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2023

The first time Paul said it the man failed to respond. Obviously he fell short of understanding. Thick, or what? Either that, or he was deaf.  Paul repeated his words. This time more pointedly. The guy needed to know and Paul didn’t want to waste a good punchline on thin air. He injected insistence into his voice, louder, making it clear where his words were directed.  

‘I said I can sometimes go all day without running into a true arsehole. You’re late today. What kept you?’ This time the man understood.  

‘Are you talking to me?’ Now his intelligence was starting to emerge.

Paul persevered. ‘I'm doing my best here. Would it be better if I wrote it down? What you did to that lady was deplorable and for her, very embarrassing. A man in your position should be ashamed.  Where's your heart? I doubt you’ve got one.’

There stood the store manager. It was stated clearly on the plastic name badge attached to his undersize shirt that strained at its buttons.  Paul had already decided he didn’t like the man. He  had watched with disbelief as the woman emptied her shopping bag onto his counter having had her bank card rejected for lack of funds. In the wake of that, the nineteen dollars in notes and spattering of small change that clattered from her upturned purse proved to be insufficient funds to satisfy this Shylock of the grocery trade. Now her humiliating  task was to select items from her intended purchases that were necessary and affordable. The lady was shaken, embarrassed and looked intimidated. It was noticeable her reflexes lacked coordination. 

Paul sensed something amiss there. Short, tidy, but modestly dressed; early fifties maybe. It took but a few moments for Paul to understand what was happening and make his decision. In that time the lady  made her selection; four potatoes, two tomatoes, a  variance of tinned goods, a head of broccoli, a packet of biscuits and a bereavement card.  She proffered the required amount of legal tender in the direction of Ebeneezer Scrooge, who pounced on it like a mink on a vole. The man was quick, but not quick enough, as Paul stopped his hand with his own. 

‘Hold your horses there, Mr Store Manager. If you would kindly put those items in the lady’s bag. I’ll pay the difference.’ The man’s mouth gaped as he considered the words and stalled in his action of retrieving the residue of her shopping. Paul continued. ‘And wait. There’s more. Run this little lot through your checkout.’

Paul’s larder was running low. He was stocking up large and his shopping trolley  brimmed with items to deny further visits to retail food outlets in the foreseeable future. He reached into the trundler and with discrimination transferred a number of products to the conveyor belt that was the checkout counter. A  frozen chicken, eggs, butter, coffee, tea, crackers, bread and a slab of chocolate,  all of which were destined to  a new home. 

The lady protested. She was distressed, and behind what he suddenly realised was a beautiful complexion, she was near to tears. Scrooge rejoiced, as without comment he ran the items through his checkout and filled her bag. A second bag was required from his station for which he charged and with the account settled Paul accompanied the bewildered lady to the exit, with an aside to Scrooge that he would return forthwith for his own. The lady’s objections were easy to overcome by ignoring them and she chose to wait and delay her exit at the store entrance  while he returned to the checkout where  Manager Scrooge was in the process of tallying his  brimming trolley of goods. Some anonymous helpful soul had loaded them onto the conveyor belt and with eye contact only for his computer screen the man punched at buttons while Paul endeavoured to attract his attention.

‘Were you talking to me?’ Now his intelligence was really starting to emerge, but this wasn’t Robert Deniro; this was vintage, blustering Alastair Sim. ‘You have no reason to talk to me like that.’ Now the man was ready to become involved. ‘This is a place of business. Not a charitable institution. I need to make a living.’

‘You upset the lady. There was no need for that. You are capable of better, I do believe.’

‘See here, mister. We get them every day,’ bleated Scrooge. ‘They take your teeth and come back for your gums if you let them.’ 

At last he was growing resentful of Paul’s attitude. That was encouraging.

‘You weren’t paying attention. She was in need. You were ready to take her last dollar.’

‘This is a business,’ he protested. ‘That’s why I’m here.’ 

It seemed he was done with talking. Paul’s selection for  purchase was stacked in bags ready for collection. Scrooge activated the cash register  to confirm his sale which produced a tumultuous medley of pings and dings to accompany the fountain of paper that spewed  from its loins. 

‘That will be one hundred and seventy one dollars seventy cents,’ he said indifferently. ‘Is that cash, or EFTPOS? Would you like your receipt?’

‘Neither, thank you. Receipt?’ said Paul. ‘No receipt. I won’t be paying. I’ve decided I don’t need all this stuff. I thank you. Have a good day.’ 

He left the store to the amusement of the line of customers in his wake. He didn’t need it? Not much! His larder was running on empty and he was back to square one with the weekend upon him. On top of that he was homeless having tolerated for  too long the surrogate  accommodation provided by his insurance company for the three weeks since his home had burned. It was in this way Paul Walker came to meet Sylvia Livingstone. 

Leaving the store he found the lady  seated, waiting in  the store foyer, where he had left her. The two brimming shopping bags were at her feet. Her right hand still grasped the white handkerchief used to restore composure. Her eyes sparkled when she saw Paul and  she was guilty of a small fidget of embarrassment as he approached. Understandable thought Paul, but there was no call for that, as she was soon made to understand.
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2017

Detective Inspector David Roger Livingstone was a name on the lips of most individuals connected with law enforcement in Auckland City. Thirty years in the force had resulted in his progression from uniformed constable on the beat to the treetop position dreamed of by many who opposed the crime and corruption that infested  the seams and underbelly  of New Zealand’s largest city. He had proven to be a respected member of the force with the discreet nickname of the Doctor, derived from his initials D R. Those close to him were accustomed to using the term Doc.  David’s  marriage to Sylvia was in its tenth year and he was very much in charge as a husband. He was the boss and Sylvia knew it and she had grown to like it that way. He made the decisions and controlled the finances, but she had her own bank account which he regularly showered with money. If she needed more it was always there with  the need only to ask, but not justify. Other than that he controlled all of their affairs with no questions asked. 

