and walnut cake had been served up on little plates.

"Someone's discovered a body up on the gum fields!" said Pam, taking the first opportunity that came up – once they had started on their tea and cake – to break the news.

"Well, go on," said Ellie impatiently. That wasn't much of a story. Was the death due to natural causes? Was it a crime of passion? Was it even recent? And Pam launched into a full recount of events.

"The police aren't giving out names or places, but someone struck something odd with a gum spear when they were looking for gum up on the plateau. Whoever it was must have got curious, because they bored out a sample of what they had hit and took it to the police in Kaitaia. That was only yesterday, but the coroner down in Whangarei had a look at some pictures the police took under high magnification, and pronounced it to be human tissue!" 

Ellie didn't look impressed, though, and explained why.

"It's probably just an old gum digger's grave from a hundred years ago," she said dismissively. "Anyway, how come you know all the details? The usual response when one of us asks about an ongoing investigation at the Kaitaia police station is a terse 'no comment', and that Rhonda on the desk is like an attack dog when she’s defending the station."

"Tim's wife," said Pam, tapping the side of her nose in the gesture that Penny realised must be common in these parts. It meant that whatever followed was a secret. 

"You know, the two constables that come for a cruise out to Ahipara occasionally to see that we’re doing okay, Jenny Brown and Tim Kaplan."

"Well, it must be a frustrating drive for them," said Ellie with a mischievous grin. "Maric looks after us, and I bet there’s never anything for them to do!"

"Very true," said Pam, chuckling at the thought, "but you can get information out of Tim's wife, Sylvia, if you approach her the right way. I rang her about something else, and made out I wasn't at all interested in the case until she told me everything!" and the others burst into laughter.

“But there’s more,” said Pam, looking positively shifty now, and the others drew in closer.

“Rhonda might be an attack dog,” she said, “but she’s an attack dog with very distinctive moods. When it’s a routine matter she just acts superior as she fobs you off, but I rang her earlier, and she damn near snapped my head off! She only does that if she’s under all sorts of pressure.

“That tells me the police have got a live case,” continued Pam, “and in my experience Rhonda only comes into the station on Sundays if she has to handle inquiries from the public, or the media.

“I think we’re talking about something that’s just happened, or at least happened in the last few years.” Pam and Ellie looked at each other as they considered this, and then understanding dawned at the same time for both of them.

“Bethany Adams!” said Ellie, and explained to Penny that the middle-aged woman had gone missing a few years ago now, and the case had never been solved. It was the only recent mystery in the area.

"Then it has to be murder!" said Penny, and the other two looked at her sharply.

"Someone doesn't just wander off into the forest and die of hypothermia, or have a heart attack, and then bury themselves, do they?" Penny went on. "And you said that the person who discovered the body used a gum spear to locate it, which suggests at least a shallow grave."

"Oh, right," said Pam, who hadn't quite got that far in her thinking yet.

“So what will probably happen now,” said Penny, continuing her line of thought, “is that the police will reopen the case, only now there will be a body to work with.

“Which means they’ll look at Sid Anglesea, who was her boyfriend at the time,” said Pam indignantly. “They did that the first time around, and I could have told them that Bethany and Sid were a happy couple, but they didn’t bother to ask me! 

“I know Sid very well, and he said they were talking about an engagement sometime soon. Then it turned out that he had a perfect alibi for the day Bethany disappeared, and that was that. The police didn’t seem to get any further with the investigation after the alibi checked out.”

“That’s why another police investigation won’t help Bethany,” said Penny flatly. “They’ll have interviewed all the usual suspects when she first went missing, and that didn’t get them anywhere. What’s needed here is a fresh set of eyes, especially on someone who knows the area and knows the people.”

This was exactly what investigative journalism was all about, and she was working out in her head how the investigative team on the Flagstaff Tribune would have proceeded with the case. Then she realised that the others had stop talking, and were looking in her direction.

