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She woke up stiff and sore. The night was totally black. She had never experienced total darkness before. She thought that she must be dead. She had a moment of panic before she forced herself to be calm. Her head hurt. When she touched the back of her head it hurt like crazy. Her fingers touched something sticky. She licked them and tasted blood. Her head was throbbing. She must have hit her head somehow. Had the blow left her blind?

The floor was just dirt. On her hands and knees, she explored.  She hurt her knee on a larger rock. She carried it with her to use as a weapon. 

There were metal bars in front of her. She felt along the bars of the metal grill. She found a set of hinges and then a latch that would not move. She stood up, gripped the vertical bars with her hands and then shook the door as hard as she could.

It moved only far enough to rattle but not far enough to open the lock. She was in a prison cell of some kind. There was nothing in the cell. Nowhere to sit, nowhere to lie down. With her hands against the wall, she took large sideways steps until she met the next wall. Four steps. About three metres. It was the same across the back wall, and the other sidewall. The door was in the centre of the iron grille. 

She remembered visiting the old Dunedin Women's Prison, a large neo-Gothic building in the centre of the town at the end of Stuart Street that been decommissioned and later renovated as a tourist attraction.  She remembered holding the bars of the cell, pretending to be a gorilla in a cage. Was she in a prison cell?? 

She continued exploring. There were three walls hewn out of the rock, rough and chipped and unyielding. Was she in a mine? Had she fallen down a mine shaft, hit her head, and somehow crawled into this dark prison cell? If so, how had she locked the door? 

She felt her way back to the grill. She had previously felt along a railing halfway up the grill but now she dropped to her knees and felt along the bottom. There was another horizontal railing. Against the railing and the bars was a large boulder holding the door closed. 

Was someone trying to scare her?  Who would want to scare her? And when would they come to let her go?

She decided she would gladly kill the person who was playing a joke on her. She sat on the ground and put her legs through the bars so that she could push on the boulder. She sat holding the bars with her arms straight and pushed with her legs. Then she lay flat on the ground but pushing on the rock with nothing to hold on to just resulted in her being pushed backwards, and that hurt. No matter how hard she tried, she could not move the rock. Exhausted and thirsty, she lay on the floor to wait.

How long she waited she did not know because she could not tell night from day in the darkness of her cell. When she got hungry she woke and spent her time walking on the spot, stretching against the bars or the rock walls, and lying down on the rock floor, sleeping. 

Her body was beginning to protest her lack of food and drink, especially the lack of water. She always drank a lot of water, which came straight from a spring piped to the houses in Middle Creek, a system installed in the days of full-scale mining. She wondered if she could save her urine but concluded that as the urine contained her body wastes, that might not be a good idea. 

‘Is this to be the end?’ she thought. ‘Not a joke but a murder? Who hated her so much? Or stood to gain by her death? ‘

She had an awful thought: only her father Eric would gain from her death. 

She woke from dozing, disturbed by a human noise. She felt for her rock which was all she had to defend herself. Then a flashlight cast a beam of light over the rough tunnel pit props and the sarking that lined the walls and roof of the tunnel. Whoever it was, they were not worried about being seen. 

Seen! She was not blind! 

Her relief was replaced by fear. Who was coming towards her? Was it the person who had put her here, come to finish her off? 

Gripping her rock, she got ready to fight for her life.
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Connor McManus had finally arrived in New Zealand.  It had been a longer journey than the normal twenty-four-hour flight.  Many years longer.

.  It started thirty years before with a priest recognising him as he left a university hostel where he had just planted a bomb. Five bombs to be exact.   When they went off forty-nine peopled died.  

Connor was called Ferret in the prison.  He had the narrow face and receding brow of a weasel and a nasty side to his nature.  He killed without reason, justifying his actions as loyalty to the cause. In prison he punished peoplet for any wrong, whether real or imagined.  

He was a hero of The Troubles.  He was a Bomb Master.  The Organisation supported him throughout, dealing harshly with anyone showing Connor disrespect. Connor McManus did not waste his time.  He had his own room and was treated with respect by his fellow inmates and the Guardies.

Most importantly, The Organisation found the turncoat priest.  He was in a small village in the mountains of the South Island of New Zealand.  He was not Simon Murphy.  He had taken his English mother’s family name.  He was now Simon Woodhaugh-Jones, a vicar of the Church of England.

Connor’s wife Mary visited once a month, although at odd times she was replaced by Connor’s son Eamon.  When Eamon left school The Organisation found him an apprenticeship restoring woodwork in churches.  

“It would help me restore Justice if you would find Eamon a job close to a village called Aurum, in New Zealand,” Connor suggested to the priest, who visited but was not counted in his monthly ration of one visitor a month.

Eric Blake in Middle Creek near Aurum advertised for a furniture maker.  A nun from Dunedin on pastoral visits asked that Eric consider a young man from Ireland.

“Eamon McManus is his name, Mister Blake.  A fine hard working young man,” she said.  “You will not regret it.”

Eamon, who was newly married to Mavis, wanted to leave his father’s house before Connor was released from prison.  Mavis was only too pleased to start a new life and leave Ireland behind.  And so it came about.  Nobody was left to visit Connor in prison, except the priest from The Organisation.  

