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Penny was not having a good morning. Even a quiet moment at her favourite cafe in Flagstaff – Dottie’s Garden Shop – wasn’t settling her nerves like it normally did.

“You look like a person who has a big decision to make,” said Chenoa, and put her cleaning cloth down on the table as she sat next to Penny. She wasn’t busy, and had decided to wipe down the tables and make sure all the condiments that people expected were in place. 

She had risen through the ranks to become manager of the Garden Shop, and Dottie only made the occasional appearance now that she was retired. Penny had known Chenoa since she started working for the Flagstaff Tribune, and had made Dottie's Café her retreat when the day’s burdens got to be too much. 

“Are you psychic or something?” she said, smiling ruefully, and Chenoa nodded, which made Penny laugh. The cafe manager might very well be psychic, for all she knew. She looked at least part Navajo, and seemed to move effortlessly between life on the reservation and life in Flagstaff. She had asked Chenoa how she coped with her constantly changing surroundings, and got the most interesting answer.

“Once you’re a dispossessed people, nowhere is home and everywhere is home,” she said, without seeming to be sad about it. Penny had also asked what Chenoa meant, and learned that it was Navajo for White Dove.

Penny knew the history of Arizona, but she also wondered if people that had moved with the seasons, and the game, might be more flexible in their thinking. She could see the limitations of her own settled European upbringing, especially in the busyness of modern day.

“I’ve got a job offer in New Zealand,” she said at last, and Chenoa's eyebrows climbed halfway up her forehead.

“That is a big decision!” she said, and Penny nodded. Then she went on to explain that it wasn't really a job offer, it was part-time work for the New Zealand army providing publicity for them and covering events (she felt she could say that much), and the chance to do some freelance work for the Whangarei Chronicle (which she could do just as easily in Arizona).

“There must be more to it than that,” said Chenoa, and Penny had to admit that the woman’s instincts were good. 

She went on to describe the unusual people she had met in New Zealand, the strange little towns she had met them in, and the history of the giant kauri trees, the gum fields, and the gum diggers. Then she added that her only family, now that her mother had passed on, was in New Zealand. A half-sister named Ellie.

“There isn’t a man involved, is there?” asked Chenoa, and Penny opened her mouth and then closed it again.

“No,” she said eventually, and Chenoa smiled knowingly.

“That was more of a maybe,” she said, and Penny nodded, feeling herself starting to blush.

“But I can’t move to New Zealand for that,” she said, and Chenoa agreed strongly with her there.

“I was lucky to come out of a journalism course and straight into a job with the investigative team at the Flagstaff Tribune,” continued Penny. “I can’t thank them enough for that, but I was laid off with the recent downturn, and that puts me in an awkward situation now.

“If I want to continue in journalism, or even something simple like reporting the news, I would need to move to Phoenix, or somewhere that’s a lot bigger. And if I have to shift to a place that’s completely new . . .”

“. . . then you might as well shift to New Zealand,” said Chenoa, getting it straight away. She eyed a customer who had just come in and was examining the food offerings in one of the glass cabinets, but he didn’t seem to be in a hurry.

“I think this is about something more than just work,” she said, and Penny looked at her with some interest. Was it?

“There’s a saying I’ve found useful in my life,” continued Chenoa, and Penny wondered where she was going with this.

“You can't wake a person who’s pretending to be asleep,” she said, and Penny's brow wrinkled in thought.

“What does it mean?” she asked, and Chenoa laughed.

“It means what you want it to mean,” she said, “and everybody’s answer is different.

“That’s why it's a saying,” she added, and stood up, preparing to serve the customer at the counter as a couple came in to the cafe and formed a small queue with the man.

“You'll know the right answer when you see it,” she said, and winked at Penny before heading off across the café.

Penny did know the right answer when she saw it, but she had to wait two days for that to happen.

“You don’t have to be a reporter,” said Grace, sitting on Penny’s left, “you can be anything you want. Look at me, there weren’t any dental technician jobs in Flagstaff, so I retrained to be a primary school teacher. It took two years and I had to take out a loan, but I love my job now!”

“That’s right,” said Harper, who was sitting across from Penny, “you can do anything if you set your mind to it!” and Penny sighed inwardly. She had completed a journalism course two years ago, and was in no hurry to go back studying, and she certainly wasn’t ready to take out the inevitable loan.

Grace and Harper were her closest friends in Flagstaff. Harper still worked at the Flagstaff Tribune, since she was a senior reporter and had survived the lay-offs, and Grace was four years into her school teaching job.

