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1.  

Wellington is the political capital of New Zealand.  The offices of a special international crime squad are located close to the Beehive where Parliament meets.  The building is made of concrete and glass. There is a car park in the basement.  The rooms on the ground floor are leased to various businesses.  The three storeys above are leased to New Zealand Imports and Exports, a soubriquet for National Security.  Police and security services are housed there.  In a large room on the third floor a female officer is voicing her exasperation to her immediate supervisor.

“But I’m overdue for some leave, Max,” said Gillian Greaves. “I need a break.”

She looked out of the window at the Wellington skyline.  Wellington was all steep hills and strong winds.  Tall buildings balanced on the hillsides, looking as if they could slide away at any moment.  The wind was blowing the trees around in the street below.  The wind was always cold.  And strong.  

Gillian missed Auckland.  She missed the warmer weather, the easier pace of life, the lack of politics.  The light breezes.  Auckland was the largest city by far, but Wellington was the centre of government where politicians had access socially to decision makers of all kinds, including National Security. 

This was her first day back at work after an undercover assignment in Hamilton.  She had busted a drug-peddling gang and now felt she needed a break.  Roger was in New Plymouth but said he would be back in Wellington in the evening.

“Treat this like a holiday, Gillian,” said Max in his wheedling voice. “Undercover pay, easy hours, no dramas.”

“I need to spend time with Roger.”  

Roger.  It was a long time since she had been rogered.  She pinked up.  Hoping her thoughts had not been seen by her superior, she forced her mind back to the conversation.  “It’s not fair that I keep running off with no contact allowed.”

Roger Brookes was Gillian’s live-in boyfriend. He was a middle manager for a cartage firm.  His job took him all over the country, just like hers did. They seldom managed a weekend together.

“You’ll have weekends off.  That means where your boyfriend goes, you can join him,” said Max.  

Gillian had an MA in accounting and had specialist training in fraud detection.  She worked out of Auckland on requests from the Serious Fraud Office and Interpol.  She had a special Interpol uniform, and a senior police officer warrant in French.  She was one of several undercover operators working on behalf of Interpol, but she was the only one with high qualifications in company affairs. 

“Why can’t Sooz do it?”

Sooz was Susan Chapman, five years younger than Gillian and a rising star.  But I have the qualifications, thought Gillian.

“I need her for another project.  Someone’s selling information about sealed tenders and bids at Dunedin University. An accountant thinks someone is getting information about the lowest bid so they can undercut it.”

“It doesn’t sound like an Interpol job,” said Gillian. “Who is the chief suspect?”

“Someone of high rank and social standing.  Runs a big construction company. And a dodgy Vice Chancellor.  At least, that’s what he calls himself, but he has never been to university.  His degree from Cairo University is fake.  That university does not exist.”

“Sounds like a cushy job,” said Gillian.  “It sounds too easy.  I outrank Susan Chapman so is my job bigger?”

“It could be,” said Max.  “If my informant is right, hundreds of international students are being fleeced or alternatively, the government subsidy is being paid but not earned because these students do not exist.  Gillian, it’s going to take six weeks max while someone has a baby.”

Gillian’s gut shrank.  She would like to have a baby before it was too late.  Roger didn’t want a child but did his opinion matter? How good a father would he be anyway?

“Six weeks?  Undercover pay?”

“And accommodation and travel allowances,” said Max.  

“Then can I take a break, Max?”

“At this point in time I don’t see why not. You will know in two weeks if something isn’t right. A month to gather evidence.  Easy peasy.”

“Dunedin in winter?  It’s cold down there.”

“You should be back here before Easter.  That’s autumn.  Lovely colours in the trees, beautiful sunshine, sexy weekends in Queenstown.”

Max was overselling the job.  His innuendos made her flesh creep.  

“Shut up Max.  Stick to reality.  The answer is no.  I am taking my leave, which is long overdue.”

Gillian found she was shaking after leaving Max.  She had said she was going on leave so why waste a day?  She spoke to her colleagues, put a message on Gmail giving her friend Nancy as an urgent contact and left for home. 

Roger had texted her to say he would be home late, so she had the day to herself.  Gillian planned to go to the local swimming pool, perhaps go to the gym for an hour, and go out for lunch.  She drove home to Wadestown to get her swimming costume.  It was a three-kilometre drive from her office.  She loved Wadestown picturesque narrow streets and its views over Thorndon.  Its streets were steep.  The road she lived on was barely ten metres wide.  Parking was a problem, but her house was up a steep drive and it had a garage. 