Having financed their 2.8 million dollar home in a blue chip suburb he gave her everything; but he never gave her children. At forty nine years of age, professionally, he  was well respected by his peers. He was the man. He got results.  Every conquest, every achievement in his vibrant career carried with it an uncontrollable wave of satisfaction that for a brief time only nurtured his narcissistic ego. The thrill was always the same for David irrespective of the level of the offence, or the offender, be it small time criminal, or high flying white collar embezzler. They primed his pump. That was his job; to keep the streets clean. The adrenalin flowed the same in each case, as it had done when Doc Livingstone supervised the most successful drug bust ever recorded by  New Zealand police. 

The operation, codenamed  Magnesium, resulted in the seizure of approximately 521 kilograms of methamphetamine, commonly known as meth or P.  The street value of the drugs was estimated to be around NZ$500,000,000, approximately US$340,000,000. The operation also led to the arrest of two individuals involved in the drug trafficking network, with the expectation of more arrests in the immediate future. David was elated and revelled in his success, but soon moved on. He needed to win all the time and to continue winning. He was a hard man and was required to be so to retain  his position and brushed aside, and was unaffected by, the sampling of  personal death threats that were prone to be brought to his attention. The job would never have been the job without the occasional threat of vengeance whispered down the phone and on occasion delivered by mail. Being the tallest of poppies David had come to accept these warnings of retribution as being  par for the course with anonymous, always anonymous, villains making it known that his days were numbered. He had been new to his post as detective sergeant  when he personally received the first of these following a big bust which featured him as the top operative, to welcome him to the world of sleepless nights. He eventually came to accept it was all hot air whenever some disgruntled member of the opposition adopted the intestinal fortitude to breathe fire and brimstone down the phone. His confidence had returned when he learned that it was a normal occurrence for  wronged wrongdoers  to make known their intentions to a man in his position which would amount to nothing. Having vented their spleen they would move on and forget. And he, too, would forget, because retirement was on his horizon; just fourteen months away  and he had plans, plans that involved no one in his immediate circle.  

Everything was going right for David when everything went  drastically wrong.  It appeared someone had forgotten to forget.
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2023    

Sylvia Livingstone at fifty one years of age had an ingrained subordinate nature, the product of a marriage to the most narcissistic individual with whom one would never wish to be associated. Unemployed and alone for too long, was Sylvia’s  story. Married for nine years and widowed for six, with no family, she scraped by on a benefit  that afforded little in the way of home comforts. No complaints there. She was aware of her limitations and  in those six years had long learned to live in a manner to which she had had never been accustomed during her marriage to husband David. In all those years a death certificate had never been issued and there had begun the hardest lesson in her life, stimulated by a paralysing session in her lawyer’s office where she sat helpless as her future dissolved before her. Since that invigorating afternoon she had often asked herself the burning  question. ‘What kind of a fool was I? How could anyone live with a man for nine years and not know him?’ More years passed before she had stopped asking. Being never too old to dream, she still mourned for the beautiful home she and David had once owned. To be more precise the beautiful home she had always believed they owned.  When David departed the scene the bank hadn’t hesitated to lay claim to that home. Bank records showed it was mortgaged to the limit. Sylvia learned there and then that her rock of a husband  David had accepted the bank’s money against the security of  the said bricks and mortar and  specified items within the house that made it a home; a home bereft of children. She also learned that each of  his several bank accounts was empty; cleaned out. Without David Sylvia was destitute; penniless to become systematically homeless; like a ship without a sail. This left the way clear  for the grasping, apathetic bailiffs to exercise their skills when claiming specific items of her everyday living. Specific? Like almost everything that wasn’t screwed down.  Sylvia was soon to be made aware the misery didn’t end there. That was just the beginning. The true beginning was when thirty four year old spinster Sylvia Annabelle Lloyd and newly promoted detective Constable David Roger Livingstone pledged their troths to each other. An event that changed the lives of two people was when David walked into the law library at the University of Auckland one morning to check some facts and was confronted by deputy head librarian Sylvia.  She was immediately  attracted to the bearded image of the suave young man who oozed vitality and confidence who immediately hit upon the seductive female who had assigned herself to assist with his research. In all their years of marriage she had never sighted him without a beard. Just the once in their later years when he shaved, to immediately regret it, and grow another. What happened from then on was fated to happen.  Lunch that day was followed by a series of strong soul searching assignations  which led to the ultimate in commitals when they were wed four months from the day.  

Undoubtedly they were in love and committed to each other and the fact that they were born on the same day in the same hospital was considered to be the hand of destiny. With Sylvia born at 8.10 am and David around  5pm,  he revelled in the fact that he had married an older woman.  It was a good marriage, but eventually a testing one as Sylvia was forced to accept the extreme characteristics of her husband’s personality which until their bonding had been unrevealed. She had become aware early in their relationship that David was an I man. In any level of company no conversation would be complete without his intervention of, ‘I this,’ or  ’I  that, I did this, I did that.’ He was always full of himself and his experiences and with his bright and breezy personality was inclined to override anybody who had any knowledge of anything. This was not a deterrent for Sylvia, but quite the opposite, as her father had been of the same nature with a dominant, controlling personality that was capable of boring people to tears. On meeting David  she recognised the same dominance and control with which she had grown into adulthood and subconsciously took refuge in it.  

With David she was comfortable.  A more challenging situation for Sylvia was David’s occupation. He was never a 9 to 5 man and was often gone all hours with his line of duty being his prime consideration. As the marriage progressed she had no choice other than to accept his irregular absence and adopt a, ‘yes dear, no dear,’ stance and find solace elsewhere.  As a child she had often heard the word narcissist mentioned in relation to her father and had never really understood the meaning. There was something to be learned every day.  