He did not mind in the least.  

And now, years later, it was all happening.  Connor went to stay with his son in New Zealand, in a small village where the renegade priest was still a religious but not a Roman Catholic.  

‘Once a renegade, always a renegade,’ thought Connor. ‘He deserves to die.  But I’ll make him suffer first.  That’s only fair.’

Connor loved the children.  They were not Eamon and Mavis’s natural born.  Their parents had been killed in car accident.  Through the Church, they went to Eamon and Mavis, who appeared to not be able to get pregnant. Eamon and Mavis adopted the before coming to New Zealand.

Connor’s first task was to sort out this business of Woodhaugh-Jones’s daughter, Edwina Blake. 
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Edwina Blake was twelve and would start secondary school when the new school year began in a few weeks' time. Edwina was tall for her age which made some people think she might be fifteen, except to her regret, she had no bust. In a world where large mammary glands are worshipped in the media, glamorised on the covers of every teen magazine, and covertly glanced at by the boys at school, Edwina felt embarrassed that she could not compete.

“Just wait, darling,” said Agnita, her mother. “Your boobs will grow. I was like you when I was your age, and now I wish mine were smaller. Anyway, you haven’t had a period yet. Just let Nature take its course.”

Edwina wanted her chest to grow but she did not want to start menstruation, although her mother had prepared her for this event. She agreed logically with her mother but in her heart, she wished she could have one thing but not the other. Her friend Alicia had suddenly grown breasts which she pushed up and forward whenever she had boys around so she could look like the girls the porn sites on Alicia's mobile phone. Edwina did not like watching the porn Alicia shared with her because she found it disturbing.

Edwina had classic Nordic looks, with broad shoulders and slim hips, long blonde hair and bright blue eyes. Her ready smile lit up her face, making those around her smile in her company.

“My little ray of sunshine,” said her father, Eric Blake, as he gave her a hug that she shrank from. 

"Don't worry, dear," said Agnita to her husband Eric. "It's just her age."

Edwina's father Eric was neither big and nor small and neither dark nor fair. His eyes were black coals that could light up with a dark fire when he was angry. He had an annoying moustache that prickled Edwina when he kissed her. Often his moustache woke her up as it brushed her face or neck.

"It's just a phase," said Agnita. "All girls go through a stage of replacing their mother in their father's affection, then in their teens as they become little women they turn more to their mothers. Don't worry, you're still her father, and she still loves you."

The lie tripped easily off Agnita's tongue and fooled neither of them.

Eric was a heavy drinker. To Agnita’s horror, one night in the pub Eric told his companions that he was not Edwina’s biological father. Before long, the whole town knew his secret. Edwina was not teased about having a different father. In this day and age, mixed families were commonplace. That was not the bad thing that bothered her. 

Eric, not being her biological father, made her prey for his desires. Edwina dreaded her mother finding out her horrible secret.

"Is he going to leave us?" asked Edwina. In her heart, she hoped that would happen. Then the shame might stop. 

"No, dear, he loves us both too much to leave," said Agnita, with ice in her stomach as she told the lie.

“Too bad,” muttered Edwina under her breath.

At school, Edwina was a good student who was athletic and energetic. She loved horses and was becoming an excellent rider. The Middle Creek house had a large paddock attached to it where Edwina was allowed to keep a horse called Brandy. With natural balance and a flair for horsemanship, Edwina became a favourite at the Aurum Pony Club. At 13.2 hands, Brandy was now a little small for what Edwina needed to do, but she truly loved her horse and would never sell him. 

Edwina was allowed to participate in the Pony Trek for young riders, which was part of an annual Horse and Riders Club Trek. This event took place over three days of the public holidays in summer. Eric and Agnita were invited but as neither rode, they agreed that Edwina would travel in the care of Daphne and Tom Agnew and their daughter, fifteen-year-old Lynda. Edwina and Lynda were very happy with the arrangement, with Lynda, who had been at high school for two years, treating Edwina as her little sister.

The two girls rode together in the middle of the strung-out line of participants, with Major Winthrop at the front and the Reverend Woodhaugh-Jones bringing up the rear. The trail took them across Middle Creek, where the horses huffed and puffed and splashed, trying to delay the crossing to better enjoy the cool water on their hot legs. 

After the creek and the rocky shelf above the stream the string of riders started climbing steeply as the dry brown grasses where clumps of purple thyme became interspersed with small dark green muehlenbeckia with thin red stems tangled together. As the string of people on horses and the followers on foot climbed higher, the red tussock and the thyme gave way to pohuehue and the taller sharp-thorned matagouri or tumatakuru, shrubs that covered the ground in tangles that could trip or tear the unwary.

There was a longer route, an old cart track, eroded in places, a long track that curved along the contours of Mount Aurum, a track once forged to give access to the gold claims that sprang up in the late nineteenth century in the forty years following the discovery of gold. Major Winthrop followed the walking trail that was quicker for the Horse Trek, although it still twisted and turned to avoid the steeper faces.