Having been working undercover, she had no remote for the garage door.  She parked half on the street and half on the pavement and used her key for the entry door.  It slammed as she closed it, meaning a window had been left open somewhere in the house. 

The lounge smelled warm and inviting.  Then she stopped in horror.  The smell was not her perfume.  It was too spicy.  Roger had entertained a woman in the house. 

The bedroom door opened.  It was Roger.  He looked as if he had hurriedly pulled his clothes on.  His trousers were undone.  Gillian could see through the gap that he wore no underwear.

“Gillian!” he said in a too-loud voice.  “I didn’t expect you home so soon.”

Gillian brushed past him.  She flung the bedroom door open.  A young woman was trying desperately to hook her bra behind her back.  

“I’m sorry,” she wailed.

“Get your clothes on and get out of here,” snarled Gillian.

She turned back to Roger.

“And you can pack your gear and get out too.”

Roger opened his arms as if to hug Gillian. 

She said,” Touch me and I’ll break your arms.  I will be back in one hour.  If you haven’t left I will call the police to remove you.”

She went back into the bedroom.  The girl was fastening her blouse.  Her knickers were in her jeans on the floor, looking like a cloth basin with two drain holes as if she had pulled both items down together and stepped out of them in her haste to get into bed.  

‘My bed,’ thought Gillian.

Gillian did not speak to the girl.  She was in her early twenties, perhaps her late teens, rather plump around the middle.  Her hair was a mousy-blonde colour but her pubic hair was black.  Gillian turned her back on her as she pulled open a drawer and took out her swimming costume.  She pulled a towel out of the airing cupboard and left the house.

As she swam, she began to think.  At first she had questions. How long had this been going on?  Was the plumpness pregnancy?  OMG.  Was she the only one?  Is Roger a philanderer?

She thought back to other incidents that should have alerted her. 

‘My God, I’ve been such a fool,’ she thought.

She had no idea how many lengths she swam.  She stopped only when a pool attendant stopped her at one end and said, “Excuse me, we are taking out the lane markers for the general session.”

Changed, she went to a café to buy something to eat.  She was not hungry but she knew that food would calm her.  Coffee would not so she had fruit juice.  

An older woman sitting across from her table leaned over to speak.

“Are you alright, love?”

Suddenly, she was.  Just like that.  She stood and joined the older woman.

“Thank you for your concern,” she said. “I am okay now.  I just caught my partner in bed with a younger woman.”

“Throw him out.  If he comes back, cut his balls off,” said the woman.  “If he’s done it once, you can never trust him again.  You’re better off without him.”

Gillian knew what to do.  Her swimming and the woman’s matter-of–fact statement cleared her mind.  

Throw him out.  She had done that. 

Cut his balls off if he comes back.  Well, she could certainly give them a good twist.  

You can never trust him.  True.  You’re better off without him.

True.

She drove back to Surveillance HQ.

“Been swimming, have you?” asked Max. “I thought you had run off in a temper.”

“Who, me? Temper? No way,” she said. “Max, where do you want me to go?”
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2.  

Auckland is a large city in the north of New Zealand.  Known as the City of Sails, Auckland is a vibrant sunny city, bright and colourful as a Mexican blanket.  With a population of one and a half million, Auckland spreads east and west across a narrow isthmus and splashes north and south like an ice cream cone dropped on the ground. 

There is a darker side to sunny Auckland.  You can sense it when you walk about at night.  

The oversized Texan knows both the bright side and the dark side.  Auckland is his second home.  He lives two lives.  In one life he is the scion of a rich family in the United States: well-respected, churchgoing, generous to charities and the needy.  Made rich by his great-grandfather’s business acumen in the oil industry he roams the world seeking real estate and companies to buy like a classic car collector seeking barn finds.  He has no siblings and no children.  Unlike his ancestor, he is dishonest and has no real skill in the business world.  He narrowly missed going to jail with the rest of the directors when a New Zealand finance company folded owing half a billion dollars to its investors.  His fortune is still large but he is no longer quoted on the Forbes Richest List.  He needs to make a killing.