They were nine years married and came the day of the winter solstice offering not as many daylight hours. David caused a surprise by arriving home unexpectedly around noon to whisk Sylvia away to town for a lavish luncheon at the luxury Cordis Hotel.  This was a surprise for her; totally unexpected, but she was pleased to bow to his eccentric ways yet again and derived great pleasure from the midday festivities, celebrating what?  It had never been David’s practice to discuss any detail of his work outside his place of employment, but today he leaked an exception when making a brief comment on the prospects of a promotion that would take him further up the ladder of success and remove him from the coalface of everyday detecting. David and Sylvia arrived home early afternoon with plans of a celebratory two week holiday on the Australian Gold Coast a firm topic of conversation. He had it all arranged. The flights and accommodation had been confirmed that morning. Who was Sylvia to argue? This was one side of her husband’s nature to which she  would never object. Her levels of excitement  and expectation rose as the afternoon progressed to be short circuited by David returning from a phone call in his study.  

‘I have to go out. I’ll be away for several hours. Don’t wait up for me. I’ll take your car. Mine is low on gas.’  Sylvia knew not to protest. This was something that happened on a regular basis being a part of his occupation that caused displeasure  for her.  On awakening the next morning David’s side of the bed remained empty and unattended. Sylvia never saw him again.
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2023

For one of lesser character the recent weeks of Paul Walker’s life could have proved to offer more of a challenge. This was proving to be a tough time, as tough as it could get, maybe, hopefully.  Hope? What sort of a word was that? Yes, he had wilted under the strain, but now, with each breaking day he sensed a new purpose and obligation.  Having understanding employers Paul had been pleased to accept a year of sabbatical leave when his home was destroyed by fire, placing him in a homeless position with little left to own in the world apart from a few personal possessions; and his motor vehicle which fortuitously had been in for service on the day of the fire. 

For four years he had enjoyed the position of head teacher at Rahiri Normal Intermediate having served eleven years previously  in teaching institutions in various suburbs of Auckland. Being a strong believer in justice and fair play he was  ever a  champion for the underdog and a recognised role model for his students and his peers alike. This was a quality reflected in their reciprocal attitude. Paul loved teaching. He loved the children, the younger ones in particular. They had become a source of comfort for him since the death of his wife. As a teacher he saw potential in every one. The school was situated no more than five hundred metres from his home allowing him to enjoy an  habitual walk to and from his place of work. At fifty two years of age this contributed to the fitness of a physique  dedicated to the futuristic challenge of senior years. 

Paul lived alone. No one remained for him to love and  impress other than his  students and teaching staff. His wife Sandra had been a teacher; a woman of charismatic  beauty and rare intellect who was taken from him after twenty seven years of marriage leaving him asking the questions that persistently lay siege to the minds of those  smitten with the bereavement of those dear to them. After three years these questions remained unanswered for Paul. He no longer sought  answers, but he lived in the logic that knowing would change nothing, with time being an ally that would eventually dispel the cloak of bitterness that enshrouded him. Undoubtedly he had become a changed man upon Sandra’s passing, but he was working on it.  

The position of head teacher was one to which he was well suited, but in an occupation he loved he sadly felt a lack of fulfilment. As head of the school his agenda had changed to one of control, administration and supervision which found him removed from the one on one association with classrooms filled with pupils that he relished. His daily interface with his team of teachers deprived him of the personal satisfaction provided when  nurturing the potential of an attendance of individual students.  On many occasions he had been given cause to observe much of his time was donated to instructing  his immediate subordinates rather than being  directly involved in educating those for whom he was trained. Many terms and school breaks had passed since he had last marked an exam paper.  

Living adjacent to the school as he did had many benefits. Working close to the central fire station which was one kilometre in the opposite direction along the same main road, was not as beneficial.  No school day would have been complete had not the screeching of a responding fire engine passing his office window given him reason to comment on the fate of some poor soul in distress. The record tally of this happening on any one day was eight. These were distractions to which he had eventually become accustomed with the persistence of closed windows. 

It was noon on a chilly Monday that the school lunch bell was forced to compete with the screeching siren of the first callout of the day as a fire engine of the fiercest red and silver thundered by, its claxon blaring. Paul Walker, head teacher at Rahiri Normal Intermediate, was not made aware until an hour later that he had been chosen to be one of the day’s persons in distress. 

It was at dusk with the acrid taste of smoke and cinder heavy on the air two affected individuals stood on the grass verge within the cordon of his home and surveyed the gutted ruin of the residence. Fire Chief Jeff Ballard was too familiar with this scenario having witnessed similar burnouts many times before. He continued to counsel  Paul, who wasn't allowed to enter his home of more than two decades. He would never get to enter. Jeff Ballard had explained how recent records show forty nine percent of all home fires were caused by cooking equipment,  but was unsure whether his words registered in Paul’s mangled mind. He obviously remained in a dazed state.  It took a week for insurance examiners to determine the source of the fire was a fault in an electric blanket.  

An immediate leave of absence from his teaching position and the provided emergency accommodation in a sterile motel  room nearby did much to add to Paul’s misery.  Alone in the world, owning nothing, but a late model Lexus vehicle and a briefcase filled with agendas for the next school term, he was at his lowest point.  Three weeks on from the loss of his home he was struggling with self discipline  to drag himself from what he feared was depression; what he knew was depression.  Get a grip Paul. It could be worse. Worse? That was hard to imagine for his insurance company, though positive in their contribution to his motel bill, was slow in deciding if it was going to rebuild his home, replace it, or provide a direct cash payout. There had been moments when he couldn’t  have cared what they decided,  having lost everything in the fire; his personal possessions, his fine furniture, but more soul destroying, every treasured memento of Sandra: every photograph, every silk scarf.  That was so hard to take. All that remained of her for him was the one photograph he carried in his wallet and her memory engraved on his heart;  and her wedding ring.

Yet today something had happened  that opened a new perspective in his life,  to change his thinking and lift him from his level of despair. Today he had met someone who roused his instincts. A person in need of help. In retrospect it was none of his business, and later that day he returned to the store and apologised to the man concerned, but he had made it his business. He had been riled by the man’s attitude, but accepted he had been out of order. Sylvia Livingstone had regained composure when he’d joined her on a bench in the foyer of the shopping arcade. Her smile was weak and submissive which he overrode by gathering up her shopping bags and ushering her to his car which was close by.