Rocky tors or outcrops, sharp pillars made of horizontal layers of schist rock standing up out of the surrounding shrubs, had to be sidestepped with sideways movements that shifted the riders' weight uncomfortably, requiring care with footing on the sharp rectangular pieces of stone under the horses' hooves. As the girls looked for easier passages through the areas of scrub they began to fall behind. 

The footing was almost entirely sharp broken rocks broken into small pieces like a schist rock garden Edwina had seen in Dunedin when she went for an introduction to her new school. Edwina loved the small plants and flowers that grew among the rocky pieces, wondering how they managed to survive among the dense pohuehue and other forms of muehlenbeckia. Perhaps they gained shelter from the larger plants. 

If Edwina looked carefully as she did from time to time, she could see a myriad of small pretty plants, and here and there a smooth skink warming itself in the sun, which at this time of the year, created a fierce heat which not only beat down mercilessly but also radiated upwards from the rocks underfoot. The tired horses slowed their pace still further without the two girls noticing. 

“I’m really lonely at school,” said Lynda. “Caversham High is not a friendly place like Middle Creek or even Aurum. And living with a different family is not the same as being with your own people. When their son Brian gets steak I get a sausage. It's not fair. He gets bacon and eggs for breakfast, I get cornflakes. And I don't get to meet people. The family just stays home watching television."

They stopped in a small clearing to rest, taking off their riding helmets to let the afternoon air dry their damp hair. The vegetation surrounding them was only a metre or so high, their horses standing tall in a sea of dark green and grey. Tall rocky pillars almost encircled the clearing they were in. It was a secluded private place where two teenagers could talk freely without being heard by others. 

“I’ll be boarding at Diocesan Grammar,” said Edwina. “I think when you’re a boarder you meet more people and have a lot of sports teams. I can't wait.” Edwina did not say why she could not wait. That was a big secret. Going away would change her life forever, and she was determined that she would never come back. The Reverend Woodhaugh-Jones had kindly advised Agnita on what school might be best and had even arranged for her to get a scholarship from the church. 

“My host family are weird,” said Lynda. “I have a friend who lives along the street. We get on and off the bus at the same stops. I like Chris, but we’re not, you know, romantic. He’s cute and he’s funny. He’s safe, too. Mrs Green said I had to stop seeing Chris. ‘It’s not proper,’ she said and told my parents. I told Mum he was a friend who happened to be a boy, and she said, ‘Okay, we trust you.’ Then Mrs Green rang and said to Mum I would have to find somewhere else to live if Mum allowed me to see Chris.”

“That sucks,” said Edwina. “You had male friends at Middle Creek, didn't you?”

“Sometimes they stayed over at the farm,” said Lynda. “And I stayed over at their house if Mum and Dad were going out for the night and the parents asked me to stay. We never did anything yucky.”

“Mum will only let me stay with femme friends,” said Edwina. “But I’m only twelve.”

“Where is everyone?” asked Lynda.

While the girls had been talking, they had wandered off the trail. Darkness was not far away as the long evening dusk faded from tan to blue to purple, making the small creamy white flowers of the rolls and rolls of pohuehue, muehlenbeckia axillaris, seem to glow. Soon they would see the light from the campfires the leading riders would have lit to prepare the evening meal, and someone would be out looking for them. Both girls put on their riding hats. 

“I’ll lead,” said Lynda. “I think we should climb up on that low ridge. We’ll see them from there.”

“I think they’ll be down at the river,” said Edwina. "Anyway, I need to have a pee. You go up and I'll join you in a minute."

Lynda rode up the slope to the ridge. It was steeper than she had thought. She stopped at the ridgeline and turned in her saddle to shout back to Edwina to follow her.

Edwina wasn’t there.

“Edwina!” Lynda called. “Edwina! Where are you?”

Searchers looking for the missing girls heard Lynda’s anguished cry. They saw Lynda and her pony on the skyline and quickly rode up to join her. 

“I say,” said the Vicar, Simon Woodhaugh-Jones. “You girls were told to stay with the group. I am deeply disappointed in you.”

“Edwina’s not here,” screamed Lynda. “She’s gone.”

“When did you last see her?” asked a man called Jack Murphy.

“She was right behind me when I rode up to the ridge,” Lynda replied. 

“Where did you start climbing?” asked Jack Mills. 

“Just down there,” said Lynda.

“Take us there,” said the Vicar. His concern made his voice sound harsh, the sideburns that he grew in imitation of Abraham Lincoln made his look saturnine.

The three turned their horses and made their way back to the flat where the girls had first noticed that they had wandered off the main trail. Edwina’s horse Brandy was grazing quietly, his reins dangling on the ground. Her helmet was on the ground but of Edwina, there was no sign.
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Richard West was jogging. He needed to get out in the early morning air and blow away some of the cobwebs of academia because later in the day, he had a lecture he had prepared the night before.

From a viewpoint on the Mount Cargill road, the harbour was silver mercury poured between the green hills that reached up on either side.  Below and to his left was West Harbour, close to the city of Dunedin, and to his left were Roseneath and Port Chalmers. 