In a corner of a darkened Auckland night club the three-hundred-and fifty-pound Texan dwarfs the Vietnamese called Phan Min Tu.  At least, he thinks it is Min.  It is so hard to tell the twins apart, even though one is male and the other female.

“Here is a photo of a Chinese man called Li Xi.  He travels under the name of Peter Lee.  He is due to meet a New Zealand businesswoman, Alexandra West, in Wellington on Friday.  She is negotiating a loan for a company called Ethnic Creations.  Kill him and make it look like she has done it.”

The assassin takes the photograph of the Chinese financier.  He studies it for a long time.  Then he hands back the picture.  He stands and then leaves without a word.  

3. 

Dunedin is a small city in the south of New Zealand.  

With the recent commodification of education, gobbledygook for Educational Darwinism, universities and schools must compete for enrolments, hence funding.  New educational establishments entered the market.  One such school at the university level was the University of Dunedin.

Catering to popular subjects and practical pursuits, the University of Dunedin showed surprising growth.  Recently the Covid-19 pandemic halted new enrolments; overseas students either went back to their homes or were forced to stay by imposed lockdowns.  

The buildings were once a technical college catering for non-academic students.  As times changed the buildings were leased to small businesses.  A group of entrepreneurs saw an opportunity to develop an alternative tertiary institution that could issue diplomas and degrees in practical subjects such as popular music, beauty and well-being, popular poetry, car mechanics for lady drivers and Maori for beginners.  

The day was sunny and mild, a typical Dunedin autumn day.  The harbour inlet was calm, a thin shard of a mirror held between the legs of the rugged Peninsula and the equally rugged hills of the West Harbour.  Upstairs in the university’s main building there was a bright and sunny boardroom.  It was there that the Board of Trustees met to discuss a delicate issue.  Not all members were aware of the underlying dishonesty.

On the sunny side of the table a businessman, Sir Thomas Sadler, eased his long legs that were almost under his chair.  He stretched them out, heels on the floor, as far as they could go.  They were starting to go numb.  Like the brain of the Vice Chancellor, he thought.  

He moved in his seat, a computer chair on five castors.  The unbalanced seat swung around a little. His mind was on two problems.  The most immediate issue was to balance the books because the number of students’ bums on seats was smaller than the number of grants from the Ministry of Education.  The second issue on his mind had nothing to do with the university.  It was what to do about a financier named Peter Lee.

“Mrs. Virginia Wood, South Island Manager of the Ministry of Education has written this note,” said Vice Chancellor Rutherfurd.  He was a boring man whose lips hardly moved.  Only soft sounds came from his mouth.  He thought the way to gain attention was to speak so softly nobody became disturbed. The result was people did not pay full attention to him.

“I quote, ‘I sent a memo to you saying it is of vital importance to ensure that the number of students on which the Tertiary Grant is based is accurate.  Your reply suggested that your roll had grown.  I find that strange because overseas students can neither enter nor leave the country.  You should have the same number of overseas students that you had two years ago when the pandemic struck, 1350 FTE.’” 

The long-legged businessman sighed. He’s going to tell us again what FTE means, he thought.

“For those of you in the business sector, FTE means Full Time Equivalents. I shall continue her letter.  Quote: ‘Your local students’ FTE is also puzzling.  It should be almost unchanged during the pandemic.  I would urge you to check the returns from every department to ensure you are not being paid for students who have returned to their homes and for new local enrolments.  The latter cannot be enrolled until the pandemic is over and schools and universities return to normal.’”

The businessman was getting cramp.  He wanted to comment but knew it would be to his advantage to let others speak first.  He looked at the two trustees from the business sector.  Ms. Sanderson from the United Bank caught his eye and raised her eyebrows.  She was barely forty, an attractive woman who had made a fortune in telecommunications while in her twenties.  Cumberbatch looked as if he was about to speak but stopped when Sanderson shook her head.  This was an area they should stay well clear of.