‘You shouldn’t have done that. It wasn’t necessary.’ she protested in meek, low tones. ‘ I would have managed. It was okay.’

The light rain of the day continued to fall  as he loaded her shopping onto the back seat of his car and persuaded her into the vehicle. 

‘Let’s get you home. We can say what needs to be said there,’ he said. ‘It’s done  now. Where are we going?’

Home was a tidy bungalow of three bedrooms in a quietly located cul-de-sac just a few minutes drive from the main shopping centre. There was barely time to engage in conversation before she signalled him to stop and park on the forecourt. A wooden dwelling of smart appearance stood on a restricted area of land behind neat flower beds and shingled pathways. It was an assumptive action for him to assist her with her shopping as she applied a key to the front door. He accepted her invitation up the wheelchair access  into a small hallway that led to a combined kitchen and dining room where, without words, she turned and flicked the switch on the electric kettle. 

‘I’m dying for a cup of tea,’ she said. ‘Would you join me? Or perhaps you’d prefer coffee.’ She gabbled; was nervous. ‘I need to explain a few things,’and then as an adjoiner, ‘I have only instant.’ 

Paul deposited the bags of shopping on a kitchen bench and seated himself in one of two chairs at the plain deal table. Sylvia was relaxing now with all signs of tension easing from her tired features. Suddenly it was as though they had known  each other for a long time. He felt very comfortable in her presence and she in his.

‘Tea will be fine, Mrs, er . . .  miss  . . . ?’ Paul had already noted there was no ring on any finger, least of all the third finger of the left hand.

‘Sylvia. Sylvia Livingstone. No longer Mrs and certainly not Miss. Just Sylvia.’ 

‘Tea’s fine, Sylvia.  No sugar, thank you.’ After a moment’s silence he added, ‘I’m Paul, Paul Walker.’

An expectant hush endured as she fussed over the teapot which allowed time for him to assess the masculine  surroundings of her tidy home. There was nothing lavish for a person living alone, just a comfortable feel about an abode that spoke of respectability and loneliness. Sylvia became seated at the table opposite him. She shuffled the tea cups and pot around and slid a plate of biscuits in his direction.

‘Custard creams,’ she said, pouting her lips in an impish smile. ‘My favourite.’ Paul reached forward and made his selection as she continued. ‘I must thank you again for what you have done, but as I said, there was no need. I do have money and I must repay you, but . . . it’s just ... I didn’t have any money.’

‘You will embarrass me if you continue,’ insisted Paul. ‘For me money isn’t an issue here.’ 

He was having a brief thought of the first payment from his insurance company that was being deposited into his bank account  this day for the loss of his rare book collection and vinyls. and the contents of his home. The amount had long been agreed upon  between parties when Paul had long perished the thought that he had lost his special autographed editions, his Bowies and Dylans, his McCartneys and Lennons. All had perished in the flames.  When he said goodbye to them he had said hello to the insured sum of  two hundred and eighty thousand dollars. Money was some consolation, but what he had lost was irreplaceable. 

Sylvia persisted with her protests, which he quietened. Colour had returned to her cheeks and she was feisty.

‘Why don’t we talk about something else?’ said Paul, draining his tea cup. ‘I am happy. We got you home and soon I must be on my way.’ He had come to realise that out of her rainwear Sylvia was an attractive female. Well tailored clothing, smart shoes and no makeup on features that did well without.

‘I'd like to explain, Paul. Please.’

He smiled, stood and hushed her as he moved to the door.

‘Another time, maybe. Yes, another time.’ He handed her his business card and shook her proffered hand.  ‘If you would like to, I would like it if you called me. Use the mobile. I don’t have a landline. Thanks  for  the tea. It hit the  spot.’
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2017

It was midwinter in Auckland and Detective Inspector Travis Regent was pushing all the panic buttons on hearing the news that his colleague and head of detectives  was  unobtainable; incommunicable, missing. In the two days that had passed he had not reported for work, or notified anyone of his location which was against the operational code. All efforts to reach him continued to produce a negative result. His mobile continually switched directly  to his mailbox and his wife was out of her mind when contacted saying she hadn’t seen him since he left the house  late in the afternoon on the 21st, two days back. This gave great cause for concern. When interviewed she had spoken of David’s plans for an intended two week holiday in Australia. This was something of which the department had no knowledge. He had left his home in  her car, a late model BMW sedan, early evening on what she understood to be police business. Despite  the issue of a, ‘Be on the lookout for,’ neither he, nor the vehicle  had been sighted since. 

Seated in his office, Regent had physically shuddered when he read the communication handed to him  by reception just a few minutes earlier. This was as bad as it could get. On first examination it appeared to be a computer printout on standard A4 paper delivered by courier at 4.54pm. His blood ran cold as he read again:

If you are looking for a lost colleague you can relax. You can call off the search. The sunsets on Auckland’s West Coast  are tantalizing at this time of year.  Take a look. You might find the odd vehicle a few miles north of Piha on the beach with its nose in the tide. You won’t find its driver though. Well, maybe  not today. ‘I will repay’. That’s the way the lady  Baroness Orczy wrote it.  

From his window Regent observed dusk was impending, confirming any immediate action was not worthy of consideration. He was ahead of himself with his thinking. There was no street lighting on those West Coast beaches. Natural light only and the dawn wouldn’t arrive until after 7am at this time of year. This would provide an opportunity for a task force to be formed; and helicopters. They would need a helicopter, one at least. There would be no early night tonight for those involved, that was for sure.

Regent spoke to reception on his phone. ‘Get every one of my team in here. Wherever they are, whatever they are doing, tell them to drop it. Everything! Everyone! I want them in here, now!’