“So, when do we start?” said Ellie, and it took Penny a moment before she understood what her sister meant. Ellie and Pam wanted to take on the case themselves, and they wanted her to lead the team. They couldn’t be serious, could they?    
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"But we'll get in the way of the police investigation," she spluttered, which didn't seem to have any effect on the other two.

"You just said it's unlikely they’re going to get it right the second time around, since they didn't get it right the first time around," said Ellie, and Penny had to admit she was right.

"Look at it this way," said Pam, glancing up at the ceiling for a moment, before looking back at Penny, "it can't do any harm, and if we find something relevant we can pass it on to the police team, okay?"

That seemed reasonable, but it was still a big step for Penny. When she’d been working for the Flagstaff Tribune, she had the full weight of the newspaper behind her. This was very different.

"What if I get deported back to Arizona?" she said plaintively, and the other two rolled their eyes. It would have been funny – synchronised eye rolling – if Penny hadn't been so worried.

"So you'll have a really exciting holiday that turns out to be a bit shorter than expected," said Ellie, raising her hands in a 'so what' gesture. "Anyway," she continued, "you journalist types are always putting everything on the line for the truth, aren't you?" and Penny hesitantly nodded. Ellie had her there, and the butterflies in her stomach settled down as she realised that the truth about Bethany Adams’ last days really was important to her.

"Okay," she said at last, "we'll have to interview Sid Anglesea first – it's up to you to set that up, Pam – while I learn everything I can about the case at the Kaitaia library."

"Yes!" said Ellie and Pam at the same time, and turned to give each other a high five.

"This is so exciting!" said Pam, who had been getting a little bored with being retired.

"But you both have to behave," said Penny, waving a warning finger in front of them, "and you can't say a word about this to anyone, understood?"

This time she got a collective 'zip it' gesture from the other two, and decided it would have to do. The others would find it a challenge to keep quiet though, since everybody in Ahipara seem to know everybody else's business.

“Bethany’s sister lives in Kaitaia with her husband,” said Pam, “should I set up an interview with her as well?” and Penny nodded. It would be good to have a second line of enquiry. Then she retrieved her laptop from her room and quickly confirmed that the Kaitaia library was closed on Sundays, as she had expected. Pam, on the other hand, got through to Sid Anglesea straight away.

“He says we should drop by this afternoon,” she informed Penny, once she had hung up the phone. “He’s very busy with his forestry work and that involves long hours, so he can’t guarantee anything during the week.”

It looked like Bethany’s boyfriend at the time of her disappearance would be the first to be interviewed, and Penny went over the interview methods she had used in the past. She didn’t take notes, because that broke up the natural question and answer rhythm of the interview, but she had to write down the important points straight afterwards. She could carry a recorder, but that meant she was legally required to ask permission first, and knowing the recorder was there didn’t help the flow of words either.

“If you think of a question I’ve missed,” said Penny, realising she probably wasn’t going to get the other two to stay away from all the interviews, “then you bring it up in a very low-key way. You say something like, ‘it might be useful to ask about so-and-so’ when there’s a break in the conversation, for example.

“No blurting!” she added, and they both looked horrified at the suggestion they might.

“Anyway,” said Penny, looking at the time on her laptop, “shouldn’t we be having lunch?” and Pam brightened up at the prospect.

“All taken care of!” she said, and pointed to the basket she had placed on the side bench in the kitchen. When she had unpacked it, and Ellie had laid the table and added a few essentials, Penny began to appreciate the advantages of having a baker on the investigative team. The food looked very yummy!

“We can’t eat too much,” she said sadly, as they sat down and tucked in. “We don’t want to be dozing off in the middle of this afternoon’s interview,” and Pam assured her it was all easily digestible. Penny wasn’t so sure. Maybe it was their New Zealand stomachs that allowed the others to put away so much food and stay reasonably trim. Maybe it was the food itself, she thought suddenly, and consoled herself with that idea as she loaded up her plate.

Sid's house was a bachelor pad, an old farm house on a road that cut through the Mangamuka Ranges towards the tiny settlement of Herekino on the coast. He must have bought it because it sat in the middle of the area he worked in. He was in his early fifties now, and ran his own logging gang.