“I’ll read you the rest of her letter,” said the Vice Chancellor.  Seeing his lips move, people focussed their attention to hear what he had to say, “I quote.  ‘Another serious concern for the Ministry is the number of teachers on the payroll.  This has increased with your apparent roll growth.  I would ask you to check the current number of your teachers and ensure teacher numbers balance with student numbers divided by twenty.  I would remind you that Treasury requires a report on the Wage Subsidy paid by the Government during the current crisis.  If your student FTEs are inaccurate your Wages Subsidy claim will also be wrong.  This return must be made by the first day in March. ’”

Monday next week would be March 1st.  It was time for the businessman to speak.  He stood up, partly to ease his cramped legs and partly to dominate the assembly with his height and his aggressive manner.  He was a pugilist by nature and experience.

“I am told the English Department, Economics Department and Social Sciences Department have made mistakes in their calculations,” he said, naming the departments the Vice Chancellor had asked him to mention.

Ms. Sanderson also stood.  “There is no question we must get our house in order before the deadline.  We must get rid of our extra teachers.”

The Vice Chancellor had the last word.  “I will make Friday the day we tell selected teachers to leave with immediate effect.  Especially Dr. West.  He takes short term contracts with the Ministry of Education.  Mark all those sacked as Breach of Trust.  Heads of Department update your files for the Employment Department.  On Monday, do the stats as of March 1st.  The figures should balance.  I will send the stats off.  We need to engage different teachers with no prior knowledge of how the private sector works. We can call them Maintenance Staff and charge the relevant Ministry account.”

The businessman flew back to his office in Auckland.  It was a bumpy flight.  His legs were cramped after two hours in cattle class.  There was no Business class on domestic flights.  

He rented an apartment in the centre of Auckland close to the tower that dominated the skyline.  He sat in an easy chair by the window that overlooked the city.  He opened his laptop. There was a memo from his law firm. ‘Please call.  Harrison.’

He picked up his phone and rang Dunedin.

“Harrison?  Please don’t leave written messages or voice mail again.  Just keep ringing until you get me.  Yes, I think you might have to play hardball with the Wests.  What about the house?”

He listened to Harrison’s reply then said, “Harrison.  Can you still swap contracts at four pm on Friday? Good.  Please organise some contractors and do the job at the house on Saturday at sparrow fart.  Then the Wests will have no reason to stay and we will settle out of Court.”

Harrison said. “It might be difficult.  Alex West is one tough cookie.  How far do I go?  What if the house collapses on them?”

“All the way.  Get a Court Order for immediate possession.  Never half do a job.  I’ve got your back whatever happens.”

4. 

My name is Richard West.  I am an ordinary guy, not tall and not short, with brown to blond hair parted on the left.  My face is regular in shape except for my left ear, which is lower than the right one. 

I am a doctor but not of medicine.  My fields are English and Education.  I had been a Deputy Principal but when my daughter was held captive to stop me investigating a drug racket within my school I decided to teach at university where my family could remain anonymous.  

As a result of my work at St Angela’s Girls School[1] and my successful efforts at breaking up the trafficking of drugs I was asked to be a consultant to the Ministry of Education.  I was able to continue at the university because my workload was light. My Ministry of Education boss, Virginia Wood, tried to time her requests with university breaks.

My work suited my wife Alex, because while Alex developed her business I could be there for Jo, our daughter.  At first Jo was at high school and later at university, where she studied Law.  

During the awful time at St Angela’s, Alex ran a wholesale discount appliance outlet.  She developed it into a New Zealand wide franchise.  You can tell Jo gets her brains from her mother.  

Alex’s business was bought by an overseas company for a breathtaking sum.  Alex met Raewyn Urquhart, a young Maori woman with a gift for clothing designs.[2]  Alex helped Raewyn become one of New Zealand’s top ethnic fashion suppliers, at the same time as growing the marketing side of the business.  

Jo had emotional needs because of being held captive but now in her early twenties she seems to have found her feet.  Jo is sharp.  She can also be outspoken.  I was scared that her emotional upheaval might send her into the arms of the first sympathetic guy who came along.  Or worse, who paralleled Harley Davidson, as he called himself, the man who had taken her captive.  I guess all fathers have a similar concern for their children but one cannot shelter them forever.  

I have my problems too.  Having been exposed at St Angela’s College[3] to the blowtorch of adverse public opinion when falsely accused of sexual misconduct, I was happy to stay with my university classes and occasional contracts for Virginia Wood.  In that way, I stayed anonymous.  I found to my embarrassment people tended to glorify what I had done and that sometimes meant I had to change my job.