Upon Regent’s dawn arrival at Piha beach he was greeted by a scene that was already bustling with police personnel. Within an hour of the assembly of his team, the Eagle helicopter had been employed and had done its work well. Neither daytime, nor night time were of any consequence to the skilled operatives of Auckland’s  Eye in the Sky who were trained to perform no matter what the conditions. Within thirty minutes of takeoff from Auckland central at 9pm they had identified the stretch of Piha beach nominated in their assignment by headquarters. Within another four minutes they were hovering over the dark iron sand of the West Coast with a partly submerged suspect vehicle locked solidly in the glare of the high density searchlight mounted on the underbelly of the aircraft. From then on the rest was routine. 

When Travis Regent  stepped from the Eagle on its third visit to the scene full investigative procedures had long begun. In the cold, clinging mist of dawn cordons were already in place one kilometre north and south of the target vehicle. Below them the ravaged coastline was hosting the ghosting white figures of  Regent's forensic team. Enshrouded in sterile, white uniformity they applied themselves to what for them was a routine examination of yet another crime scene, but they needed daylight to pursue their task with, as yet, no confirmation of what crime had been committed. Until it could be determined otherwise, everything was supposition. Regent’s priority was to move the vehicle above the high watermark before it could be claimed again by the incoming tide. A recovery vehicle was in transit and was not expected for an hour. The next high tide at Piha was scheduled for 10.41am. The expectancy of gathering vital information from a vehicle  axle deep in black sand and seaweed,  with its interior swirling in brine, was far removed. 

At 8.55 when the Eagle helicopter again rose from the hard belt of black sand and irregular wild, waving grasses that served as access for off road vehicles and trail bikes, Travis Regent was aboard. For him it was better to be elsewhere. He had every confidence his team of experts was more than capable of gleaning every last piece of evidence from the crime scene, as it had now been classified. The nature of the crime had yet to be determined. The time it would take for the Eagle to cover the forty kilometres to its home base in Auckland was negligible; no sooner off the ground, a few minutes in the air, and then down.  This offered little time for Regent to analyse  the dire  situation that had  mushroomed  in the last sixteen hours, but in his mind he had reached conclusions.  

As a criminal investigator he dealt  only in facts. Anything other than fact was supposition, speculation, assumption and totally circumstantial. Each of these represented  a red herring and a distraction on a path to a solution to any investigation.  The facts of this immediate matter were brutal and heinous. Fact one was the BMW now safely secured on a recovery truck and on route to Central impound depot had the registered ownership of Sylvia Amy  Livingstone. Fact two, the presence of  a serious quantity of blood congealed in the soaked matting in the boot of the vehicle was a strong indication that foul play  had occurred. The absence of any victim  of a crime meant this could not be confirmed. It was not to be assumed the blood was from David Livingstone.  A further fact was David Livingstone’s whereabouts remained unknown despite intense activity  to find him.  Other relevant facts were the two death threats received by him in the past month and the ominous tipoff received the previous evening. All these facts in one basket led to a terrible assumption. Regent didn't like what he was assuming.
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2023

Five weeks in a motel were enough for Paul.  He was sick of the place and was making strong plans to  move on. Money wasn’t his problem, but accommodation was and following the day’s news from his insurance company he was determined to find something more acceptable while his life was on hold.  A decision had finally been made with regard to his claim leaving him with a decision of his own to be made that was to decide his immediate future.  The sooner he did that the better it would be. Just another day at the office for them was the choice given with no suggestion of reluctance on their part to perform as per contract. 

So how would he react to the options clearly stated in the mail received by courier today? Simple really. Where would he buy a new home for the four hundred and forty thousand dollar cash sum when the true value of his home was supported by the six hundred square metre section of land on which it had been constructed. Where? Nowhere in Auckland. Granted, if he settled for the money he would continue to own the land, but he would be left with the hassle of recuperating its value. The time and effort involved in that held little appeal to him. His immediate reaction was for him to sit back while the insurance company restored the damaged building to one with identical characteristics and facilities specified by the one standing now  in ruin. His contract stated  total replacement. He would be happy with that even though  the estimated completion date was six months away, maybe more. Add to that he had no desire to leave the area. He was near his school and he loved his job. No matter what course he took the question would remain: where was he expected to live in the meantime? The time factor surprised Paul. Six months to build a house? It could be a holiday was in order; a cruise, or something like that. The time factor was the insurer’s problem. They were paying. Read the small print. 

With everything decided his daily problem was he had  too much time on his hands. He missed work and partially rued his decision to take a year’s leave which presented too many opportunities to dwell on negative thinking. He was already experiencing much of that. There had been too much anxiety in his life  in recent weeks, but now it was starting to ease, with fewer noisy wheels  demanding grease. How long had it been since he had enjoyed himself? It was hard to recall anything since his school days.  He laughed inwardly at thoughts of his encounter in the supermarket, but still admonished himself for his cruel intervention. He had returned and apologised to the manager and with his apology accepted, be it with a  sneer, he felt better.  The lady Sylvia had suffered mindless embarrassment that day. Paul was hoping his little drop of oil on her troubled waters  had dismissed the event from her mind. 

After five weeks of mindless living in a motel he could not  wait to get out of the place. It was early afternoon when he was seated in his car on his designated  motel car park space contemplating  what to do, where to go, when his mobile claimed his attention.  A number he failed to recognise with a female voice sweet upon his ear that interested him.

‘Mr Walker?’

‘Paul Walker. Yes.’

‘This is Sylvia Livingstone. We met . . . we met in the supermarket, I think you will remember.’

Paul’s spirits rose several octaves. Yes, he was singing. ‘Sylvia! Of course.  You think right. How are things with you? Feeling okay today?’

‘I’m well, thank you. I have had so much time to think about what you did for me. That was such a bad day for me and I really must explain a few things to you.’ 

‘You have no need to explain and certainly not over the phone. It’s good to hear from you.’

‘It would help me if I could talk to someone. I hoped it could be you.’

‘In which case I would like to help you. If it suits you we should meet; today even, if that fits in with your plans.’  