Mount Cargill stood sternly over the hills and the harbour, a huge volcanic mother hen sitting on her chicks beside the harbour. On the other side of the harbour, the land also rose high above the sea but the terrain was not as jagged, more rounded, with hilltops that were low enough to see over the hills to the Pacific Ocean beyond. At the foot of the hills, where the harbour water lapped the shore, was the thin ribbon of the Peninsula Road, built between 1869 and 1881 by convicts, largely of Maori origin, sent to Otago as prisoners following the Maori Wars.

On the Mount Cargill road, sitting admiring the view on this lovely sunny day, Richard West was becoming a little chilled as his sweat dried. He rose and stretched his hamstrings, then jogged lightly on the spot to free up his stiffening muscles before going back down the road to the city and his home.

When his phone rang Richard stopped jogging and unfastened the button that held the pocket of his shorts closed, a good thing when running but an annoyance when you wanted to use your phone in a hurry.

“Hello?”

The phone was dead. A message appeared: ‘one missed call’. Richard sighed as he pressed the button for messages and calls. He recognised the number of the Ministry of Education. 

“Hello,” he said when his call back was answered. “Somebody just called me.”

“Yes, Richard,” said a familiar voice. Virginia Wood. She had been taught by Richard’s father, something that created a bond between them. Virginia, who was now the Manager at the Ministry of Education, employed Richard occasionally, as an Educational Consultant, a glorified term for a school inspector. 

“I’m out jogging at the moment,” he said. “Lovely to be in the fresh air!”

Virginia paused, thinking of Richard. She was a few years older than him, and in her mid-forties. Forty-four. Well, forty-six, to be honest. He would be about, what? Forty-one? Forty-two? She had been in Mr West’s senior class while Richard was in the Juniors with his mother. She pictured him now, hardly the little blonde boy with bright blue eyes. Now he was just under six feet tall, broad-shouldered, and emanating the sort of physicality that attracted women. His smile could melt a block of ice. Virginia rather fancied him.

“How are you placed for work today?” asked Virginia. “I have another job for you. It’s quite urgent.”

Richard taught English Literature at the Caledonian University in Dunedin, in the lower part of the South Island of New Zealand. He also supervised a PhD and three Master’s degree students. He was a busy lecturer, with tutorial seminars and Department meetings to attend. With the blessing of his Department, he was also engaged on stand-by as a troubleshooter for the Ministry of Education when they had a problem. 

“Can it wait till tomorrow?” asked Richard. “I have a busy schedule today, and I’ve put a lot of time into preparing my lecture.”

“Yes, but as soon as possible, please. My gut tells me this is urgent. This is the district where Edwina Blake disappeared,” said Virginia. “It’s still an open case with the police. The teacher there thinks that a six-year-old is being molested.”

“Is CFW involved?”

The Ministry of Child and Family Welfare had to be informed of any allegations of this nature.

“Not yet. That’s why I want you up there before CFW muddy the water,” said Virginia.  “They are empire building as fast as they can.”

“But surely that’s their role?” questioned Richard. “What can we offer? We deal with the educational side of things, management and all that.”

“I’m coming to that. Suspicion is falling on the father and on a young teacher.”

“That’s police work.” Richard did not want to get into difficulties involving political boundaries. He was also uncomfortable with matters involving allegations of sexual misconduct, having himself been falsely accused by a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl.

“CFW looks after the children. The Police find the crims," said Virginia. "We try to patch up the mess left by both. Look, Middle Creek Primary is a shaky school. The Principal gets bees in her bonnet. She’s a good Principal but we have had some issues. She teaches the Junior School, while Robin Smythe teaches the eight to twelve-year-olds.”

Richard had spent some of his childhood in similar schools. His father had been the Principal, who taught classes for the older children, while another teacher took the juniors. In Richard’s case, the other teacher was his mother. Country schools were generally happy places that were well-supported by the parents.

“So, a six-year-old. Girl?”

“Yes,” replied Virginia. “Her name is Azure Bradshaw. Apparently, she is showing, and I quote, ‘classic signs of sexual abuse’.”

“Asia?”

“No, Azure as in blue,” Virginia replied.

“In the female teacher’s class?”

“Yes. “

“Tell me about this Smith guy?”

“He writes his name Smythe, like Smith with a y and an e, “ said Virginia. “He is young, with unorthodox ideas. He was recruited from England under the shortage of teachers scheme. Some of his ideas are not valued by the locals.”

“Single?”

“Yes, but he talks about his fiancée,” said Virginia.

“Is that with two ees?”

“I think so. Middle Creek is still pretty homophobic. I would have had complaints by now if he was gay, and he probably would not be under suspicion in the present case.”

“What’s he like?” asked Richard.

“I’d rather you decide for yourself,” Virginia replied. “By the way, how is Jo?”

Jo Hannah was Richard and Alex’s daughter. She had been through a rough time after she had been abducted to prevent Richard investigating a drug and prostitution syndicate operating in Richard’s school. 

“She’s at ‘Varsity now,” he said. “Kids seem to recover quickly; well, that was Jo’s case anyway. She had a lot of support from June Crawford, the police officer who managed the investigation. Jo chose Caledonian University and lived with Alex and me when we shifted to Dunedin. Now, at eighteen, she prefers to be in a hostel with girlfriends.”