We owned a beautiful old vicarage on a block of land called Bishop’s Court.  We had the decommissioned building offered to us after I exposed a scandal in a small rural township.  We helped clear a vicar’s name and saved his life from an ex-IRA bomber with a grudge.[4]  It was Alex’s dream come true but with the passage of time and Jo leaving home we found the house was too big for us.  

Being built of local bluestone in the English style the Vicarage on Bishop’s Court was unusual in a country that was prone to earthquakes.  Erected in Victorian times for a Church of England bishop on a large property called Bishop’s Court, it had always been called The Vicarage.  It had tall narrow leaded windows set back under stone arches.  Unusually again, it was a two-storey house with an attic where servants once slept under the unsarked roof tiles.  

We fell in love with the house, its large rooms, polished wooden floors, and built-in dressing rooms.  The staircase was a work of art and it required a labour of love to keep in show condition.  

And show the house we did.  Garden clubs, historical societies, tours, and school groups came regularly.  We threw ourselves at the housekeeping before every visit, proud to show history in real life.  But the servants were long-gone.  There was just us because with the advent of a minimum wage, house staff could no longer be paid in board and lodging and pocket money.  

The gardens surrounding the house were also a problem. Alex and I both enjoyed gardening.  We were enthusiastic at first but as the years rolled by we knew that the grounds required a gardener.  Alex was well-able to afford a gardener.  We employed a repair person, then a repair person and a gardener and finally a commercial firm.  Even they had difficulty with the amount of work to be done and we found ourselves paying out very large sums of money each month.

I noticed as I drove up the driveway that weeds were taking over once more.  Branches hung down into the carriageway.  It needed a full day to spray the driveway and trim the trees.  The house with its large wooden doors set within a narrow porch looked intimidating rather than gracious.  It seemed sad as if missing the large families and grand social life of its earlier owners.

We loved the house but it was clear there would need to be changes.  Did we want to stay? Or sell?  Now was a good time to sell because house prices had skyrocketed. 

On and off, we had looked at homes open to view.  On television, we saw houses advertised at ridiculous prices.  We played ‘what if?’ but the money if we sold did not excite us.  It was the constant demands of the house itself and the acreage surrounding it.

––––––––
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5.

One evening two weeks ago there was a knock on the door.  

“Hello, I’m Derek Poulton and if you ever consider selling your house, I would be interested in buying it.”

This tall and skinny red head had an attractive smile and white teeth.  He was slim but muscular, fit, and energetic.  He probably had a six-pack that he could knot when he sucked his belly in.  He didn’t have a belly. Certainly not one like mine.  

I could tell instantly that Alex liked Derek Poulton.  I trusted Alex when she invited him in for a cup of tea. Our conversation turned from current house values to the need for more houses and then on to how New Zealand’s lifestyle was changing. His values and ours were aligned.  He appeared to be honest and creative, two qualities admired by Alex.  

Derek said he had left school at sixteen, dissatisfied with what the education system offered him.  Since then he had finished an apprenticeship, worked all the hours he could, then bought derelict houses and refurbished them and finally started his own business. 

“If we were to sell the house and the land, what would you pay?” asked Alex.

Derek offered what I thought was an exorbitant amount of money for our rundown one-time vicarage.  “That’s far too much,” I said.

“Shush, Richard,” said Alex.  “Business is business not social welfare.”

I would have taken the money with both hands and run straight to the bank but Alex was shrewder in business that I am.  

“I have enough money to develop the property myself,” said Alex.  She did not say ‘ourselves’, for she knew how inept I was with business matters.

“Not really, dear,” I said. “It’s all tied up with Raewyn’s business.”

Derek laughed. 

“We’re negotiating, Richard,” he said. “I don’t think you understand how business works.”

Alex and Derek quickly came to an understanding.  We would make a new company, with a first capitalisation – I hope I got that right – of two hundred and fifty thousand each.  Derek would buy our property, minus our house and a quarter of an acre of garden.  The new company would borrow twenty million dollars under the best terms it could.  Derek would develop the site, build the houses and Alex would market them to repay the loan. 

A business plan was written on the back of an envelope.  I thought of the pages and pages of paper I had to complete to write a simple curriculum statement.  No contest.  Perhaps I could be good at business after all.

That was then.  Things had moved on.  Alex and Derek formalized their partnership, and to my surprise they included me.