The two hours that passed resulted in Paul becoming seated in a rear kiosk in the Westfield Coffee Club when Sylvia appeared in the doorway.  Having refused his offer of a lift she was a lady with more confidence than he expected who became seated opposite him amid the busy  gabble of diners.  He rose to meet her, but  too quickly  she was in position to deny his act of chivalry. Today it was a different version of Sylvia Livingstone that presented itself in a fashionable grey two piece  suit over a  pink floral blouse.  She removed black leather gloves and placed them in the stylish leather bag that embraced her shoulders as she spoke. 

‘I was cheeky,’  she smiled. ‘I rang you from the hairdressers’. Sorry to keep you waiting.’ Sylvia certainly looked as though she was fresh from the hairdressers’. Today she wore make-up and the nails of her hands were polished. Nothing excessive, just a well presented female, thought Paul, who  projected an entirely different image to the one she had  presented at the store checkout  two weeks earlier. Once more he felt comfortable with her, like old friends.

‘If we are going to talk, we may as well eat. Are you hungry?’ he asked. She was in agreement. ‘I hadn’t thought about it, but yes. What shall we eat?’

They examined the menu and he bade her sit while he ordered from the counter. On his return he was hesitant to raise any subject connected to their previous meeting, but she was the one who took the initiative.  She began quietly, then seemed to lose control as she erupted with a torrent of disjointed words spilling with her head turning from side to side in affirmation,

‘It was such a bad day . . . I’m sorry . . .  everything went wrong . . .  I had money . . .  my card . . .  my uncle . . .  gone now . . . you were so kind . . . I don’t know . . . I’ve been thinking . . .’

Paul quelled  her lack of composure by reaching across the table and firmly grasping her forearm.

‘Sylvia, Sylvia, Sylvia. Slow it down. Neither of us wants this. This is not why we are here.’ 

It was the right time for the food to arrive and a busy Asian waitress deftly deposited their meals before them and vanished without any indication she was aware of Sylvia’s distress. Sylvia calmed and clasped her cutlery in tight, fidgeting fingers as she gained control. She smiled and dabbed at moistened mascara as she continued to apologise. ‘I’m sorry, Paul. I don't know where all that came from.’

‘Forget it. Let's eat. We’ll talk after and get it out of the way once and for all. I have got all day if you have. Then you can tell me your life story.’

Sylvia laughed and Paul thought how good it was to see her do so.

‘I don’t think so,’ she quipped. ‘Not unless you like horror stories.’

There was much for Paul to learn that day. With the meal done they had been together an hour and neither gave a sign that their rendezvous was at an end. He was enjoying her company. In the three years since Sandra’s passing there had been nothing about the opposite sex that had attracted him. For him, his job, the schoolchildren, his books and his vinyl collection had formed a plateau on which he was content to reside. Nothing since Sandra, but he had been missing all of those things badly in these weeks since the fire. Now he found himself stimulated by the lady Sylvia, who nudged at his instincts and injected a sparkle into his life. Together they left Westfield Mall in their rear vision mirror and drove east along Green Lane Road with casual chat dominating the conversation. Each had a mind buzzing with leading questions. Each waiting for the right moment. They crossed six sets of traffic lights before Sylvia broke a mutual silence.

‘Where are we going? Where are you taking me?’

‘Good question,’ replied Paul, flicking his right hand turn indicator.  ‘I was thinking the same myself. Just ahead is Cornwall Park. A great place to be alone, together, if that’s okay with you.’ A nod and a smile were her reply.  ‘I figured if you insist on telling me your life story it would be a far better place to be than the Coffee Club with half of their diners tuned in on  the action.’ Sylvia remained silent as he concentrated on his reverse parking under a line of oak trees. He applied his handbrake and  switched off the ignition before tilting an expectant glance in her direction. ‘Well . . . ?’  Her relaxed attitude made Paul understand she was enjoying herself.

‘So you are into horror stories then. Where do I begin when I am not totally convinced you and I should be having this conversation?’ Paul’s left hand was on the steering wheel and it became clear to him that she was more than interested in the double band of gold encircling the third finger. Sylvia’s gaze remained  focussed on his hand as she tentatively raised the question she had wanted to ask over their meal. ‘The wedding ring. Where does Mrs Walker feature in what we are doing?’

‘Another good question,’ said Paul. He sat straight in his seat and proffered the hand in question, spreading fingers and thumb wide as though examining them for the first time. ‘It’s better to get that one out of the way. You see, it’s not a wedding ring,’ He took a breath before continuing. ‘What you see is in fact two wedding rings.  One is the ring I gave to my wife Sandra on that special day thirty years ago. The other is the one she gave to me.  I have worn the two together for three years; I've worn them since the time of her death. Her ring is the only physical memory I retain of her. That and the one photograph I carry in my wallet. These bands of gold bind my heart. It always will be that way. Everything I owned, all that was hers and ours, perished in the fire.’ 

The shock of this statement was clearly visible on Sylvia's face as her jaw dropped  in dismay. ‘Oh, my poor dear man. I’m sorry. Your wife died in a fire! How terrible. I am sorry I mentioned it.’

Paul shrugged off any bad feeling. ‘No. Sandra didn’t die in the fire. The fire was last month. Sylvia drowned at  the beach. Piha. It's been three years now.’

Sylvia was strongly affected by what she heard. ‘Oh, my goodness. Piha,’she muttered. ‘How extraordinary. I lost my husband at Piha.’  

It was time for both to be confused and embarrassed. ‘It’s sad to hear that, Sylvia,’ he said. ‘Things don’t get any better do they?’ 

Neither spoke for a while until she said, ‘ they do get better, I promise you, but they tend  to get worse first.  That I know. I’m sorry for your loss; and your home too?’

‘And my home. It rains and it pours. Come along. Let’s walk, or shall I take you home?’

He opened his car door and stepped out, but she called to him. ‘I think you had better take me home,’ she said glumly.

Behind the wheel again he started the engine. ‘I have offended you. I’m sorry.’

‘No, no, no.’ she protested. ‘It's me. I’ve made you sad. I’m sorry. I couldn’t possibly want that.’