“The family’s name is Bradshaw, William known as Bill, and Sapphire,” said Virginia. “Level-headed, apparently, according to the PHN. ”

PHN stood for Public Health Nurse. “What’s her name?” asked Richard.

“Nurse Olivia Newcombe,” Virginia answered. “The Bradshaws have a baby, about twelve months old, a girl called Sienna. Olivia Newcombe visits once a week.”

“Sienna?”

“Yep. As in brown. And Azure. Sapphire is an artist. She's a lovely lady.” 

“Anyone to look out for?”

“The Headteacher. Laura Langford. She sees sex everywhere. The problem is, I must take every complaint seriously. And who’s to say she isn’t right? Laura Langford believes Azure Bradshaw is being interfered with by her father. Her reasoning is that she can’t sit, she scratches her groin and has bruises on her inner thighs.”

“Is Middle Creek a township or a district?”

“It’s a small settlement, about twenty minutes' drive from Aurum. The centre of the village is at a Tee junction. The Minister, the Principal and the PHN live on one arm of the Tee, and the only other teacher and the school are opposite but spread out. The leg of the Tee is the road to Aurum. There are probably twenty or thirty houses scattered around nearby and a few holiday homes. The rest of the place is farming. And a fish hatchery.

“Aurum is a much larger centre. A goldfields town, it prospered during the eighteen seventies and until about the First World War. There’s a good pub, several boarding houses, a garage and of course a rugby team. The Area School is there, and buses run out to Middle Creek to pick up high school kids. Some parents send their primary children to Aurum, although a forty-minute bus ride on a Central Otago winter morning puts a lot of parents off the idea.”

“Who is the key player in the area?" asked Richard.

“Undoubtedly the Reverend Simon Woodhaugh-Jones. He is in his late forties or early fifties, a thin, black-haired Abraham Lincoln of a man. Does a lot of charity work. All denominations attend his church. He spends much of his time visiting parishioners but he is a paradox: a very sociable recluse. Publicly very accessible and visible, privately not. He lives in the vicarage, has no home help, entertains people only in his front room. A bit of a strange man, but very worthy nonetheless.”

“Tell me about this missing girl?”

“Edwina Blake. She was nearly thirteen and had just left Middle Creek Primary. Her parents had kept her there until she was ready for high school in Dunedin. Like many parents, they wanted to send their daughter to a ‘name’ school rather than the government Area School; Dunedin Diocesan College is a church school, recommended by the Reverend Woodhaugh-Jones. She disappeared while on a weekend pony trek, surrounded by friends and local people. Big search. No boyfriend to speak of, although she had male friends. The assumption was she fell down an old mine shaft or ran off with an internet sleazeball. Parents were devastated. ”

“Mineshaft sounds the most likely,” said Richard, thinking back to his experience when he was trying to find a student of his who had disappeared. Boon had been taken by sex slavers. Edwina was hardly old enough for that to happen. Or perhaps she was. He just did not know nowadays. 

“Any rumours linking the disappearance of the Blake’s oldest child to the present accusations?”

Virginia was silent for a moment, then said, “ Oldest and only child. Link? Yes and no. There is no direct link but a great deal of tension. The publicity over the last three months has been intense, making the townspeople of both Middle Creek and Aurum suspicious of everything and everyone. You’ll find out for yourself, but the rumour is that Eric Blake might have been interfering with Edwina because she asked a doctor in a different town for contraceptive pills, leading to the theory that Blake followed the Pony Club cavalcade and pushed his daughter down a mine shaft before she could spill the beans.”

“Why wasn’t he arrested?” asked Richard.

“Unshakeable alibi. He was with his wife all day, packing up to move out while Edwina was on the trek. Eric Blake is a well-respected furniture maker. He is regarded as a steadying hand, perhaps a little prone to anger.” 

“Nice guy, leaving his daughter to find Dad gone when she gets back. So I can look forward to an interesting time?” laughed Richard. “I’ll get up there tomorrow. I need to phone Alex, she’s in Christchurch at her shop, due back tomorrow, but I don’t want to hang around waiting for her.”

“That will make her feel well-loved,” said Virginia.

“Oh, she’ll understand,” said Richard.

“Oh no she won’t,” thought Virginia as she made her goodbyes.

“Tomorrow, then,” she said. “If you need anything, let me know?”

“Will do,” said Richard. “Cheers, Virginia.” 



Alex was not happy when Richard told her that he had been called away.

“Richard do be careful,” she said. “You still haven’t fully recovered after that blow on the head you got in Fern Valley.”

Richard had lost his sense of smell after being knocked unconscious in Fern Valley while investigating a situation there.

“Well, they need me there straight away. And I don’t need to be able to smell. If there is a belief that children are not safe in a school, even something that doesn't affect anyone else, people will send their children to the Area School in Aurum and Middle Creek Primary School will close,” Richard replied. “More importantly, some poor little kid needs protection and a man needs to be tried before he is found guilty. Why do people assume a young single male elementary school teacher is either gay or a kiddy fiddler? Sounds like there might be a lynching mob if we don’t do something soon.”

“There are official agencies for protecting little children, and the police if people think a teacher is unsound," said Alex. “Why don’t you leave it all to them? With your history, you can’t afford to be involved with any sexual misdemeanours.”