“You’re good with people,:” said Derek.  “And you can see solutions to problems.”

“Our biggest problem will be raising finance,” said Alex.  “We have money but one should never put up the family home as security.”

Thanks to Alex selling her whiteware business we could have financed the start of the proposed housing development without a mortgage or a business loan but Alex felt we should raise the capital and use our money for contingencies.

“I am meeting a Singapore financier soon,” she said.  “I want money to expand Ethnic Creations.  I’ll talk to him about our partnership.  Sound him out.  See if he is interested in helping us out.  He will want to be a partner, I’m sure.  Is that okay with everyone?”

“Just one matter,” said Derek. “It would be easier to have a handshake agreement to keep back the vicarage and a quarter acre of land for the moment.  Getting planning permission and consents can be a lengthy process.  It would shorten the Council’s process if you sold the whole property to me and I retained The Vicarage until we have sold some houses.  Then you can have your house and land surveyed, registered, and titled as a separate entity.”

“What if you run off?” I asked.

“You will still be in possession of the house.  I’m not going to bowl it over or anything.”

“We have Derek’s word, Richard,” said Alex.  “That’s good enough for me.”

And so, I became a partner in a business that was going to cost us dearly and not just in money.  Our sale of the land excluding The Vicarage and a quarter of an acre of land was going threaten our lives and the lives of others.  

6.  

People like us trundle along in a pleasant set of routine activities, expecting to live forever and to never get some dreadful illness or be involved in a ghastly accident.  Then shit happens.  Out of the blue.  No warning.  Wham.  Bam. Just like that.  Old Shakespeare knew what he was talking about when he said, ‘There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, rough-hew them how we will.’  

Alex checked the weather and flying conditions.  The bulletin warned of heavy traffic on State Highway One, which she had to take to get to the airport.

“Would you drive me, please Richard?” she asked.  “I could take a taxi but with you I can go over some papers and make some calls on the way.”

“No problem,” said the part-time unpaid gardener-handyman turned chauffeur...

“Oh, Richard, would you please take the two pieces of chicken kiev out of the freezer so they can thaw.  We’ll have them for dinner tonight.  Would you mind cooking?”

... turned cook.  Really, I did not mind.  I was proud of Alex’s success, proud to help her in any way I could.

I drove her to Momona Airport.  It is a trip of almost thirty kilometres.  The drive had become a routine for us.  This part of the national highway was quite pretty, especially in autumn but we were so used to it that we scarcely saw the landscape.  

Alex is always early.  Arriving with time to spare, we sat and ate breakfast, sharing some time together before parting.  Although Alex would be back in time for dinner, it was nice to sit and talk before she left.  Later, I was pleased I had taken the time to see her off.

The plane left at seven-thirty.  I waved goodbye from the viewing room.  I don’t know if she saw me but that didn’t matter.  Alex went away frequently.  I sometimes thought ‘What if I never see her again?  What if there is a plane crash?  A heart attack?  Being run over by a car or worse, a bus?’ I had once seen a terrier that had been squashed by a bus.  I was nine.  I was horrified by its crushed innards spilled across the road.  I could not eat minced beef for some years.  

I know these are common anxieties.  They might be common but they are upsetting, nonetheless.  I dodged the traffic by taking a minor road home through Outram and Mosgiel and then over Three Mile Hill.  

The drive relaxed me.  The land was frosted, a silvery carpet with steamy sheep having a grassy breakfast close to the windbreaks where the frost was melting.  The trees were tall and stark, x-rayed fingers against powder blue background.  The pastures were turning green as the sun warmed them and sheep and cows grazed with no anxiety for their future fate.  Like I said, a set of routine activities.  

A sense of history filled Outram, a staging post on the old gold trail to Lawrence.  At eight o’clock people began arriving to ready the shops and offices for the farmers when they finished their rounds and their breakfast.

I bypassed Mosgiel by taking the road past the old brick woollen mills that closed after the excessive monetary reforms of the eighties and early nineties destroyed local industry.

‘Unusual,’ I thought as I looked at the factory buildings. ‘Brick, not wood or concrete.  Surprising it has lasted so long.’

My house was made of stone blocks carved from the bluestone quarries closer to the coast.  What would happen in a decent earthquake?