“Besides,” said Harper, looking rather offended, “you'll break up the Three Musketeers if you go to New Zealand. Grace and I have just got to know you properly, and if you left we would have to break in somebody new!”

“What you need is a man,” added Grace, “and there’s a male teacher at my school who would be perfect for you!” which at least took the heat off Penny about breaking up the Three Musketeers. She didn’t feel like volunteering that there might be a man for her in New Zealand as well.

“No,” she said resolutely. “You need a life, and you need a man, and having one of them to help you forget about the other isn’t going to work.” She didn’t know how she knew, but she had been thinking a lot about life lately. It wasn’t surprising with thoughts of changing countries constantly on her mind. Then Harper started talking about jobs that might use her journalism skills.

Penny had met Harper when she started at the Flagstaff Tribune, two years ago, and then met Grace who was a friend of Grace's, and they had quickly become friends. But Penny was getting something out of the conversation she hadn't expected, an idea she was now examining for the first time in her life.

Grace, and Harper, and most of the people in Flagstaff – and Penny if she was honest with herself – liked to know things. People liked to be certain, or as certain as they could be, and that was why they liked routine. They had goals, things they truly loved, but those things were to be enjoyed after the studying was finished, the right job eventuated, the children arrived, and then the children left. In New Zealand she had lived each moment as it came, weighing up what she had and what she needed, and trying to make a balanced whole out of each day.

It was heady stuff, and she wondered when she had turned into a philosopher. There was a nagging thought at the back of her mind that she may have been in holiday mode in New Zealand, and everything would return to the 'same old, same old' way of life if she had to live there. But she didn't think so.

Did that make Flagstaff a place of daily grind, and Ahipara a succession of spontaneous moments? Of course not. But the right circle of friends, in the right place, with the right mental attitude, could make all the difference. 

That was when she realised that Chenoa had been right. Most people sleepwalked through their lives, and that was fine if they had a plan to increase the amount of time that was real and grounded, but most were too scared to examine their daily routine. That was when you discovered that you couldn’t wake people who were pretending to be asleep.

Well, decided Penny, with a smile, it was what the saying meant for her anyway.

"What are you so happy about?" said Grace, and Penny's smile broadened.

"I was just thinking how helpful you two have been," she said, and she meant it. "Everything has just got a lot clearer in my mind. 

“It's time to get back on the horse, as they say,” she continued firmly, “and in the meantime, I think I’ll have a slice of vanilla cake with all the trimmings," and her two friends applauded.

There were things to be done of course, she reminded herself that evening, now she had made a decision. She was sharing an apartment, so it wouldn't be hard to get someone else in to replace her, but air fares at short notice were going to be horribly expensive. She would need to balance her desire to get on with her new life in New Zealand with an acceptable cost of doing so. 

In the meantime she could forget about scouring the online sites and the agencies for work as a reporter, and take a temping job so she wasn't eating into her savings.

"I might have come to a decision," said Penny a few days later, as soon as the connection to New Zealand had gone through. It was such a huge change in her life, and the decision felt so new, that she was only talking to Ellie about it now.

There was an expectant hush at the other end of the line, and when Penny didn't say anything, Ellie grew impatient.

"Well, what is it?" she said sharply. She wanted her sister back in her house fit to bust, but she would respect Penny's decision to stay in Flagstaff if that was what she decided to do. Still, it was hard on her not knowing what her sister was going to do.

"I'm coming back to New Zealand," said Penny finally, and held her breath. When the sky didn't fall in, or the earth open under her feet, she started breathing normally again.

"I don't have to stay with you," she said hurriedly, "not after all the trouble I got you into last time with Maric, and I know you have a life, and just because we’re related doesn't mean . . ,"

"Oh, be quiet," said Ellie impatiently. "Of course you'll stay with me, how will Pam and Esther find you otherwise?" which she added with a smile in her voice.

"Well, I'll have to pay board or something," said Penny, quite overcome with her sister's warmth and generosity.

"You won't get far with that," said Ellie, chuckling. "I know the banking system inside out, and you'll find the money back in your account under 'anonymous donation' as fast as you send it," and they both laughed at the idea.

"We'll work out something," said Ellie after a while, "just get yourself safely over here, and bring what's important with you."

Penny promised to let her sister know as soon as she had some airline tickets booked, and there were some rather protracted and at times tearful goodbyes before she closed out the call. 

Well, there was no turning back now, thought Penny, as she sat on her bed in the shared apartment, and thought about all the things she would be leaving behind, and all the things she would be going to. 