He forced a mild laugh. ‘You are mistaken. I’m not sad. Not as much, anyway, but I don’t often get to talk about things like that; to talk about Sandra.’

After a moment's thought Sylvia freed her seat belt and was out of the car. ‘Then let's walk. And we can still talk.’

The John Logan Campbell memorial loomed ahead of them where they found a rock bench on which to sit overlooking a wide expanse of green domain that sloped away forever, it seemed. A massive variance of native trees hosted indigenous birds whose majestic songs were dominant, ringing clearly on the air.

‘A wonderful place to be,’ said Paul and Sylvia readily agreed. They sat apart, but close enough to talk.

‘You would have liked Sandra,’ said Paul. ‘Everyone liked Sandra. ‘She was a swimmer. She loved to swim. We went often to the beach, weekends, holidays and the like. I wasn't as keen on the water as she, but that was good. Much of the time she would swim, I would watch and read. That particular day at Piha it was decidedly hot. Not a cloud in the sky. We were on the rocks just above high tide. She went in for one last dip before heading home. I went for ice cream. I was gone too long, about twenty minutes. When I returned life guards were working on her on the sand to no avail. Nothing they could do could save her. She died. The story was she was too far out, within the flags, but was taken by a strong rip that dragged her down. She must have hit her head upon rocks, or something like that. Her forehead was gashed. She was such a good swimmer. It was all so quick. It’s still hard to believe it happened.’ 

Sylvia had listened intently and could only respond with, ‘I’m so sorry, really sorry.’ They sat closer now, almost touching, enjoying the view with no words until, ‘you lost your home. So where are you living?’

‘I’m in a motel until my place is ready. Heaven knows when that will be, but my insurers are working on it. Six months at least, they reckon. It can’t come soon enough.’ Paul shook himself out of his self centred talk and brightened. ‘I think we have talked enough about me. Are you still on to tell me a horror story?’

Sylvia was starting to warm to Paul as a friend and felt as close to him as she had done to anyone since her marriage ended. With barriers long down she believed he was to be trusted.

‘You’ve been really good to me. Are you sure you want to hear? It isn’t all good and most of what I could  tell you I really want to forget.’

‘I find it pacifying to share problems.You choose. I’m an experienced listener. I’m a teacher, remember.’

‘I saw that on your business card. Head teacher, in fact. Impressive. You must tell me more.’

‘Why don’t we get the horror section out of the way first? Then I can really bore you.’
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2023

Sylvia was enjoying her day with Paul, being totally relaxed in his presence when realising he was of an entirely different nature to the two men with whom she had shared most years of her life. Her father being one and her husband David the other, both appearing charming on the outside, but underneath dominant, selfish, controlling beings. Until meeting Paul it had been her experience that most men were alike. Tarred with the same brush as her father, as her husband, as the man on the till at the supermarket. Why would she think otherwise? She was surprised that she felt no inhibitions when talking to Paul and exposing details of  her personal life. He was so much like her Uncle Bob. Simply talking to someone about her father and her  husband had never occurred to her, ever, and as her words began to flow it were as though a valve had been opened. She was relaxed. Paul  was indeed a good listener who controlled his reactions without interruption, or comment.

‘You see Paul, my father ruled our lives, mine, my mother's, with a rod of iron. So we can skip the first fifteen, or twenty years. I've thought about this many times and I assumed  it was because of my dad’s dominance I acquired an aversion to men. Even at university where I did well  I had only a small circle of friends, predominantly female. There must have been something Freudian in the manner in which I became attracted to David, my husband. On the face of things he was very attractive, charming even and to me, almost irresistible, but it was not long into our marriage before I became aware he had the same controlling features as my father, more so even. In  some weird way I became comfortable with that. He was generous and provided a good home; plenty of money and he was very successful at his work. Perhaps that was the attraction, the security and the control that had been part of my youth. I never wanted for anything, ever. He made all the decisions. House, cars, holidays, everything. He paid all the bills, everything, but he made it clear to me, as those nine years of marriage progressed, that I ran the house, but he held the purse strings. 

Until the day of our marriage I held the position of deputy head of the law library, but after our honeymoon David made me forsake that. He became emphatic. He had money. No wife of his was going to work. I submitted and became a lady of leisure, but not really so. I was more a slave to his desires and reverted to my long expired father/daughter syndrome, which wasn’t all bad. The big difference was the money. There was no money when I was a child. Now there was never a shortage. 

David was a man of serious mood changes. Much of the time he was dictatorial and discarding of other people’s feelings and then, like with a flick of a switch, he could be attentive and most charming. On the day he moved out of my life it had been one of those good days. He became the man I had fallen in love with. We lunched in town, celebrating his promotion, he told me.  What promotion?  He’d planned a holiday for us both. Home early we were hardly in the door when he was called out to work, or so he said. He took my car and was gone telling me not to wait up. He’d be late back. This was a normal occurrence. It was always happening. It was part of the job, he always insisted, but this time he never returned. I never saw him again.’

Sylvia told her story freely. Paul listened avidly.

‘My parents had died four years before I met David, within a year of each other. I left home when I was eighteen. It was never a proposition for me to stay living there with dad around, but I  returned home on his death and cared for mum until cancer took her.  I was evicted from the home they had rented for twenty five years when it was demolished and the land used as part of a building development. I found myself homeless and alone. A rented flat in town took care of my problem where I remained until David and I were wed. Mum had a brother somewhere, Uncle Bob, Robert Head. Bob and I had met a few times since I married. He never, ever liked dad and he liked David even less. That was it as far as blood relatives were concerned.  

As the years passed I was loath to admit it to myself, but mine was a marriage of which I was growing tired and I had been contemplating ending it altogether when David disappeared. Whenever he left the house it was always a gamble as to who  would return. The lovey, dovey charmer who easily swept me off my feet, or the aggressive bully who could start a fight in an empty room.  I never wanted to fight.  On the second day following David’s disappearance the police  visited our home with the distressing news. My car had been found in the sea at Piha. Of David there was no sign; he was presumed dead by some, but not by everyone. 