I saw my house in ruins, bluestone blocks scattered across the green grass of the lawn. I had a spasm of anxiety.  My breath caught in my throat.  Before I developed a panic attack – which I am not prone to – I reminded myself that Dunedin doesn’t get decent earthquakes.  My house has stood for a hundred and fifty years.  

Although the sense of panic subsided, my anxious mood continued as I drove over Three Mile Hill, an under-rated scenic route into or out of Dunedin.  Although much of the forest was evergreen, the deciduous trees were beautiful in their autumn shades of gold and orange.  I stopped at a lookout to take it all in.

My anxiety turned to Alex.  I drove on, telling myself there wouldn’t be a plane crash. She won’t get run over.  The shuttle bus will not crash.  She will be home in time for dinner.  

Suddenly I was driving past the Wakari Hospital, mothballed when the then government cut back public health services.  It was now used for treating people with serious mental health issues.  I turned off the main road and drove to my rented parking space at the university.

I was in time for my first class, a seminar on Blake’s philosophical poem, Tiger, Tiger for the course called Animals in Poetry. As a private enterprise tertiary provider, we asked the public what they wanted.  I found the subject matter fascinating although some found my work too academic.  Like Tiger, Tiger.  

It was routine stuff.  Just before my house collapsed.
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7.

“How are you today, Brian?” asks Sir Thomas Sadler as he arrives at the rest home to see his brother Brian.

“Who’s that?” asks Brian, squinting at Tom as if the light is in his eyes.

“It’s Tom.  I’ve brought you some grapes.”

“Grapes?  I don’t want grapes.  I’m in a retirement home not a hospital.”

“So you are, Brian, so you are.”

“What have you got for me?”

“I’ve got some lovely chocolates for you.  I’ll leave them with Mrs. Westrupp.”

This is a standard arrangement.  Brian scoffs chocolates if he has a whole box.  She rations them to one at each meal.

“Oh.  Thank you.  I love chocolates.  I’m waiting for my brother Tom.  He’s boring but quite nice.  You’ll like him.”

“So I shall, Brian, so I shall.”

They stand for a few moments.  A woman in a uniform pop her head in the doorway.

”How are you today, Brian?” she asks.

“Who’s she?” asks Brian.

“A caregiver, Brian,” Tom replies. 

“I’m Connie, love.  Constantia from the Philippines.”  

Her English accent might seem incongruous from a lady who appeared to be from Southeast Asia but she might have been born and raised in Britain, which is filled  with people from all over the globe, many of them training in social services.  In fact, she has a Bachelor of Science degree from Essex University and hopes to become a teacher. 

“I see your brother is with you today so I’ll come back later to read to you.”

Tom says, “Do you want me to read to you, Brian?”

“No. I have a lady coming.  She should be here soon, Tom.”

Tom is pleased Brian knows who he is.

“I hope you are looking after the business,” says Brian. “What’s it called?”

“Sadler Brothers Construction, Brian.”

“Oh yes.  How has this flu affected it?”

“Covid 19.  We are an essential business so we can operate but we can’t get our hands on supplies.”

“You haven’t been to see me, Tom.”

Brian’s voice sounds a little annoyed.  It makes Tom feel guilty.  “I wasn’t allowed to visit you for a long time.  I explained that.  Since restrictions were lifted, I’ve come every week.”

“I think you should go now,” says Brian.  “My brother is coming soon.”

Tom leaves Brian.  He goes to the office.  

“How has my brother been?” he asks.  Tom is very tall.  He dwarfs the manager, a small woman.

“Much the same, Sir Thomas.  Do you want to speak to the nurse?”

“No, Mrs. Westrupp.  His mind is wandering a little more, I think.  Thank you for signing that Power of Attorney for me.”

“I do a lot of appraisals for PoAs.  My evaluation was right.  In the last three months his capacity has deteriorated markedly.”

Mrs. Westrupp means Brian has moved from ‘could possibly cope with help’ to ‘cannot manage daily life’.

“So, Brian will be a vegetable soon?”

“Sir Thomas!”

“Sorry Mrs. Westrupp.  My Irish background makes me call a vegetable a vegetable.”

She laughs. “But Sir Thomas, nowadays we mustn’t say things like that. “

“Alright, Mrs. Westrupp. You say advanced Alzheimer’s, but Brian is a vegetable to me.”