She doubted she would sleep at all that night, not with the excitement of it.  
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Penny knew she was back in Northland. The little Bombardier aircraft with its twin propellers and 30 passengers taking up more than half the seats was one giveaway. Cruising at 1500 metres was another. The long tongue of land unfurled beneath her, and she noticed that the odd Northland mixture of golden bays, deep estuaries, orchards surrounded by shelter belts, extensive forests and sandy wasteland was becoming familiar to her now.

She had been expecting Ellie when she pushed through to the arrival point in Whangarei airport with her two heavy bags, and was surprised to see Pam standing alongside her sister, waving frantically.

"Good flight?" said Ellie, when she stepped back from a long embrace, and Penny nodded. She didn't have time to say anything more before Pam dived in for a hug, and told her that Ahipara hadn't been the same without her. Penny smiled. She didn't think that was true, but Pam was always an upbeat person and she could see why the retired baker was her sister's best friend.

"I thought I would surprise you!" said Pam, "and I made Ellie promise she wouldn't tell you I was coming."

"Well, I'm very glad to see you, too," said Penny, and while the other two trundled her heavy suitcases behind them, she filled them in on some of the details of her move to New Zealand.

"I decided to pay the overweight charge on my suitcases so I would have most of my stuff with me," she said. "There's a cardboard box coming airfreight, but that could be a while. And yes, Ellie, the flight went better than last time. I took more things to do on the plane, and I got up and walked around a lot, and that seemed to help." 

The main flight from Los Angeles to Auckland had taken 13 hours, but there had been the flight in from Flagstaff and the flight up to Whangarei as well, and the inevitable waiting around at airports. Then, when they got to Ellie’s car, Penny was in for a surprise.

“This is the same make and colour as the one that went into the Wairoa Stream,” she said. “It’s not the same car is it? The insurance company didn’t put it under a big hairdryer for a few days or something?” and Ellie laughed at the thought.

“No,” she said, “they paid out in full, but I liked that car so much I went out and got exactly the same model, only this time it’s a few years newer,” and Penny nodded understandingly. Ellie had stuck to what she knew. Maybe it was a banker’s thing, though that didn’t explain the nerve centre of the Five Eyes Alliance for New Zealand in her workroom. That was hardly banking.

There was a two hour drive ahead of them, and Ellie thought they would need some sustenance before they faced that. She wasn't a fan of the airport café though, and took them into town to a delightful little place where they could get a coffee each and something to go with it. It helped that Ellie knew the waitress very well. 

There was a lot to talk about, but Ellie stopped them when they got to certain topics and said they would cover that when they got back to her house. Esther would finish her shift at the library soon, and would be able to join them not long after they got home, so the team would be together again then. 

Some of it made sense – no point in repeating themselves – but her sister sounded far too serious, and Penny wondered what was going on. There was no point in bringing it up now, though, and she would know the details soon enough.

Penny felt better as they left the cafe, buoyed as much by the company and the chance to have a break as anything else, and she had relaxed so much she was soon nodding off in the passenger seat next to Ellie. Pam put a cushion from the back seat against the side window, and Penny snuggled into it gratefully.

Something in her, though, knew the sound of the car turning off the tarseal and crossing the close-clipped grass to stop in front of Ellie’s ramshackle garage, and she yawned and stretched her arms. If she looked through between the houses opposite Ellie’s place, she could see the sand dunes, and a few houses down and around the corner was the entrance to Ninety Mile Beach. She had to admit that the little village did feel like home.

Penny was delighted to get her old room back. It was the obvious place to put her, of course, and Ellie hadn't touched a thing – though someone had done some dusting and vacuuming. That was probably Pam, who still cleaned a couple of houses in the area on a regular basis, even though she was retired.

"This is for you!" said Pam, after the suitcases had ended up on the bed and she and Penny had followed Ellie through to the kitchen. Pam was pointing to a magnificent cake on a little stand, with 'Welcome Home' written in icing across the top. It was sitting in the middle of the kitchen table, and Penny shook her head at her friend's generosity.

"Walnut and apple, just the way you like it," said Pam, and it was true that the cake had become Penny's favourite since Pam had baked one for her when she first arrived in the country.

"I never had a sister, myself," said Pam, as she sat down at the table while Ellie poured hot water into the teapot, and Penny could see that she was getting a little choked up. Ellie came over to stand behind Pam’s chair and gave her a hug.

"You're nothing but big softies, all you baking types," she said, which got a chuckle from the others.