It must be remembered this was almost seven years ago and with David gone it was just me; no one else. I was traumatised  by his disappearance and experienced  a mental collapse. Alone in the world, I don’t know how I got through those first few days, the weeks, the months of mental agony with the ensuing circumstances responsible for me being retained in an institution for mental health. David’s body was never recovered. He was presumed dead by his peers. The circumstances  surely more than suggested that were the case, but the coroner at the ensuing inquest was not as easily swayed when accumulative evidence was presented to the court.’

The memory of this moment slowed her speech as she paused to consider her words. 

‘In his wisdom he destroyed my future in one dramatic ruling that until this day has not been remedied. Almost seven years have passed and a death certificate has not been issued.  When informed I had no idea of the implications of an open verdict.  What did that mean? I was soon to learn. What it meant was in view of the information provided and despite evidence of foul play the court was not satisfied that David Livingstone had died. It was simplistic to assume and he most certainly had been registered as a missing person, but a mandated waiting period was required to allow time for him to come forward, or for new evidence to transpire. So what did that mean? It meant that the coroner was not in a position to issue a certificate  that  would state the cause and the time of death. He had insisted there must be  a reasonable basis to presume that a person has died. This can involve circumstances such as an extended absence without any contact, or sightings, or evidence of compelling factors that support the assumption of death. There was so much I failed to understand. My mental condition dictated I was in control of nothing, being unable to accept the facts as they emerged and in no way able to make a decision of any kind. 

With no next of kin I was declared a temporary ward of the court.  David’s death, his disappearance, was dispiriting enough, but the dramatic exposure of circumstances immediately following his passing was ultimately responsible for my breakdown, for the want of a better word. My mind that was already in shock was reduced to a state of stupefaction by the revelation of facts surrounding his disappearance. He had been missing for two days. with my phone constantly plagued by numerous people looking for him, when two of his colleagues  presented themselves at my home to advise me of his death. Assumed, alleged death, they implied.’  

It was at this point Paul did choose to interrupt. 

‘Your husband, What was his occupation?  What did he do for a crust?’

‘He was in the police. A detective.  Head of detectives.’ For a moment Sylvia was locked in thought then continued. ‘Another detective, the driving force of this team of two, was a man named Regent; a senior detective who was accompanied by a female officer. Neither wore a uniform. The longer they remained in my home the more difficult it became for me to understand the reason for their presence. They  didn’t simply advise, they insinuated and interrogated me in a disturbing manner.’ 

‘It was your car your husband was driving on the night he disappeared. It was your car that was found in the sea. Why would he be driving your car? Were you with him that evening?  When did you last drive your car? Can you account for your movements on the night of the 21st?  Is there someone who can verify your movements on the night of the 21st? When did you last have contact with your husband?’ 

‘It was simply terrible. I was  distraught, yet with a husband presumed dead they left me with my grief and no shoulder to cry on. In my  misery I could never have envisaged that life could deal a more bitter blow, but worse was yet to come in the weeks building up to the inquest which I was unable to attend. Evidence of extraordinary activity on my husband’s part over the ten days immediately prior to his disappearance  sowed reasonable seeds of  doubt, and created strong  uncertainty, in the mind of the coroner.  Doubt and uncertainty in his mind and horror in mine when earlier it had been made known to me.  For reasons best known to the authorities the inquest on David’s disappearance was held less than a month following his disappearance. Detective Inspector Regent was a man who had made his presence known on a regular basis to me in that time, having requisitioned all of my husband's personal papers of which, strangely, there were few. He attached great importance to the absence of his personal computer which remained missing despite several police searches of our home.  The cable and charging feature still connected to a power socket in his study  supported the fact such a thing existed. For David that room was holy ground where I was never allowed to tread. 

It was on Regent’s second visit to the house with a full team of investigators that he dropped his bombshell.  I was shattered by his revelations that all four of David’s bank accounts had been reduced to almost nil figures in the previous two weeks and ‘what reason would your husband have for that? Are you aware of these transactions? We have evidence that almost nine million dollars have been removed from accounts of his in the two weeks prior to  his disappearance. Are we to believe you have no knowledge of these transactions?’ 

Regent laid a series of documents  on the table before me. I recognised them as printouts of bank statements. One was David’s personal Visa account that showed an accrued debit in the region of seventeen thousand dollars  with the last  recorded transaction of three hundred and seventy one dollars credited against the Cordis Hotel that last dreadful day we dined.  I was stunned by the amounts.  Nine million! Seventeen thousand! 

‘Your husband was nowhere near his personal credit limit of twenty five thousand,’ observed Regent. ‘A big spender just the same.’

I was mortified. Such a huge amount of money I never knew he had! What on earth was David doing with that? Where would he possibly lay his hands on so much, and why? Further documentation produced by Regent gave evidence  of the where and how of some of it and it stilled my heart.  A short term loan, a cash advance of two million dollars, had been secured ten days before his disappearance  with a maturity period of sixty days. Our beautiful home and its contents were registered as security.  Our home. My beautiful home, which I believed  we owned mortgage free. Oh, to believe.  With these facts methodically placed before me my level of mortification was surpassed by a total mental collapse. As the implications of what I was learning bombarded me I lost  all control, physically and mentally, and was transformed into a screaming, gesticulating individual who within a short passage of time collapsed, sobbing,  in a trembling heap,  before the two police officers. I was informed much later when a mental assessment team summoned by Regent arrived at my home, that I had remained  inconsolable with no option other than to be taken into care. It was there, and I knew not where,  I was detained for ten weeks  as my entire world disintegrated. 

After ten weeks  I was conditionally discharged to find the world in which I had lived  before this drama began no longer existed. My husband's  assets had been frozen by his bank and with my home in the process of requisition  by its mortgagee, my access to it was denied. Of my husband and the two million dollars there had been no sign. The police had
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