Tom drives to his hotel.  He owns several houses that he rents out but as a single man he prefers to use hotels when he leaves his Auckland mansion.  

He is not sure if he wants Brian to live or die.  He struggles with man’s mortality; a struggle he knows he must lose.  

In a sombre mood, his thoughts turn to the Qian Ren Family Trust.  It was a good idea at the time, creaming off money from BridgePort Finances in the good years, placing the money in a family trust vested in New Zealand where they have strict privacy laws that do not allow confiscation of funds in such trusts.  The actual money is with a firm of accountants in Shanghai, not New Zealand.  That law is being changed.  It is time to share out the loot.

Tom did not go to prison as some of the Directors did.  His role was to launder the money made by BridgePort Finance and not report it to the Inland Revenue Department.  

As General Manager of Sadler Brothers, New Zealand’s largest construction company, Brian had found it easy to hide large sums of money and recover it when the properties were sold.  The government was their largest client.  Nobody questioned the transactions.  Dirty money went into buying material for the road, or the bridge or the stadium and clean money was given in return.

Peter Lee was sent to prison for his part in the fraud.  A financier and accountant from Shanghai but living in Singapore, he was the treasurer of the trust.  He directed the investments from prison, using his old company in Shanghai.  Covid-19 put a stop to the compulsory annual meetings they had to hold. 

Peter Lee held the key to the Trust.  Tom knew it involved some kind of computer security, and this was held on two USB memory sticks, one for the Chairperson and one for the Treasurer.  

Tom desperately wanted to get that USB.  He knew that the Chairperson, Rex Redgrave, had been killed in a failed attempt to force him to hand over the password.  The memory stick could not be found. 

Rex favoured returning the investors’ money by continuing BridgePort’s business as a financial enterprise.  Tom and some of the others wanted to keep to the original deal; when the last person came out of prison they would share the money equally. The best way to win that contest was to get hold of the password system.

Brian, before his dementia set in, had said the account would be secured by an authenticator, whatever that was, and a password.  Obviously, in case one got murdered like Rex, it would be written or recorded somewhere.  His men just had to find where.
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8.

After parking my car, I went straight to my lecture on Blake.  I was pleased with the responses I got.  My habit was to give some information then elicit possible answers.  The students liked being involved.  They had read the poem and I had some interesting interpretations, not all from Professor Google.  We had one Google description that got torn apart.  Who said students these days were only interested in the superficial?

I did not have an office with Dr. Richard West on the door.  I had a desk, one of twenty, in a workroom.  There was no privacy for reading background texts, no room for one’s own bookcase.  The curriculum was set and worked through page by page.  Except by me.  

I hurried past the glass walls that allowed the Head of the English Department to see everything that went on.  No doubt he had seen me and assumed I was late coming in.  As I passed the open door of the secretary’s office Claire Bishop gave me a wave.

“Hello, Dr. West,” said Claire.  She was filling in while Sarah took leave to have another baby.  I gave her a wave and walked past the first four rows of front-to-front tables until I found my row.  It faced towards the entrance so I could see anyone who came my way.

I had no sooner settled into my space than the Head of English came to see me.  I looked up as his bald head bounced towards me over the Perspex shields around the spaces where I sat.  He was in an ‘I’m the Boss’ mood with his purposeful stride and fixed gaze as if he was set on some unpleasant executive tasks we lesser mortals would not understand.

Until recently the Lecturers’ Workroom had been crowded and noisy. Today it was almost empty. There were no internal walls, just double rows of front-to-front flat surfaces broken by low screens at the front and on two sides.  A single swivel chair on five castors filled the knee space left by the one filing cabinet each person had been allocated.  Less than ten years old, the University of Dunedin was housed in a decommissioned Technical School, built in the nineteenth century.  

The Lecturers’ Workroom was a relic of an era of Dickensian counting houses, the difference between then and now being a swivel chair with arms instead of a high stool.  To get to the lavatory one had to walk past the glass walls of the Head of Department‘s office.

I put my head down and ignored him. 

“Richard,” said James Naismith, in his ‘I’m in control and don’t you forget it’ voice.  He made the obligatory Executive pause before saying, “You know how much we value your work here in the English Department.”

It was not a question. It was not even a rhetorical question.  It was a preamble to “But ...”

“What’s the but, James?” I asked.

“Well, you have been with
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