In a previous school where he had been Deputy Principal, Richard had been accused of raping a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl. Although charges had been laid, the case was dismissed when it became obvious that the whole business had been contrived by Richard’s Principal at St Angela’s College for Girls. Richard still faced acrimony from time to time. Social media has a dark side to it.

“How long will you be travelling?” asked Richard. “With you by my side there won’t be any accusations.”

“Cannot. I must negotiate a new contract with the washing machine supplier, who has entered into a manufacture, supply and warranty scheme with a Chinese firm,” Alex responded. “I think I will have to go to Wellington to talk to Trade and Enterprise first and then possibly on to Auckland to the supplier’s headquarters. Then I must go back to Greymouth to find a site for a new branch. Can you manage without me on this one?”

“It shouldn’t take too long,” Richard answered. “I have to decide whether an uptight Principal’s suspicions are correct, then I have to assess the family situation. Then it is up to CFW to take over, or not as the case may be. Then I might drive over to Greymouth or wherever you are.”

“Just talk to the Principal, then talk to the family?” said Alex. “Nothing can be that simple. But don't follow me around, please. I don't know where I'll be at any given time and I work much better on my own.”

Richard heard a sharpness in Alex's tone. She obviously felt that he was too bossy as far as business arrangements were concerned. 'Time to back off,' he thought. 

“Virginia just wants to check things out before pressing the panic button. This teacher has made unfounded allegations before.”

Alex felt that Richard was upset by her insistence that he should not meet up with her. She attempted to soften things as much as she could. 

“Well, I’ll miss you. Hotel rooms are awful places when you are on your own,” said Alex. “Where will you be sleeping?”

“Either in Aurum, but that’s a distance away, or in the Medical Centre’s clinic at Middle Creek. Apparently, there is a small flat used by people like dental nurses when they visit the school.”

“I remember those visits,” said Alex. “Looking back, those dental nurses did a wonderful job.”

“The Murder House,” said Richard. “That’s what we used to call the clinic.”

“Disinfectant and pain, that’s the smell that comes back when I think about my visits,” said Alex. “Oh, text Jo. She needs to know where each of us is. At times she is quite neurotic about knowing our whereabouts.”

“I’ll ring her,” said Richard. He decided to try again to work out what was on Alex's mind when she said she did not want him to follow her. "Are you sure you don't want me to catch up with you? I promise not to be bossy."

"No. I don't want you around while I am negotiating deals," said Alex. "You make your profit when you buy, not when you sell. Now, let me get on with my packing, and I have some calls to make."

Within ten minutes Alex had gone, leaving Richard a little puzzled. They had been married almost twenty years and they trusted each other. Only once had he been given cause to wonder, and that was a long time ago.

Richard packed carefully. He left his case on the bed while he went to his office, where he arranged cover for his teaching load and office hours for the duration of his visit to Middle Creek. His office hours were popular and he enjoyed the one-on-one contact with students. He had three students who had booked in to see him. Before the first arrived he wrote up some lecture notes for the website that students would access both before and after his lecture, photocopied reference material, and checked his lectures were on the Department’s laptop. Jo returned his voice mail call.

“Sorry to miss your call, Dad,” Jo said. “I had a lecture.”

“Mum and I are both away for a few days, Jo. She is visiting Christchurch then Wellington and perhaps Auckland, and ending up in Greymouth,” said Richard. “I have been asked to go to Middle Creek to sort out a problem at the school.”

“Isn’t that where the young girl went missing?” asked Jo.

Richard was always surprised at the things Jo remembered. But then she would remember someone going missing because it had happened to her.

“Sorry Jo,” said Richard. “Bad memories. Let’s talk about something else.”

“No worries, Dad,” said Jo. “I must face my fears. Can I join you?”

“No, Jo,” said Richard. “It’s not about a missing girl. I shouldn’t be away long. And yes, I will take care.” Richard realised that he sounded just like Alex, not wanting someone along for the ride, preferring to work alone. 

Jo laughed. She got on well with her father, who had been her rock as she passed through adolescence. Now she was more inclined to seek advice from her mother. She loved them both but her great fear was that she would disappoint them. She was enjoying university, which surprised her. She found other people who were like her, fun-loving but serious about their futures. She had decided to become a psychiatrist, meaning that she needed a top Grade Point average. Two guys in her crowd were also going to take Health Sciences, one to become a dentist and the other because he was passionate about medicine. Jo was often in their company, or more correctly, the guys met up because they were both in the company of Jo. Rory, the prospective medical doctor, was becoming a little too serious. Jo thought she needed to have a chat with Alex.

“How can I get hold of Mum?” she asked.

“On her cell phone, after nine at night,” said Richard, wondering why Jo had asked. An inspiration flooded in. “Is your love life troubling you, Jo?”

Jo was a little disconcerted by Richard’s bluntness. Alex would have been a lot more tactful. On the other hand, he was Richard West, and he was a man.

“I don’t have time for a love life,” Jo said. She would have liked to have said more but her words sounded like those of an adolescent.

“For Goodness sake, get a love life, get married and then I won’t be responsible for you!” laughed Richard.

Jo laughed out loud. Trust Richard to put his finger right on the issue.