"This is my friend Ellie," said Pam, once the three of them were settled in the living room. 

"I've known her for years," she added, and that seemed to reassure Sid. Ellie had moved into Ahipara almost a decade ago, but Pam and Sid were locals, and had been bumping into each other all their lives.

"This is my sister Penny," said Ellie, "and she's visiting from Arizona for a few weeks." Sid nodded at that, and gave the visitor an appraising look. Penny thanked him for making the time to see them, and he said he was surprised that she didn’t have more of an accent.

"I've noticed the same thing," said Penny with a smile. "You could all be part of Arizona – except that Arizona's a long way from the sea!" and that got a smile from Sid.

"You mentioned on the phone that you want to talk about Bethany Adams' disappearance," he said, turning to Pam, "and I'm happy to help. A lot of people suspected me when it first happened, and I decided early on that the best thing I could do was tell them everything I knew. The police interviewed me several times, and I laid out the same story over and over, until eventually my alibi turned out to be unshakeable. Then they left me alone.

"What's this all about, Pam?" he said, sounding concerned, "you don't strike me as someone who wants to dig up the past for a bit of gossip, or an unhealthy thrill."

"You probably haven't heard," said Pam gently, "but a body's been discovered in a shallow grave on the gum fields. It's early days yet, but it looks like death occurred in the last few years. The only person to go missing around here in that time frame is Bethany," and Sid's look of concern turned into a frown.

"So the police might catch whoever did this after all!" he said, and Pam nodded. It was a lot for him to take in, and Sid was silent for a while.

"Where do you lot come into this?" he said at last, looking at them uncertainly, and Pam lifted her head to glance at Penny. It was up to her now.

"Mr Anglesea," she began slowly, "I worked as part of an investigative team at the Flagstaff Tribune for two years, and I would like to help. I was only a cub reporter, but my qualifications are some of the best, and we had two cases I can recall that were similar to this.

"I won't lie to you. We'll be flying under the radar, and we would prefer it if you didn't mention this visit to the police, but it can't hurt to have another investigation running alongside the official one, can it. Not when it's being done by local people who have their ears to the ground, and might hear something the police don’t – if you see what I mean."

This time there was an even longer pause, while Sid sorted out his feelings about a private investigation.

“It’s okay by me,” he said at last, “but you won’t take evidence away, or make things harder for the police, will you?” and Penny assured him they would only be taking notes, and touching nothing. From that point, with Sid answering questions as best he could, the investigation began to open up. They soon discounted enemies, since Bethany seemed to have been liked by everyone she met, but there were other things.

"So Bethany was on the board of several sports clubs and charitable organisations?" said Penny, and Sid nodded. She was only treasurer of one though, and none of them seemed to have the sort of money that would be worth killing for.

"There were some guys that didn't like it when Bethany and I got together," he continued. "She was quite a catch, so there was a lot of interest in her." In the end, though, there was only one guy who might have been a sore loser, and murder seemed like an extreme reaction. Nevertheless, Penny jotted the name down and promised to follow it up.

"There was one thing I didn’t mention to the police," said Sid thoughtfully, "but I didn't think I needed to. They must have investigated the whole family and this was just a matter of record." Penny raised her eyebrows, and encouraged him to continue.

"Her old man was wealthy," continued Sid, "and Vic was getting on in years. If Bethany was out of the picture, then her sister Denise would inherit twice as much, if you see what I mean. I can't imagine Denise – or her husband Terry – thinking like that, but you asked me to tell you everything I knew."

"And there was no one else who might have benefited indirectly?" said Penny, "like grandchildren, half sisters or brothers, or a business partnership?"

It turned out there were no grandchildren, and the father's line of direct descendants was doomed to die out. Penny had felt odd mentioning half-sisters, since she and Ellie were half-sisters, but there could be a second Adams family waiting in the wings to inherit now Bethany was gone
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