Esther wouldn't arrive for a while yet, but Penny doubted that more than a quarter of the cake would have been eaten by then. When the tea had been poured and they were all sitting around the table, with a slice of cake on a little plate, Ellie looked over her teacup at Penny, and raised her eyebrows.

"Maric has been asking after you," she said, and Pam's look of unbridled curiosity almost made Penny burst into laughter. Almost, but the mention of Maric’s name also had quite a sobering effect on her.

"First it was would you be coming back, and then it was when would you be coming back," she said, and Penny raised an arm to wave the idea away.

"Nonsense," she said. "Or he just wants to know where I am so we can plan for problems! It’s like knowing where the potholes are so you don't flatten your tyres, that's all I am to him!"

"Maric has only ever brought tea and cakes at afternoon tea time to one person that I know of," said Ellie levelly, not shifting her gaze from Penny, "and that person is you. How do you explain that away?"

"I don't," said Penny. "Maybe it was sunstroke, maybe he was trying to make some other woman jealous, how would I know? 

"But there's nothing going on between Maric and me," she added firmly. Not yet anyway, she thought, and she didn't want to hear about possibilities until she was more sure of him. 

As if it was likely to happen anyway. The two of them were like chalk and cheese, although he had said they shared a common desire to stand up for what was right, which interested her . . .

"She's gone all misty-eyed on us," said Pam, hitting Penny playfully on the shoulder. "I think there’s some truth in what you're saying, Ellie!" and Penny rolled her eyes and ignored them. Then she was saved from further embarrassment by the sound of a car arriving out the front.

“Esther!” said Pam, and disappeared out to the front of the house to wave Esther in.

“You’re looking good,” said Esther primly, when Penny got up from the chair to greet her, and she could see that her friend was in her slightly stuffy librarian mode at the moment. 

“What’s that got to do with it?” she said, enveloping Esther in a big hug that was soon returned. 

Once they were all seated, and Esther had her own piece of cake, Penny had to describe the last few days in Flagstaff and the trip over to New Zealand. Once she had finished with that the conversation opened up into more general topics.

"There were a number of people who left messages at the police station wanting to contact you," said Ellie, “and the messages eventually found their way to me. Only two of them look suitable for us to investigate – though you might want to read them all yourself later."

"Not, of course, that we officially exist, even if we did go ahead and look into them," said Pam piously, and the others snorted in disbelief. It had been Pam who had gone around around telling everyone that Penny’s team had really solved the Bethany Adams case, when it had been agreed that the police statement would leave out their contribution.

"What?" said Pam. "Doesn't the Bible say that the worker is worth his pay?" and Ellie threatened to tie Pam to her chair and gag her with a tea towel very soon. She was a useful part of the team, but she really had no control when it came to talking to people.

"Anyway," continued Ellie, "One of the messages is about a suicide that might have been a murder, and the other is about a brother who disappeared after he was made bankrupt, and the sister thinks one of the creditors has done away with him.

"But," and here she halted for a meaningful pause, "we might have something more immediate on our hands."

Penny looked at Ellie, but her sister looked at Esther, who was sitting up very straight and obviously had some important news to impart. So, as if by some prior agreement, the others leaned back in their chairs to hear what Esther had to say.

"The Kaitaia library is only a small outfit," she said, looking at them each in turn, to make sure they were listening, "but we always put our hands up to take trainee librarians if they're on offer. It’s nice to have someone who’s keen to learn, and they do take a bit of the load off us. 

“Usually it’s someone who’s done an undergraduate degree and is doing the one-year postgrad diploma in Library and Information Leadership,” she continued. “They need to do 100 hours on site, so that’s about 3-4 weeks depending on how close they live to Kaitaia and how good their computer skills are.

“We had a young man named Hansel Becker start with us two weeks ago, and he settled into the way we do things fairly quickly, though there were a number of things I would have expected him to know that he didn’t.”

“You mean like Hansel and Gretel?” said Pam, and Esther nodded.

“His grandparents came out from Germany to settle in New Zealand,” she said, and then tried to get back to her train of thought. 

“He’s from Whangarei,” she went on after a while, “but he’s boarding with Eileen Gervais, one of our older members of staff. He was with me a lot of the time because he wanted to learn more about his grandparents, who settled in this area, and that brought him to historical records.

“We usually put the students with Eileen,” she continued, “because they’re in their early twenties and Eileen is a great mother hen, but Hansel was in his mid-thirties. There are older students studying these days so that











d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A.Ligh’rning Bol
Mystery






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