“No, Dad,” Jo said. “I must get that doctorate. I guess my love life will just have to wait until there are only a handful of men to choose from,”

“Jo, it won’t be a handful. One day, BAM! Head over heels. Just like when I fell for your mother,” said Richard. 

Jo laughed again. “Got to go, Dad,” she said. “Thanks for the chat.”

“Love you, Jo.” 

As Richard ended the call, he hoped that Jo had picked up on his unspoken thoughts. He felt that somehow she had. 

After his lecture, which was well-attended, Richard had no schedule other than to pack, eat and watch some television. Sitting alone in his office, he felt a tension, a pressure to get home and get on with it. Richard checked that his absence for a couple of days had been covered, then he walked home as briskly as he could. With a crystal ball, he would have planned for more than a week.

He loved Dunedin and its Victorian architecture, the view of the harbour and the green of the trees in the Town Belt, a reserve that lay across the hills of the town, an emerald legacy from the heady days of the Gold Rush. 

The University was in the old hospital grounds above the city. Home was a downhill walk, then through Maori Hill followed by his favourite walk through the trees beside the Ross Creek Reservoir and then down Fulton Road to the Leith Valley where he and alex lived. He felt he was a privileged man who had it all. ‘And very nearly lost it,’ he thought, reflecting on Jo’s abduction, Alex’s near drowning as she rescued a Thai student and the more recent time when the family’s car had been swept away in a mudslide. 

Although Richard did not fancy spending the night alone in the house, he thought that as the autumn light was fading through gold to silver, he would leave first thing in the morning rather than drive there in the dark. Just over an hour’s drive would bring him to Aurum, the site of a large tent village during the gold rushes that had made Dunedin rich. Otago University had been built on this gold. There were some magnificent Victorian buildings remaining from that era, although most of the offices and factories had moved to Auckland, and then to Australia and latterly to Thailand and China. Another fifteen or twenty minutes should take him to Middle Creek.

Alex and Richard had been on a house and garden tour some months before. One house stuck in his mind; a two storey Victorian Vicarage with servants quarters in a lean-to at ground level at the back, shut off from the main downstairs rooms by a door that could be locked by the Vicar when he entertained. The main rooms were large, with huge mahogany sideboards in the lounge and dining room, whereas the servants quarters were cramped and dark, with bars on the windows. Whether these were to keep staff in or keep lovers out kept Alex and Richard talking for some weeks. 

The Vicar and his wife and family had no fewer than six bedrooms, plus a large bathroom and two separate toilets, all with hand basins with large brass taps. In contrast, the servants’ area had only one bathroom for the three bedrooms. The toilet was in the bathroom. Surprisingly, all of the bathrooms had both cold and hot water, the latter supplied no doubt from the coal range that heated the quarters and on which the food for the household was cooked.

“What a grand lifestyle,” said Alex. “Imagine having servants and living in such a lovely house. You should have been a Vicar instead of a teacher!”

“You’ve got me,” Richard had replied. “I’m your unpaid servant. What are you moaning about?”

“Unpaid. That’s debatable,” said Alex. “Unusual to see such a large house built of brick.”

“Yes, and it's two storeys,” said Richard. “Still, you would think it would come down in an earthquake.”

Dunedin had many brick and stone buildings. Currently, millions of dollars were being spent throughout New Zealand by owners and by the government in order to strengthen buildings, be they wooden, brick or concrete, following a devastating earthquake in Christchurch. Sadly, a number of owners could not face the cost and buildings were being demolished as the cheaper alternative to refurbishment. Many of these were left empty and decaying while waiting for the wrecking ball, including well-patronised churches and older public buildings such as local libraries and halls or shops in the commercial areas. 

"It's a shame so many of these grand old homes have been demolished or have fallen into disrepair," said Alex. "If I ever win Lotto I'll buy a house like this and save it from demolition."
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Richard left Dunedin early the next morning. His drive of eighty kilometres took him south then west, through a narrow gorge and on to a plain, then over a steep hill to drop several hundred metres to a small town beside a large river. This was Aurum. Richard drove through the town then took a small road on the right. He drove several kilometres along a winding road that went up and down, but more up than down, until he burst into a valley with steep sides on either side of a river. 

Richard drove to the Tee-junction that was effectively Middle Creek. To the right was a collection of houses. The left-hand side of the Tee crossed a small bridge over a stream with a road sign that read ‘Middle Creek’, and another sign said, ‘SLOW SCHOOL’. The road narrowed to a track as it curled down to the main river. Richard drove past the school and a large workshop and some houses and stopped the car beside the river, in a picnic spot off the road and down a winding gravel lane.

He watched the water swirling over hidden rocks. He felt a chill as he recalled Alex’s struggle in a mountain river, where he had nearly lost her as she lay mostly under water, getting colder and colder while trapped against a sheet of rock by hydraulic pressure. This river felt evil, its reddish-brown currents spinning around and splashing over submerged rocks. Looking at the rushing river, Richard could see why Alex believed in taniwha, river dragons, that beat the water into foam with their tails. .

Richard looked up at the steep rocky side of the hill opposite. He could see a track winding across the face of the hillside, a trail that led to the remains of old diggings. This whole area had once been a large gold field where people from all over the world had come to seek their fortunes. Tent villages formed and flourished then shrank to nothing as people moved on when the gold ran out. 

Richard had seen old photographs of Central Otago where the tents were like a bumpy snowfield covering the land. The bitter cold of winter saw men perish as they huddled in tents and caves they could not heat in this bare land. This was a harsh climate where summer heat reflected from the flat schist rocks, a dry climate where rivers evaporated and animals died of thirst. He knew that here, in a flash flood one Spring, eight men had died; young men in their prime, seeking the elusive gold that would make them rich and change their lives forever. Somewhere close by was a memorial plaque that he intended to visit when his business was finished.

“Good day,” said a woman’s voice.

Richard spun around. He saw a woman in her forties dressed in a pale blue uniform. A nurse. What was her name? Olivia? 

“Olivia Newcombe?” he asked.

“That’s right. And you must be Doctor West?” she answered.  She looked at the tall man in front of her.  He had fair hair that fell across his brow,  He had sharp blue eyes like a teacher Mr Ross she remembered from her childhood.  He had an open honest appearance.

“Just call me Richard,” he replied. “I am not a medical doctor. I am an academic.”

“I wish you were,” she replied. “I could do with some help from time to time.”

“Isn’t there a cottage hospital in Aurum?” Richard asked.

“Yes, but the doctor comes up from Gore and all the beds are closed now,” said Olivia. “Like here, where you’ll be staying, but we only have one bed for emergencies, or to put up people, like you.”

“It’s early. How did you know I was here?” Richard asked.

“I was on the lookout for you. I heard you drive through the village. People always come here first, to have a look at the river from this picnic spot. It can be quite eerie, looking across at the hillside.”

He looked keenly at Olivia before replying.  She seemed to be in her thirties, attractive despite her uniform, dark haired and smiling.  He sensed a strength of character in her, a determination to stick to her principles.  He was happy for her to be a witness regarding children being interfered with; he felt he could trust her judgement. 

“I saw a tent village and blinding heat, a man freezing to death and men drowning in a flash flood,” said Richard. “It’s a spooky place.”

“They don’t call them ghost towns for nothing,” said Olivia. “If you’re around for a few days I’ll show you the gully where the flash flood took the miners’ lives, and the mine shafts and the stone huts where the miners lived. There were no women on the diggings but some ladies with exceptional stamina made their fortunes in the shanty town in Aurum.”

“Is this the gold field?” asked Richard, waving his hand at the scene across the river. “The photos I’ve seen show a flat bumpy area.”

“That’s where the village is now. The river terraces were worked over first, and people camped on their claims,” Olivia answered. “It was all very civilised in a very uncivilised way, with Gold Fields police and proper registration of claims, and of course the gold tax. Coming back to the clinic? I’ll make you a morning coffee.”

“Want a ride?”

“Yes, please,” said Olivia. “It’s not far, but easier by car.”

The clinic was a short distance away. Richard could see that after crossing the Middle Creek bridge, Olivia must have cut across the straight leg of the D shape made by the curving road. 

“Longer by car, eh?” said Olivia. “I like to stay fit and was actually out walking when I heard your car go by.”

Richard followed Olivia into the clinic. It had a strong antiseptic smell.

“Sorry about the smell,” said Olivia. “It’s the disinfectant that the government issues.”

“Can’t smell a thing,” said Richard. “Ever since I got hit on the head.”

“How long ago?” asked Olivia.

“Over a year now,” said Richard.

“Seeing a neurologist?”

“No. Should I?”

“Yes,” said Olivia. “You have a condition known as anosmia. Looks like you have been hit on the head and suffered some nerve damage. The olfactory nerves can restore themselves but a specialist should advise you. Wait.”

She left and returned, saying “Close your eyes. What am I holding under your nose?”

“I think it is ammonia,” said Richard.

“Now?”

“Something sweet, don’t know what.” 

“Okay, you’re doing well, Richard. You can open your eyes,” said Olivia.

Richard saw a flask with a glass stopper, and a perfume bottle.

“You smelt both the ammonia and my perfume,” said Olivia. “Your sense of smell is returning. You probably had a haematoma that is disintegrating. I’ll make an appointment for you to see the doctor in Aurum, so she can refer you to Dunedin Public Hospital for a check-up. Ready for breakfast?”

“What’s the time?” asked Richard. “I need to get to the school as soon as I can.”

“I’ll ring Laura and tell her you're here, and I’ll lead you by the hand so you don’t get lost,” said Olivia. 

Richard knew she was joking because the school playing field was close to the clinic, on the opposite side of the road.

“Where am I staying?” he asked, looking at the Clinic, which seemed to have three sets of windows and three external doors.

“You stay at that end,” Laura said, pointing to the left. “I live at that end.” She pointed to the right. “The clinic is in the middle, with self-contained accommodation at both ends. Come on, I’ll show you, then we’ll eat. I’m starving.”

Olivia made breakfast while Richard moved into his room. It was a studio bedroom with a small kitchen, rather like a cheap motel. He unpacked his clothes into a set of drawers then crossed through the clinic and knocked on Olivia’s door.
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